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ABSTRACT 
 

This study examines the relationship behaviors exhibited on Catfish: The TV Show using 

a sample of 20 episodes. Using Grounded Theory’s Constant Comparative method, the author 

identified various relationship behaviors including how partners meet online, the nature of 

formed relationships, and the suspicious cues. This study integrates interpersonal communication 

theory to explain how Catfish relationships develop, as well as, what influences daters to feature 

their relationships on the reality-based television show. Social Penetration Theory explains the 

relationship development process that occurs over computer-mediated communication platforms, 

where partners communicate frequently and self-disclose. Computer-mediated communication 

drives partners towards a face-to-face meeting, that remains difficult to facilitate in Catfish 

relationships. As a result, daters question aspects of their relationships and write into the show 

for help. Uncertainty Reduction Theory demonstrates how Catfish: The TV Show operates as a 

communication strategy to reduce uncertainty about a partner’s identity and other aspects of the 

relationship.  
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Chapter 1: Catfish: The TV Show and Online Dating 
 

Since its premiere in late 2012, Catfish: The TV Show has provided viewers, scholars, and 

social media users insight into the world of catfishing, a unique kind of online dating present 

within the 21st century. Catfishing is best understood as the act of using Facebook or other social 

media to create false identities, particularly to pursue deceptive online romance (Schulman 

2014). As a unique kind of online dating, catfishing offers a different lens through which to study 

online dating and its ability to foster relationships between individuals. For years, online dating 

has served as a useful topic of study for scholars interested in computer-medicated 

communication and its intersection with interpersonal communication theory. Online dating, as a 

method for meeting potential partners, has become evermore popular in recent times. As of 2014, 

approximately 5.62 million Americans had used an online dating service, as compared to only 

2.68 million in 2012 (Gfk 2015). This increased usage comes as a result of online dating 

services’ ability to offer its users a venue for meeting and establishing connections with 

innumerous potential mates. Users are able to connect with others at faster rates and across 

geographic barriers. Online dating speeds up the process of finding a potential partner. As a form 

of computer-mediated communication, online dating services also allow for relationships 

between individuals to develop quickly. Users create their own profiles by filling out 

questionnaires, text-based descriptions, uploading profile photos, and other relevant information. 

With these elements, users are able to pick and choose whom they want to connect with and get 

to know better. They possess the ability to send direct messages or e-mails through which they 

can communicate further. The ultimate goal for online dating users is to meet face-to-face, and 

pursue a relationship offline (Toma & Hancock 2009). The potential of a face-to-face meeting 

drives the pursuit of partners in this arena. Users’ decisions about how to describe themselves 
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and what to say to others largely stem around the potential of meeting another user face-to-face. 

Online daters selectively self-present (Walther 2007) by sharing their best attributes and 

characteristics with hopes the other communicator will be interested. The importance of the face-

to-face meeting remains present across all online dating contexts.

Catfish: The TV Show presents a unique context where online dating and relationships 

meet an additional form of computer-mediated communication. Social networking websites and 

platforms are computer-mediated communication forms that allow for selective self-presentation 

in the same ways as online dating websites. Users construct their own profiles with text-based 

descriptions, personal information, and profile pictures and seemingly, attract potential mates. 

The idea that online relationships, like those shown on Catfish: The TV Show, begin over social 

networking websites is not new in popular media. Before online dating’s rise in popularity, 

people used the Internet to selectively self-present under alternate identities (Walther 1996). 

These individuals were curious about how others lived and experienced the world. Fake profiles 

allow for a kind of interaction that could never happen face-to-face, especially in cases where an 

individual’s gender is falsified (Walther 1996).  One of the most notable falsifications was the 

2012 online relationship hoax involving American football player, Manti Te’o. Te’o publicly 

revealed details about the loss of his girlfriend, Lennay Kekua, a story that gained sympathy 

from fans and a great deal of attention in the media for Te’o. After an investigation by reporters 

at Deadspin, a sports blog, details surfaced that traced the identity of Te’o’s girlfriend to a man 

named Ronaiah Tuiasosopo (Rasmussen 2014). Manti Te’o admitted to never having met his 

online girlfriend face-to-face, thus never verifying her true identity. Te’o had been catfished just 

as the term was starting to take on significant meaning. His story highlights the risks of meeting 

individuals online, as well as the importance of meeting one’s partner in person. Catfish: The TV 
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Show serves to help individuals who find themselves in situations similar to Manti Te’o’s. On 

Catfish: The TV Show specifically, the face-to-face meeting acts as a source of curiosity and 

conflict. Partners question the identity of the person they have been communicating with due to a 

lack of information, transparency, and honesty. Users fall in love with the selectively presented 

aspects of social networking profiles, without thinking twice about their validity.  

While most scholarship has focused on online relationships established through dating 

services like Match.com and Yahoo! Personals, Catfish: The TV Show depicts the relationships 

of individuals who have met online, but outside of dating websites. Catfish participants typically 

meet their partners through social networking platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram. These meetings demonstrate the power of online social networking services and like 

online dating services, their ability to connect individuals across geographic barriers. The show’s 

content touches on similar ideas found in other academic studies, but explores them in a more 

recent context. Catfish: The TV Show adds an extra element to the study of online relationships 

in that deception frames the entirety of the show. Catfish participants, referred to as hopefuls, 

write in to the show to ask for help in determining their partner’s identity. After months, or even 

years, of communicating with their partner, hopefuls remain uncertain of many elements in their 

relationships. These partners not only question the identity of their partner, but also the basis of 

their entire relationship. In short, Catfish hopefuls, like other online daters, want to meet their 

partners face-to-face. This premise provides a unique perspective of online relationships in that 

participants exhibit behavioral patterns as explained in part by interpersonal communication 

theory. Catfish couples conduct aspects of their relationships according to the expectations 

associated with offline, real life relationships. They aim to establish similar connections and 

bonds as seen in relationships that begin offline. Communication theories such as Social 
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Penetration Theory and Uncertainty Reduction Theory offer concepts through which to 

understand how Catfish relationships develop as a result of conversation and communication. 

As a more recent depiction of online relationships, Catfish: The TV Show acts as a unique 

form of media for both its participants and its viewers. The reality-based television show opens a 

window into a world that many people know exists, but may never actively participate in. Past, 

present, and future academic studies of online dating and relationships offer substantial 

contributions to the understanding of this world, but the truth remains the majority of people may 

never come across these works to learn more. Catfish: The TV Show provides a recent and on-

going exploration of online relationships through a medium that is fairly accessible. This study 

contributes to the existing literature in that it analyzes television, as a medium through which 

many people learn about online relationships.  

This study serves to further explore the intersection between computer-mediated 

communication and interpersonal communication theory, as it pertains to online relationships. In 

line with this, deception in online relationships is also significant to this examination, as Catfish: 

The TV Show frames online relationships through this lens. The main research questions relevant 

to this study include: (a) What online relationship behaviors are depicted on Catfish: The TV 

Show? and (b) What communication theories can be used to explain these behaviors, as well as, 

influence Catfish participants to feature their online relationships on the show?  

This study of Catfish: The TV Show contains eight chapters, including this chapter. In 

Chapter 2, I review some of the scholarship related to online dating, as it pertains to more 

traditional dating services. Many studies examine the role self-disclosure plays in relationship 

development, the importance of the face-to-face interaction between potential partners, and the 

concerns about deception in the online dating world. These three concepts are relevant to 



5 !

Catfish: The TV Show, as they play a central role in the conflict that exists between hopefuls and 

their alleged catfish. Hopefuls employ the reality-based television show and its hosts to help 

alleviate their concerns based on these three premises. In Chapter 3, I outline the methodology 

used in this study to obtain data from Catfish: The TV Show episodes. I discuss the background 

of the show and how its premise developed out of its host, Yaniv “Nev” Schulman’s online 

dating experience. This discussion is followed by an overview of the kinds of episodes, 

description of the episode selection process, and explanation of the theoretical framework used in 

this study. Chapter 4 presents the findings from the coding scheme used to track behaviors across 

the sample of episodes. These findings serve to demonstrate how partners meet online, the 

platforms used for meeting, the nature of relationships that are formed, computer-mediated tools 

used for communication, and so on. Chapter 5 begins the analysis portion of this study, which is 

organized to mirror the structure of Catfish: The TV Show episodes.  Chapter 5 explores the 

beginning of Catfish episodes and the relationships they depict. During this portion of the 

episode, the hopeful explains how the relationship developed and where it currently stands. 

Relationship formation between partners comes as a result of concepts outlined in Irwin Altman 

and Dalmas A. Taylor’s Social Penetration Theory. In Chapter 6, I explain the show’s 

investigation process and its ability to reduce uncertainty for the hopeful. Uncertainty Reduction 

Theory offers a lens through which to understand why hopefuls invite Catfish and its hosts into 

their personal and romantic lives. The investigation process yields information that takes 

hopefuls directly to a face-to-face meeting with their catfish. Chapter 7 discusses this meeting, 

hopefuls’ reactions to their catfish, and the resolutions that follow. The meeting and resolution 

serve as the final stage of the Catfish experience, in which the hosts play an integral role. Hosts 

guide the resolution process as a strategy for helping the hopeful and catfish move forward with 



6 !

the relationship, or their independent lives. Chapter 7 also offers an additional way of 

understanding Catfish: The TV Show as a form of media used and gratified by hopefuls and 

catfish. This understanding is rooted in Uses and Gratifications Theory, but serves to connect the 

data to a modified understanding of the theory. Finally, Chapter 8 revisits the significant findings 

from this study of Catfish: The TV Show and offers potential avenues for further research on the 

reality-based television show. Catfish: The TV Show began its fifth television season in the midst 

of this study, leaving a great deal more to explore about online relationships in this context. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature   
 

Online dating and social networking, as it pertains to Catfish: The TV Show are two 

distinct forms of computer-mediated communication. The term computer-mediated 

communication describes communication between individuals that takes place over some form 

of digital technology, such as emailing or sending messages in a chat room (Walther 1996). 

Computer-mediated communication began as a network of large computers that allowed for the 

transmission of data between geographically distant places (Walther 1996). In its beginning, this 

form of communication posed a threat to replacing face-to-face communication as individuals 

feared this form would substitute in-person meetings and conversations. Computer-mediated 

communication allowed for users to remain task-oriented and focused on the topic at hand, while 

removing the physical cues exhibited when individuals came face-to-face (Walther 1996). 

Computer-mediated communication can act as a precursor to face-to-face communication. 

Online dating serves as a form of computer-mediated communication in which people search for 

romantic partners using Internet websites. Individuals who meet online use computer-mediated 

communication to ask questions and learn more about one another. This form of communication 

offers individuals a chance to communicate, learn, and ponder upon whether or not they are 

interested in pursuing an offline interaction. Because computer-medicated communication entails 

some form of geographical separation between users, studies have centered around the 

relationships established between users across these digital channels (Gibbs, Ellison, & Lai 2011, 

Jiang & Hancock 2013, Toma 2013). Online dating, specifically, focuses on relationship building 

through computer-mediated channels, thus giving way to a desire to understand how users come 

together on online dating websites and services (Kang & Hoffman 2011, Su 2015). Online dating 

as a form of computer-mediated communication touches on several central concepts often 
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explored in this field: selective self-presentation, deception, and the importance of the face-to-

face interaction. Within these central concepts, others emerge that place their roots in 

interpersonal communication theory. Self-disclosure between users of online dating services, for 

example, operates as a key component in relationship development as explained by Social 

Penetration Theory (Gibbs, Ellison, & Heino 2006). Thus, online dating serves as a relevant 

subject matter for research interests on computer-mediated communication’s intersection with 

interpersonal communication theory. Online dating’s relevance to computer-mediated 

communication entails a vast array of themes in and of itself. Yet, for the purposes of this 

analysis, profile presentation serves as a useful starting point for understanding how online 

dating proves useful as a research interest. Profile presentation remains rather formal on online 

dating websites, in that users must enter in certain information in order to facilitate the 

establishment of relationships. In the context of Catfish: The TV Show, profile construction and 

presentation is less formal because individuals build their profiles for social purposes, not limited 

to the search of romantic partners.  

 

Profile Presentation 

Profile presentation lies at the forefront of online dating. For users of this form of 

computer-mediated communication, the online dating process begins with the creation of their 

dating profile. Online dating websites and services, depending on their system, allow for users to 

build their own profiles in a variety of ways. Users may fill out text-based forms in which they 

can describe themselves (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs 2006). Users may offer details in terms of their 

life background, hobbies and interests, religion, marital status, alcohol usage, physical 

appearance, etc. Users may be prompted to answer a series of psychological and personality trait 



9 !

questions to help the service determine suitable matches. Many services ask users to enter their 

demographic information, as well as mate preferences (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs 2006). Through 

the use of these provided details, some dating websites and services utilize algorithms and 

formulas to generate matches for users, while others simply allow users to search based on their 

mate preferences. Most research on online dating surveys users of more popular online dating 

websites and services such as Match.com, Yahoo! Personals, Webdate, and American Singles 

(Gibbs, Ellison, & Heino 2006). These websites are considered traditional dating sites, where 

individuals create their own profiles and initiate contact with others directly (Toma & Hancock 

2008). Traditional dating sites serve useful for understanding profile presentation because daters 

can describe themselves and their lives as they see them.  

Together, Ellison, Heino, and Gibbs (2006 & 2010) conducted some of the initial and 

most extensive research on online dating as a form of computer-mediated communication. Their 

studies utilized data gathered from one of the largest online dating websites, referred to by the 

pseudonym “Connect.com” (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs 2006). This qualitative data surveyed 349 

users on matters such as relational goals, honesty and self-disclosure, and perceived success in 

online dating (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs 2006, p. 421). Each of their studies focuses on a different 

aspect of the online dating world, but overall contributes to knowledge centered around self-

presentation, impressions, and self-disclosure in online dating. One of their most significant 

findings centered around the idea of the marketplace metaphor in online dating (Heino, Ellison, 

& Gibbs 2010). The online dating world operates as a marketplace for its users in which 

“participants assess potential partners’ desirability in order to determine whether the two were an 

appropriate match” (Heino et. al 2010, p. 434). Online daters develop strategies for evaluating 

others, and knowing this, use their own profiles as a selling tool to others (Heino et. al 2010). 
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Profile construction and presentation become the overarching strategy for attracting potential 

partners in the online dating world.  

Traditional online dating services, like those studied by Gibbs, Ellison, and Heino (2006 

& 2010), give agency to users in terms of how they want to be presented. Walther refers to this 

as selective self-presentation (Walther 1996). Selective self-presentation allows for users to pick 

and choose the parts of their identities they want others to know. Users often present their best 

attributes, and avoid those that may be less favorable. Computer-mediated communication 

allows for selective self-presentation in that users can change what they write both on their 

profiles, and in their messages to other users (Walther 2007). Users can spend as much time as 

they want constructing and refining the message (Walther 2007, p. 19). These refinements serve 

to make a user’s profile easy to read by others online daters. Online dating profiles are 

“predigested”, in that the information they contain “is easily consumed by a reader and serves up 

selected parts of “a user’s identity, that may be an idealized persona, or someone a user wants 

people to believe they actually are (Bridges 2012, p. 47). Profiles are condensed versions of a 

user’s entire life story that highlight their greatest moments and most attractive attributes. 

Selective self-presentation on dating profiles is made possible by (a) the textual nature of 

computer-mediated communication, which makes messages more editable, and (b) the slowed 

temporal dynamics of CMC, which gives users more time to construct their self-presentation 

(Toma & Hancock 2009, p. 369).  

The users’ ability to self-present extends beyond text-based descriptions and messages. 

Online dating services and websites allow users to upload photos to their profiles, in order to 

show their physical appearance to others. Physical attractiveness remains important to dating in 

general. In the online dating world, users post pictures on their profiles to accomplish the same 
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goals. These goals allow for the profile photograph to act as a central component of online self-

presentation, and one that is critical for relational success (Toma & Hancock 2009, p. 368).  

Online dating users choose carefully when it comes to their profile photographs. Users 

selectively self-present with pictures in which they appear more attractive, younger, or thinner. 

Toma and Hancock (2009) examined the accuracy of photographs in online dating profiles and 

the strategies used for enhancement. While online daters can generally choose photos where they 

look better, they can further enhance their appearance in a variety of ways. Online daters may 

upload professional photographs in which the light and angles are manipulated, the pictures are 

edited with software, and where their features (hair color, eye color, or skin tone) can be 

accentuated (Toma & Hancock 2009). Toma and Hancock (2009) argue for the existence of an 

accuracy spectrum in that online dater’s photographs may be slightly less accurate when 

compared to their real-life image. They note that online daters do not want the difference and 

discrepancies between their photographs and real-life appearance to be too obvious in the event 

of a face-to-face interaction (Toma & Hancock 2009, p. 375).  

 

Misrepresentations and Deception  

Selective self-presentation ties directly into what users feel is online dating’s biggest 

disadvantage: deception (Toma, Hancock, & Ellison 2008). In an attempt to present themselves 

as more attractive or interesting to potential partners, some online daters may manipulate or 

misrepresent facts and details about their lives. Misrepresentation commonly occurs with the 

photographs that users choose to post on their profiles, as well as in provided details such as age, 

height, and weight. In their study of deceptive signals in online dating profiles, Ellison and 

Hancock (2013) found that approximately 8 out of 10 online daters lied about their weight, 



12 !

height, or age in their profiles (Ellison & Hancock 2013). These misrepresentations have been 

attributed to signaling theory, in that dating profiles are intended to signal qualities about the 

profile creator (Ellison & Hancock 2013). Online daters aim to attract other users based on their 

physical characteristics. Misrepresentations and lies in the online dating world have shown to be 

gender-based. Women are typically thought to misrepresent their weight, while men may lie 

about their height by a few inches (Toma, Ellison, & Hancock 2008, p. 1032). Gender-based 

misrepresentations are also considered strategic among online daters. Hall, Park, Song, and Cody 

(2010) examined strategic misrepresentation and its relationship to gender, as well as self-

monitoring and the Big 5 personality traits (openness, agreeableness, neuroticism, 

conscientiousness, and extraversion). Their results found that men were more likely to 

misrepresent personal assets, such as financial resources and education, while women were more 

likely to misrepresent their weight. These misrepresentations are rooted in evolutionary 

psychology. Females are thought to seek males who have more resources and long-term 

relationship goals, whereas males seek females who shown signs of fertility such as young age 

and healthy physical appearance (Hall et. al 2010). These lies and strategic misrepresentations 

may also come as a result of online dating systems’ functionality. Some dating websites allow 

users to categorize their body types and age into predetermined ranges. For example, users can 

choose options such as slender, average, athletic, curvy, a few extra pounds, etc. to describe their 

body type. An individual who may be a few extra pounds can categorize themselves as curvy, 

with hopes that this descriptor may be more attractive to potential mates (Bridges 2012). In terms 

of age, users may select a younger range for their age because they are seeking a younger mate. 

Some dating services confine searches to a partner’s corresponding age range, which restricts 

partners from finding younger mates (Bridges 2012). These lies, which allow for users to yield 
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more positive results, can be considered somewhat minimal in the larger sense. In an in-person 

meeting, many of these deceptions would be difficult to detect face-to-face (Toma, Ellison, & 

Hancock 2008). Still, the idea that users may misrepresent their traits and characteristics is not 

lost on online daters as a whole. As individuals who may directly partake in the activity, online 

daters are aware of selective self-presentation in the profiles of other users. This awareness 

translates into a sense of caution when looking for potential partners online. Online daters 

attempt to avoid these potentially misleading cues in their own profiles, especially those that will 

be noticeable in a face-to-face interaction (Hancock & Toma 2009). As users on these websites 

are looking for partners with whom to form romantic relationships, the potential for face-to-face 

interactions is a driving force behind how a user presents themself on their profile.  

 

Self-Disclosure, Identity Verification, & Face-to-Face Interactions  

 Computer-mediated communication’s ability to allow users to selectively self-present 

emerges not only through profile construction and image choice, but also through the personal 

information users share with one another. Computer-mediated communication affords increased 

communication because it is asynchronous (Walther 1996). Communicators possess greater 

opportunities to converse and can spread their communication time out over the course of a day. 

Users can control interaction by taking more time to formulate their thoughts and responses, 

which contributes to improved quality of communication (Walther 1996). In the context of 

online dating, these thoughtful responses take shape as self-disclosure between partners. Self-

disclosure describes any message about the self that is communicated to another person (Gibbs, 

Ellison, & Heino 2006). Partners that meet online communicate to acquire certainty about one 

another. Online daters desire to know exactly who they are speaking with, what their interests 
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are, and how their respective relationship goals fit together. All of this information helps partners 

decide whether or not they want to meet face-to-face in the future. The face-to-face interaction is 

the ultimate end goal for online daters. Their profile construction, image selection, and levels of 

self-disclosure aim to entice other online daters into pursuing offline relationships. Research 

shows that individuals who have met online initiate a face-to-face interaction within one week of 

beginning communication with one another (Ramirez, Sumner, Fleuriet, & Cole 2015). Scholars 

understand this as “modality switching”, in that “online partners who meet offline might 

experience different outcomes depending upon the amount of time and online communication 

preceding the initial FtF meeting” (Ramirez et. al 2015, p. 100). Online daters, and computer-

mediated communicators as a whole, have invested time getting to know someone through 

digital channels and thus, aim to verify that individual’s identity in person. This modality 

switching may yield a successful in-person meeting, or in the case of many Catfish relationships, 

a reveal of someone different.  

 Together, the ideas of selective self-presentation, the prevalence of misrepresentations, 

and the importance of the face-to-face interaction maintain relevance within the context of 

Catfish: The TV Show. Although most Catfish couples do not meet on traditional online dating 

websites and services, their ability to initiate relationships over computer-mediated social 

networks note much of the same concepts. Catfish participants build relationships across these 

digital channels, in which communication is asynchronous, textual, and editable (Schulman 

2014). The difference remains, however, that individuals on this television show tend to 

communicate under entirely fabricated forms of selective self-presentation. They speak, act, and 

behave under the identity of someone else who they have created, yet seemingly present the best 

attributes of. As will become evident in later chapters, partners in these relationships also note 
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deception as one of the risks for becoming involved with someone online. Their desire to meet 

in-person and verify their partner’s identity is rooted in the notion that their partner’s online 

identity fails to match up in certain ways. While online daters focus on the discrepancies and 

differences between online and offline presentation, Catfish daters focus on informational 

discrepancies, or an overall lack of information about the other communicator. Catfish 

relationships may be understood as a unique type of online dating that fits within the practice’s 

larger context. Catfish relationships highlight the most extreme forms of online dating deception. 

These deceptions, however, develop outside of traditional dating sites, yet prove the risks many 

online daters associate with the practice overall1. 

 

Studies on Catfish: The TV Show  

While most scholarship has focused on traditional online dating, some research on 

Catfish: The TV Show has been conducted. Kathrin Kotteman (2015) examines Catfish: The TV 

Show and its ability to depict an incredibly relevant set of behaviors in our current time. 

Kotteman (2015) argues that the “Catfish moment” is “the present moment on a continuum of 

deception that signifies the culmination of several issues regarding users’ relationship to 

cyberspace…” (Kotteman 2015, p. 53). She reviews the history of deceptive online hoaxes, 

before the practice was deemed “catfishing”. Kotteman (2015) serves to situate catfishing as a 

concept within the uprising of social networking platforms and their ability to allow individuals 

to create alternate versions of themselves. While Kotteman’s (2015) work focuses on the 

                                                
1 Other background information and research on online dating can be found in the following texts: Ayres (1979), 
Baek, Bae, & Jang (2013), Baker (2002), Bargh & McKenna (2004), Jiang & Hancock (2013), Dewey (2016), 
Fischer (2014), Gibbs, Ellison, & Lai (2011), Guadagno, Okdie, Kruse (2011, 2012), Huestis (2010), Jiang, 
Bazarova, & Hancock (2011), Joe (2006), Joinson & Dietz-Uhler (2002), Jones (2015), Kang & Hoffman (2011), 
Omarzu (2000), Sautter, Tippett, & Morgan (2010), Toma (2013), Toma, Hancock, & Ellison (2008), Vitzthum 
(2007), Wagner (2011), Yee (2014), Zytko, Grandhi, & Jones (2014)  
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trajectory that is online deception’s relationship to social networking, Elise Van Neygen (2015) 

examines the representation of online daters on Catfish: The TV Show. As a whole, Catfish 

touches on many themes through its depiction of online relationships, some of which extend 

beyond self-presentation and deception. Through its cast of characters, Catfish: The TV Show 

presents certain notions about sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, education, media 

literacy, and religion. These presentations come as a result of which relationships the show’s 

producers decide to feature on its episode. Van Neygen (2015) delves deeper into these largely 

demographic characteristics of Catfish participants to note how the television show not only 

depicts deceptive online relationships, but chooses to present as the individuals who form 

relationships online. Van Neygen’s (2015) study looks at three episodes from the show’s first 

three seasons and breaks down each episode into three parts: the set up, the confrontation, and 

the resolution. This format offers a useful way of understanding the episode’s organization, 

which was also implemented into this particular study of Catfish: The TV Show. In her analysis, 

Van Neygen (2015) notes that overall demographics play an important role in an individual’s 

ability to be deceived online. For example, a lack of media literacy prohibits online daters from 

verifying their partner’s identity through video chatting, Google searches, or locating authentic 

pictures (Van Neygen 2015, p. 52).  

In addition to these analyses of the show, Nev Schulman (2014) offers insight into the 

reality-based television show itself, as well as the behaviors it depicts. Schulman’s (2014) text is 

rooted largely in his own observations as the most active participant in this context. Unlike all 

others, Schulman (2014) has experienced falling in love online himself, and has watched others 

do the same year after year of the show. Schulman describes catfishing as an “epidemic”, in that 

its rise “has opened up the far bigger question of how we are living and loving in the era of social 
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media” (Schulman 2014, p. 4). His work aims to offer a better understanding of who catfish are 

and why they do what they do (Schulman 2014). While Schulman’s work is incredibly insightful 

into online deception in the digital age, his findings lack evidence in the academic sense. He 

offers insights based on experience and observations of repeated outcomes, but does not provide 

any theoretical findings or psychological research to support his conclusions. Still, Schulman’s 

work is useful in that he identifies the same behaviors that have been found within other studies 

of the show (Rasmussen 2014, Kotteman 2015, Van Neygen 2015). The present study 

incorporates some of Schulman’s findings into its analysis, while offering interpersonal 

communication theory as a basis for the behaviors exhibited on Catfish: The TV Show.  

 

Studies on Reality Television  
 

Along with research on computer-mediated communication and online dating, studies 

about reality television are relevant to the present study of Catfish: The TV Show. Research on 

reality television can take a variety of routes, but often explores how viewers interpret and 

perceive the ideas communicated on these shows (Papacharissi 2007, Ebersole & Woods 2007). 

Reality television emerged as a popular genre in prime time network television when the 2000-

2001 season of Survivor aired (Ebersole & Woods 2007). Survivor became the most watched 

show of its season with over 51 million viewers tuning in to watch its first season finale 

(Ebersole & Woods 2007, p. 23). Many reality programs followed Survivor, making the genre 

evermore popular among viewers. Nielsen Media Research reported that the top 25 television 

programs of the 2002- 2003 season included seven reality television shows (Ebersole & Woods 

2007). Reality television’s rise in popularity has not only created interest for viewers, but also 

scholars curious about the effects such programs have on ordinary individuals. Studies have 
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explored attitudinal predictors of exposure to and enjoyment of reality television, the effects of 

viewing, analyses of ethical and social problems, as well as close readings of particular shows 

(Ebersole & Woods 2007). Catfish: The TV Show entered the genre of reality television later on 

than more popular television series that have been examined. The show, which aired in 2012, 

offers viewers insight into a world where reality meets the fantasy that can be created through 

editable, text-based, computer-mediated communication. 

Research on reality television that has focused on viewer’s motivations has incorporated 

the Uses and Gratifications paradigm from communication theory. The paradigm helps identify 

viewers’ motives for choosing particular kinds of media and the viewing patterns that reflect the 

utility, selectivity, and intentionality of audience activity (Ebersole & Woods 2007, p. 24). The 

paradigm assumes that audience motivations for television viewing are directly tied to content, 

but also that the audience is “goal directed” and specifically seeks out media content to meet 

certain social and psychological needs (Ebersole & Woods 2007, p. 24). Viewers are motivated 

to watch particular television content that meets their personal goals and fulfills their needs. 

Reality television programs are thought to satisfy voyeuristic desires for viewers (Ebersole & 

Woods 2007). Viewers enjoy watching others in specific situations, whether those are situations 

of misfortune, embarrassment, heartbreak, fear, success, or triumph. At times, viewers also relate 

to participants of reality television as they go through similar life experiences. Participants may 

be seen as a viewer’s peer group, made up of real people as opposed to celebrities or actors 

(Ferris, Smith, Greenberg, & Smith 2007). Reality television gives viewers a chance to see how 

other individuals react to the various experiences put forth by the show’s plot.  

As a genre itself, reality television is unique because it includes its own subset of genres. 

Reality programming includes soap operas, documentaries, game shows, crime dramas, 
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travelogues, pseudo-sports competitions, as well as other categories under its title (Ebersole & 

Woods 2007, p. 25). Reality dating shows are also a popular genre. These shows portray 

nonactors in dating situations with the camera acting as an observer of real-time events (Ferris et. 

al 2007). ABC’s The Bachelor and its spin-off series The Bachelorette are two of the more 

popular reality dating shows geared towards young adults (Ferris et. al 2007). While Catfish: The 

TV Show portrays dating expectations and scenarios, this reality television program cannot be 

considered a dating show in the same way as The Bachelor and The Bachelorette. Catfish is a 

unique reality television program in that the show transcends research on online dating 

perceptions and reality television. This uniqueness stems from the show’s exploration of the 

concerns that may arise from the formation of online relationships (Rasmussen 2014). 

In a larger collection of studies about reality television, Rasmussen (2014) specifically 

explores Catfish: The TV Show and viewer’s perceptions regarding online romantic relationships 

and Internet culture. Using focus groups of college-aged students, Rasmussen (2014) examined 

what perceptions viewers form about the show’s profiled participants, online relationships, as 

well as the narratives learned about Internet culture. College-aged students are the core of 

Catfish’s viewership with 30 participants in this particular study (Rasmussen 2014). 

Rasmussen’s (2014) method demonstrated that the majority of Catfish viewers feel sympathetic 

towards hopefuls who are deceived by their partners. This sympathy is connected to the notion 

that Catfish participants appeared to fall deeply for their partners, despite potential questionable 

details. Viewers did note, however, the importance of using computer-mediated communication 

services such as Skype to verify a partner’s identity before entering into a romantic relationship 

(Rasmussen 2014). Despite this sympathy, viewers in this study also felt the characters portrayed 

on the show were extreme representations of people who would enter into an online relationship 
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(Rasmussen 2014, p. 242). Viewers felt the catfish were represented as abnormal individuals, 

while the hopefuls were seen as normal individuals who were simply not careful when 

connecting online (Rasmussen 2014). These particular perceptions of Catfish participants 

appeared related to perceptions of online dating as a practice in and of itself. Given the time of 

2014 study, perceptions of online relationships have transitioned from taboo and stigmatized to 

more common and acceptable in the public eye. Rasmussen’s (2014) respondents noted that they 

knew individuals who had pursued successful relationships online, but remained particularly 

hesitant to enter into their own online relationships. This hesitation comes as a result of Catfish’s 

content and its ability to show the downsides of the Internet. Overall, Rasmussen (2014) 

concludes that Catfish: The TV Show highlights the simplicity of uncovering potential deception 

in online relationships. The show also serves to shed light on to the formerly taboo topic of 

online dating, while showing that no one is immune to deception. Given the results of her study, 

Rasmussen (2014) notes that Catfish provides a lesson in practicing responsibility and caution 

when operating online (Rasmussen 2014, p. 244).  

 

The Goal and Fit of the Present Study  

The similar patterns between traditional online dating studies and the relationship 

behaviors exhibited on Catfish: The TV Show place this study in a unique position among the 

research. Catfish: The TV Show as a form of media presents the findings from online dating 

research indirectly to its audience. The show portrays how users selectively self-present on the 

profiles they construct, as well as, misrepresent facts about their real lives to others. The show 

depicts computer-mediated relationships from start to finish, but fails to discuss the potential 

psychological factors behind such relationship and communication behaviors. Catfish tells its 
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viewers a story and teaches its viewers how to avoid such deception online (Davis 2013). Yet, 

the show does not delve deeper into why communicators may act in certain ways. As a result, 

Catfish: The TV Show brings importance to the study of online dating and relationships because 

this show bridges the gap between the academic and popular culture. Catfish episodes depict 

many of the behaviors noted in academic research in a way that is easily accessible for anyone 

with cable television. People can tune in and watch online relationships unravel or progress 

without truly understanding how such relationships come to take shape. While others studies of 

the show have focused on online deception or issues of representation (Kotteman 2015, Van 

Neygen 2015), the present study aims to discuss the interpersonal communication theory behind 

computer-mediated relationship development and the deception associated with it. With this, this 

study of Catfish: The TV Show will contribute to the existing research by examining a medium 

that offers insight into the world of online dating for reality-based television show viewers.  
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Chapter 3: Methods of the Present Study 
 

Background  
 
 The storyline for Catfish: The TV Show emerged out of a documentary film about Yaniv 

“Nev” Schulman, a host of the show, and his experience with falling in love over the Internet. In 

his book, In Real Life: Loves, Lies, & Identity in the Digital Age, Schulman recounts his catfish 

story as a means for explaining how the subject matter sparked his interest. Schulman’s love 

story began in 2007 with a Myspace message from “Abby Loves Ballet” (Schulman 2014). Abby 

expressed interest in Schulman’s photography that she had seen on his website. As a burgeoning 

artist herself, she contacted Schulman and asked permission to paint some of his photographs. 

Schulman agreed, and shortly after, the two began communicating regularly. His initial response 

to Abby opened up “a floodgate of more than 1,500 messages over the next nine months” 

(Schulman 2014, p. 10). Abby would send Schulman pictures of the paintings she had made 

based on his art. The two discussed various elements of their respective work. Eventually, his 

relationship with Abby grew into a relationship with her entire family. Schulman began receiving 

messages from Abby’s mother, Angela Wesselman-Pierce, who wanted to make sure Abby was 

not bothering him. She wrote,  

 Hi there. I’m Abby’s mom, Angela. I hope Abby’s not bothering you. My son was 

babysitting her and he wasn’t paying attention when she emailed you. My apologies. (Schulman 

2014, p. 18)  

Schulman’s correspondence came to include virtual relationships with Abby’s brother, Alex, and 

her older sister, Megan.  

 Schulman’s initial conversation with Megan began similarly to that of his with Angela. She 

sent him a message expressing her interest in his friendship with Abby, fostered through a 
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mutual interest in art. From there, the two began discussing their hobbies and common interests, 

disclosing many details of their personal lives. Megan sent Schulman a Facebook friend request 

“more than three months after” receiving the initial Myspace message from Abby (Schulman 

2014, p. 23). Over time, their relationship became quite significant and blossomed into a 

romantic relationship that lasted for months. Schulman and Megan tried to arrange several times 

to meet in person. Megan’s family arranged a trip to New York, where Schulman lived at the 

time, “but it was aborted before it was even under way” (Schulman 2014, p. 80). She relayed 

several other plans to visit Schulman in the following months, but claimed a different mishap 

every time. Megan’s excuses included a car break down, her own hospitalization, a forced trip to 

visit her father in San Jose, California, and her own arrest and overnight imprisonment. 

Schulman attributed these events to Megan having several strokes of bad luck, never questioning 

her stories (Schulman 2014).  

 His suspicion arose when Megan sent Schulman a recording of one of her musical 

performances. She often discussed her interest in music with him, claiming to sing and play the 

guitar. Megan claimed the recording as one of her original works. Schulman’s appreciation for a 

particular track called “Downhill” inspired him to search for the lyrics online; a search that led 

him to uncovering many truths about Megan. The recording was not original; she had taken it 

from a YouTube video of a musician named Amy Kuney (Schulman 2014). Megan became 

defensive when he confronted her about the music. She offered no real explanation, and instead 

accused Schulman of calling her a liar (Schulman 2014). From there, Schulman began to 

question many of the details Megan had told him, turning to Internet searches as helpful tools for 

finding out the truth (Schulman 2014). He traveled to Ishpeming, Michigan, on a spur of the 

moment trip with his friends, to confront Megan several weeks later, only to find that the life she 
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had described to him was nowhere to be found. Instead, Angela, Abby’s mother had fabricated 

the entire story and most of the people in it. She pretended to be everyone; Abby, Alex, and 

Megan in her conversations with Schulman. Abby and Megan were real people, but neither of 

them had ever interacted with him. It was all Angela. She had downloaded the entire photo 

gallery of a woman named Aimee Gonzales, and portrayed Aimee’s identity as Megan’s 

(Schulman 2014). Schulman’s entire relationship with Megan was based on a lie.  

 Throughout the course of Schulman’s interactions with the family, his brother, Ariel “Rel” 

Schulman and their friend, Henry Joost documented the entire experience on video. The 

documentary, titled Catfish, was screened at the Sundance Film Festival, where it became an 

instant success and later released in theaters (Schulman 2014). After its release, Schulman began 

to receive dozens of emails from other individuals who had gone through similar experiences. 

Schulman describes the experience as, “People were looking to me for answers hoping I could 

help them understand what had happened to them. They saw me as a beacon, shining through a 

murky fog of confusion and dishonesty” (Schulman 2014, p. 148). Schulman conceived the idea 

to help others learn the truth about their online romances. As he remarks in the Season 1 

introduction to the show, “I could just pursue every single one of these leads, and we should 

make a show of it” (Catfish: The TV Show 2012). From there, Catfish: The TV Show was born. 

 

 Defining a Catfish.  

 Catfish, the title for both the documentary film and the subsequent reality-based show, was 

taken from a moment in Schulman’s visit to Ishpeming, Michigan. After learning the truth about 

Angela, her husband, Vince, told Schulman an unusual story.  

“Fisheries used to ship these giant vats of live cod from Alaska to China, but they kept 
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running into a problem. Upon arrival in China, the cod’s flesh was mushy and tasteless 

from the fish being inactive on the journey. So some guy had the bright idea to put catfish 

in the vats with the cod to chase them around and keep them moving” (Schulman 2014, p. 

237).  

Schulman felt Angela had been a catfish to him in that she “had kept him intrigued, eased his 

loneliness, and made him feel like he had finally maintained a great relationship” (Schulman 

2014, p. 237). The reality-based television show, however, allowed for the term catfish to take on 

a new definition. In this context, “a catfish is someone who pretends to be someone they’re not, 

using Facebook or other social media to create false identities, particularly to pursue deceptive 

online romance” (Schulman 2014, p. 24). The term catfish can also be extended into other tenses 

of the word to better describe a situation. For example, someone is catfished when they have 

been deceived by another, while catfishing is the verb associated with the entire process (Urban 

Dictionary).  

      



26 !

 The Catfish Episode Catalogue  

 Catfish: The TV Show’s full episode catalogue includes several distinct episode formats 

which compose the entirety of the show’s body of work. This reality-based television show 

utilizes these different formats to present multiple aspects of the show’s content and provide the 

viewer with a diverse understanding of the Catfish experience. Regular episodes are the most 

common episode format used on Catfish: The TV Show. These episodes showcase the story of 

two individuals’ online relationship and the hosts’ involvement in resolving suspicion of a 

partner’s identity. The show’s seasons include the greatest number of regular episodes, as these 

episodes are the premise of the reality-based television show. In addition to these regular 

episodes, Catfish also features reunion episodes. During a reunion episode, characters from 

previous episodes within that season reunite on MTV’s stage. Reunions are a chance for the 

characters to discuss the filming experience, as well as update one another and the viewers about 

their current personal and romantic lives. Finally, there are special episodes. Specials allow the 

hosts Nev Schulman and Max Joseph to discuss their experiences with making the show and 

meeting its cast of characters in real life. Specials often air mid-season between regular episodes, 

or sometimes at the end of a season where multiple specials are aired consecutively. On 

occasion, specials feature deleted scenes that were not included in regular episodes.   

 

 Structure of a Regular Episode.  

 This study contains only regular episodes of Catfish: The TV Show. Regular episodes 

follow a specific format within their forty-two-minute timeframe (Schulman 2014). In her study 

of Catfish: The TV Show, Elise Van Neygen (2015) divides episodes into three parts: the set up, 

confrontation, and resolution as shown in Figure 3.1a. These three parts include two plot points: 
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plot point #1 pertains to ascending action of the story, and plot point #2 follows the descending 

action of the story (Van Neygen 2015). For the purposes of this analysis, I have revised Van 

Neygen’s break down of the episodes, which is shown in Figure 3.1b, by adding two additional 

parts and withdrawing the plot points. While incredibly useful in understanding Catfish episodes, 

I believe the episodes include one central plot point, which is the hopeful’s quest to learn the 

identity of their partner. This quest is the hopeful’s entire purpose for writing into the television 

show.  

Figure 3.1a  

Van Neygen’s Episode Format (Van Neygen 2015)
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Figure 3.1b  

Catfish: The TV Show Regular Episode Format 

 

 The revised episode format is shown in Figure 3.1b. The episode begins with the overview. 

The overview includes a short preview of the upcoming face-to-face meeting, an editing strategy 

used to entice the viewer into watching the episode. This scene often shows the hopeful, the 

individual who has reached out to the show’s hosts, reacting to the unknown possibilities 

associated with meeting their romantic partner. The focus then moves into what can be 

considered the Catfish introductory theme song. Multiple images of Catfish hopefuls flash by as 

digitized music plays in the background. During the show’s first season, Schulman’s voiceover 

explained the show’s development from his personal catfish experience into the reality-based 

television show. That section, which was kept in older seasons, ends with the voiceover’s 

signature phrase, “Catfish: The Movie was my story. Catfish: The TV Show is yours” (Catfish: 

The TV Show 2012).  

 The overview is followed by the relationship setup portion of the episode. The Catfish 

story opens with Schulman and Max Joseph, his co-host, sitting in a hotel room. The hosts are 

often involved in their own discussion about where they are or how they are feeling. Schulman 

remarks that it is time to get started and opens his computer to read his email. Catfish hopefuls 

write in to the show and explain their story. The hopeful relays details about how they met their 

partner, the duration of their relationship, and the suspicious cues that have led them to write in 

and ask for help. Hopefuls often describe what the relationship means to them and the turning 

Overview Relationship!
Setup! Investigation Face7to7Face!

Meeting! Resolution!
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point that led them to start questioning their partner’s identity. From there, Schulman and Joseph 

make a telephone call or initiate a videoconference with the hopeful. Together, the hosts and the 

hopeful agree to pursue the story, sending Schulman and Joseph out on the road.  

 When the hosts arrive at the hopeful’s home, the three sit down and engage in a more 

detailed conversation about the relationship. Schulman often asks the hopeful how often the 

partners communicate and what strategies they utilize to do so. He then invites the hopeful to 

show him and Joseph what their partner looks like, a move which usually involves viewing a 

social media page on Facebook or Instagram. Schulman and Joseph take the information the 

hopeful has given them and return to their hotel room to begin the search. The search enters into 

the investigation portion of the episode. Viewers watch as the two run Google search and image 

queries, call various businesses looking for references, watch YouTube clips, etc. looking for any 

clue that suggests the partner is hiding something. After a day or so, they return to the hopeful 

and present him or her with what they have found and their theories about the partner’s true 

identity. Hopefuls express a variety of reactions, which will be discussed later, but ultimately 

decide they want to meet the person Schulman and Joseph have found. Together, the hosts and 

the hopeful set out on their journey to meet the partner, which transitions into the episode’s face-

to-face meeting section. They often reach out to the alleged catfish via phone to set up a meeting 

time and place, or in some rare cases, ambush the partner entirely. The viewers watch the face-

to-face meeting outcome, which is always followed by the resolution in the form of a discussion 

between the hosts and the partners.  
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Regular Episode Selection for Sample 

 For this analysis, I began the episode selection process by reviewing the episode list 

provided by MTV’s Catfish: The TV Show website. The website provides the total number of 

episodes, including specials and reunions, in a drop down menu that is categorized by season. 

The website pages for the first three seasons tell viewers that episodes can be watched on Hulu 

or Amazon streaming services. Given the episode list from MTV, I cross-referenced that episode 

list with those provided by Hulu.com, Amazon Video, and the iTunes Music Store, each of 

which make episodes available to viewers. The episode lists across these four digital channels 

vary slightly. The Amazon and iTunes lists include specials and reunions, while Hulu’s episode 

list excludes these episodes and simply streams regular Catfish episodes. For this analysis, 

episodes were taken from the Hulu episode list because of the service’s focus on regular Catfish 

episodes.   

 Five regular episodes were chosen from each of Catfish: The TV Show’s four seasons, 

resulting in a total of twenty episodes. For each season, I chose to examine the season premiere 

episode, mid-season episode, and season finale episode because these episodes serve as major 

episodes within any show’s given season. The season premiere opens the season and 

foreshadows the episodes to come to the viewers. Mid-season episodes often yield a multiple 

week break in television show seasons, while season finales bring an end to a given season. In 

addition to these three episodes, I also chose the episodes halfway between these three major 

points. I decided upon this selection process in an effort to remain objective. Having seen the 

majority of Catfish: The TV Show’s episodes as a regular viewer of the show, I did not want to 

choose episodes that portrayed only certain types of outcomes or relationships. I wanted all 

outcomes, both true identities and catfish, and all relationship types, heterosexual, 
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heteronormative, and homosexual relationships to be represented in the sample.    

 While I was intent on staying true to my selection process, two exceptions were made for 

the halfway episodes between the mid-season episode and the season finale episode across two 

seasons. The first of these exceptions occurred in Season 3, where by the previous mentioned 

selection format, Season 3, Episode 12 was unavailable for viewing on Hulu.com. This episode, 

that originally aired on television, was taken down due to a legal case involving the catfish. I 

chose to examine Episode 15 as its replacement because this episode showcased a celebrity 

catfish scenario. On several occasions, catfish fabricate celebrity identities in their relationships 

with hopefuls. I felt this was an important kind of relationship to discuss because celebrity 

catfish create a special level of uncertainty that must be reduced, as I will discuss in Chapter 6. 

The second exception occurred in Season 4, where I elected to watch Episode 14 over Episode 

15 because this episode also included a celebrity catfish. The full list of episodes included in this 

study is provided in Appendix A.  

 

Coding Scheme 
 
 As a regular viewer of Catfish: The TV Show, I had previously seen several of the episodes 

that are included in this study’s sample. This predisposition made me familiar with some aspects 

of the episodes’ content and format because I knew the outcomes in these episodes. My 

familiarity with the episodes influenced the coding scheme in that I knew what elements I 

intended to focus on while watching each of the episodes. For this study, I watched each of the 

episodes in the sample twice, in different viewing rounds. During the first viewing round, I 

watched all twenty episodes consecutively and took notes on each episode in accordance with the 

coding questions provided in Appendix B. This approach gave me the opportunity to reconsider 
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some of my questions and add additional questions to address elements I had missed. I revised 

my coding document, as seen in Appendix C, and proceeded to the second viewing of the 

twenty episodes. The following week, I watched all twenty episodes for a second time and made 

notes according to the revised coding document.  

 The coding scheme used for each episode follows the format of a regular Catfish episode. 

The overview and relationship setup’s coding questions focus on the introduction to the Catfish 

episode where the hopeful’s story is introduced. Details about how the partners, the hopeful and 

the alleged catfish, met over the Internet are relayed during this section. Viewers learn the 

platform they used for meeting, how the relationship is maintained offline, and the kinds of 

information both parties shared with one another in the past. The investigation’s coding 

questions note the hopeful’s reasons for being suspicious of their partner’s identity, why they felt 

it was time to reach out to Schulman and Joseph for help, as well as the host’s search process. 

The investigation coding questions also note the hopeful’s response when the hosts review the 

details they found. Finally, the meeting and resolution’s coding questions note the face-to-face 

meeting outcome in the story. These questions explore the reasons and explanations given by the 

catfish, along with the discussion between the hopeful and the catfish at the end of each episode.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 The Constant Comparative Method, developed by Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. 

Strauss, presents a useful framework for the analysis of Catfish: The TV Show. This method 

originates from Grounded Theory methodology, which proposes that theory can be developed 

from data (Glaser & Strauss 1999, Lindlof & Taylor 2011, Ruppel & Mey 2015). While this 

study uses interpersonal communication theory to explain the formation of online relationships, 
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grounded theory methodology also allows for the expansion of existing theory, as well as the 

development of original theory to explain why Catfish hopefuls invite the show’s hosts into their 

lives.  

 As a reality-based television show that follows a specific format, the patterns of behavior 

exhibited on Catfish: The TV Show can best be understood through comparisons to one another. 

The Constant Comparative Method serves as a strategy to identify the commonalities that exist 

within this particular data sample of twenty episodes. The coding schemes, provided in 

Appendices B and C, determine the existing categories that pertain to the formation and framing 

of online relationships on Catfish: The TV Show. This study’s coding scheme included sixteen 

total codes, or relationship behaviors present in Catfish relationships. Glaser and Strauss propose 

that analysts compare incidents in a category with previous incidents in the same and different 

groups coded in the same category (Glaser & Strauss 1999). This study’s sample of twenty 

episodes will allow for a significant amount of discovery, as each episode was coded according 

to the same parameters.  

 Using the Grounded Theory approach to this data sample, I expanded upon Uses and 

Gratifications Theory as it pertains to individual’s uses for Catfish: The TV Show. Hopefuls and 

viewers potentially use Catfish: The TV Show as a medium for learning about the risks of online 

relationships and how to avoid deception on the Internet. Uses and Gratifications Theory serves 

as a useful framework for this idea, in that the theory suggests that people select and use various 

media options and programming to gratify their needs (Desanto 2005, p. 1). In terms of existing 

interpersonal communication theory, I propose that Social Penetration Theory and Uncertainty 

Reduction Theory offer unique explanations for how online relationships are formed, of those 

presented on Catfish: The TV Show. Social Penetration Theory offers a unique viewpoint for the 
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relationships shown on Catfish: The TV Show. Social Penetration Theory (SPT) serves to 

understand developing relationships and how the disclosure of personal details factors into the 

development process (Giri 2009). Couples featured on the show discuss their varying amounts of 

disclosure with the hosts, as a means of explaining the relationship development process. Given 

the basis of Social Penetration Theory, I hypothesize that online relationships, while deceptive at 

times, touch on various communication themes which serve to explain why individuals are able 

to form strong bonds with one another, as well as overlook suspicious cues that arise within the 

relationship development process.  

 Seemingly, the disclosure of details ties directly into an individual’s need to reduce 

uncertainty about his or her partner, hence positioning Uncertainty Reduction Theory as a 

relevant communication concept. Uncertainty Reduction Theory strives to explain how and why 

individuals communicate when they are unsure about their environment (Knobloch 2009, p. 1). 

Individuals are motivated to reduce this uncertainty by asking questions about their partner, 

while simultaneously sharing their respective answers. Given the premise of Uncertainty 

Reduction Theory, I hypothesize that hopefuls on Catfish: The TV Show employ the show due to 

their desire to reduce uncertainty about their partner, the relationship status, or how this 

relationship may impact their future. The show’s hosts serve as a resource, last resort, and 

communication strategy to help reduce this uncertainty.  
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Chapter 4: Findings and Results from the Constant Comparative Method 
 

The coding scheme used in this sample of twenty episodes yielded a number of results 

that serve to explain relationship behavior patterns in Catfish relationships. These findings are 

organized by the coding questions as provided in Appendices B and C. The findings presented 

below focus on the most significant aspects of Catfish relationships, in that they demonstrate the 

ways partners meet online, the computer-mediated communication methods they use, the nature 

of their formed relationships, the suspicious cues that arise, and the outcomes upon the face-to-

face meeting. These findings also showcase how Catfish: The TV Show constructs the 

presentation of online relationships in that the show makes a point to note the same kinds of 

relationship behaviors across each episode. Through this, the television show and its hosts 

highlight what may be most important to know about Catfish relationships, while reinforcing 

particular notions about the risks associated with falling in love online.  

 
What platforms are used for meeting in Catfish relationships? 
 

In this sample of episodes, Catfish partners met through a computer-mediated 

communication platform. These platforms used for meeting typically include social networking 

services, or in some cases, online dating services. 

 
Table 4.1  
 
Platforms Used for Meeting Partners in Episode Sample  

 
Platform Used for Meeting Number of Relationships in Sample 

Facebook 9 
Myspace 2 
Twitter 2 
Instagram 2 
Dating Website 2 
Other SNP 3 
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What is the nature of the formed relationship? 
 

In this sample, 19 of the 20 relationships were romantic in nature. Partners considered the 

other their significant other and had intentions to pursue an offline romantic relationship upon a 

face-to-face meeting.  

 
Table 4.2 
 
 Nature of Formed Relationships in Episode Sample 
 

  

Season #, 
Episode # 

Hopeful Name  Catfish Name  Relationship (by 
Gender) 

Relationship 
Nature  

S1, Ep. 1 Sunny Jamison Woman & Man Romantic 
S1, Ep. 3 Kim Matt Woman & Man  Romantic 
S1, Ep. 6 Kya Alyx Woman & Man  Romantic 
S1, Ep. 9 Rod  Ebony Man & Woman  Romantic 
S1, Ep. 12 Stephanie David Woman & Man Romantic 
S2, Ep. 1 Cassie Steve Woman & Man  Romantic 
S2, Ep. 4 Lauren Derek Woman & Man  Romantic 
S2, Ep. 8  Jesse  Brian Woman & Man  Romantic 
S2, Ep. 15 Keyonnah Bow Wow Woman & Man  Romantic 
S2, Ep. 16 Michael Caroline Man & Woman  Romantic 
S3, Ep. 1 Craig Zoe Man & Woman  Romantic  
S3, Ep. 3 Antoinette Albert Woman & Man  Romantic  
S3, Ep. 5 Tracie Sammie Woman & 

Woman  
Platonic 
Friendship 

S3, Ep. 7 Solana Elijah Woman & Man  Romantic 
S3, Ep 10 Bianca Brogan Woman & 

Woman  
Romantic 

S4, Ep. 1  Miracle Javonni Woman & Man  Romantic 
S4, Ep. 5 Chitara Priscilla Woman & 

Woman  
Romantic 

S4, Ep. 10 Steven Samm Man & Woman  Romantic 
S4, Ep. 14 Prophet Trinity Man & Woman  Romantic 
S4, Ep. 20 Brittany   Bryon Woman & 

Woman  
Romantic  
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How is the relationship maintained?  
 

Catfish relationships are maintained through extended forms of computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) after the initial online meeting between partners. These extended forms 

of computer-mediated communication included personal forms such as SMS text messages and 

telephone calls. These forms allow for partners to communicate, learn more about each other, 

and maintain their relationships until the face-to-face meeting.  

 
Figure 4.1  
 
Number of Relationships that Use Forms of CMC for Relationship Maintenance in Episode 
Sample 
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How long do Catfish: The TV Show online relationships last? 
 
 In their email messages to the show’s hosts, Catfish hopefuls often cite the length of their 

relationships with their partners. The majority of relationships last for multiple months, or in 

some cases, multiple years. Hopefuls see extensive relationship lengths as a key reason for 

wanting to meet their partner in person. In addition to these long time periods, hopefuls tell the 

hosts that they communicate with their partner every day over the given period of time. For 

example, a hopeful whose relationship has lasted for 8 months will note that they have spoken to 

their partner every day for the last 8 months. There are, however, some hopefuls whose 

relationship length is never mentioned in the episode. Still, these hopefuls too note the frequency 

of their communication with their partner.  
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Table 4.3  
 
Relationship Lengths in Episode Sample  
 
Season #, 
Episode # 

Hopeful Name Catfish Name Relationship Length 

S1, Ep. 1 Sunny Jamison 8 Months 
S1, Ep. 3 Kim Matt 10 Years 
S1, Ep. 6 Kya Alyx 8 Months 
S1, Ep. 9 Rod Ebony 4 Years 
S1, Ep. 12 Stephanie David 7 Months 
S2, Ep. 1 Cassie Steve 2.5 Years 
S2, Ep. 4 Lauren Derek 8 Years 
S2, Ep. 8 Jesse Brian 3 Years 
S2, Ep. 15 Keyonnah Bow Wow 4 Months 
S2, Ep. 16 Michael Caroline 1.5 Years 
S3, Ep. 1 Craig Zoe 1 Year 
S3, Ep. 3 Antoinette Albert 2 Years 
S3, Ep. 5 Tracie Sammie 2 Years 
S3, Ep. 7 Solana Elijah 6 Years 
S3, Ep 10 Bianca Brogan 5 Months Brogan disappeared off 

Facebook for a year, and then 
returned and start communicating 
with Bianca again. 

S4, Ep. 1 Miracle Javonni Miracle explains that Javonni texts 
her “Good morning” every day and 
“Good night” every night. 

S4, Ep. 5 Chitara Priscilla 6 Months 
S4, Ep. 10 Steven Samm 8 Months 
S4, Ep. 14 Prophet Trinity Prophet says he talks to Trinity 

every day. 
S4, Ep. 20 Brittany Bryon Brittany notes that she talks to 

Bryon every day. 
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What are the suspicious cues that arise for hopefuls? 
 

Suspicious cues in Catfish relationships seem to arise in the hopeful’s mind before they 

invite Catfish: The TV Show into their romantic and personal lives. Hopefuls relay their 

suspicions and concerns to the show’s hosts, who then express similar or additional suspicions 

about what the catfish could be hiding. Catfish: The TV Show’s hosts note four key “red flags”, 

otherwise known as common suspicious cues that remain present across multiple relationships. 

These suspicious cues include: unreciprocated self-disclosure, inability to video chat/Skype, 

failed attempt at in-person meeting, and common “catfish careers”. The following tables list the 

episodes in which these suspicious cues are present.    

 
Table 4.4 
 
 Suspicious Cues in Episode Sample Unreciprocated Self-Disclosure 
 
Season #, Episode # Hopeful Name Catfish Name  Additional Details  
S1, Ep. 12 Stephanie David Stephanie feels David 

knows more about 
her, than she does 
about him.  

S1, Ep. 3 Kim Matt Kim told Matt a great 
deal about her past 
relationships, but 
knows little about his 
life.  

S2, Ep. 1 Cassie Steve Cassie confided in 
Steve about the loss 
of her father, but 
knows little about his 
life.  
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Table 4.5 
 
 Suspicious Cues in Episode Sample -  Inability to Video Chat/Skype  
 
 

 
  

Season #, Episode # Hopeful Name Catfish Name  Additional Details  
S1, Ep. 1 Sunny Jamison Jamison refuses to 

Skype with Sunny.  
S1, Ep. 3 Kim Matt Matt refuses to Skype, 

but posted on 
Facebook that he is 
willing to Skype with 
anyone who wants to.  

S1, Ep. 6 Kya Alyx Alyx claims to not 
have a computer.  

S1, Ep. 12 Stephanie David David changes the 
subject when 
Stephanie asks to 
Skype.  

S2, Ep. 4  Lauren Derek Derek says he is not 
ready to video chat 
with Lauren.  

S3, Ep. 7  Solana Elijah Elijah does not have a 
cell phone or 
computer, and uses a 
texting application to 
talk with Solana.  

S4, Ep. 10 Steven Samm Samm does not have 
Skype and says she 
has a bad connection.  

S4. Ep. 20 Brittany Bryon Brittany had to beg 
Bryon to talk with her 
on the phone, and 
refuses to video chat.  
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Table 4.6  
 
Suspicious Cues in Episode Sample - Failed Attempt at In-Person Meeting 

Season #, Episode # Hopeful Name Catfish Name  Additional Details  
S1, Ep. 1 Sunny Jamison Every time they are 

about to meet 
something goes 
wrong.  

S1, Ep. 3 Kim Matt Matt tells Kim they 
will meet before they 
are 40 years old.  

S1, Ep. 6 Kya Alyx Alyx cites a lack of 
money and busy 
school schedule. 

S2, Ep. 4 Lauren Derek Derek cites having 
roommates as a 
reason for not 
meeting Lauren.  

S2, Ep. 8 Jesse Brian Brian stood Jesse up 
when they planned to 
meet in person.  

S2, Ep. 16 Michael Caroline The partners live in 
the same city, but 
Caroline never shows 
up to their plans.  

S3, Ep. 1 Craig Zoe  The partners planned 
to meet 4 times, but 
each time Cassandra 
had a “family 
emergency”.  

S4, Ep. 5 Chitara Priscilla The partners live in 
the same city, but 
something always 
came up when they 
planned to meet.  

S4, Ep. 14 Prophet Trinity The partners live in 
the same city, but 
have never met.  
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Table 4.7  
 
Suspicious Cues in Episode Sample - Claims of “Common Catfish Careers” 

 
 
Season #, Episode # Hopeful Name Catfish Name  Additional Details  
S2, Ep. 1 Cassie Steve Steve travels often 

due to his rap career 
and is too busy to 
meet Cassie.  

S2, Ep. 15 Keyonnah Bow Wow  Bow wow travels 
often for his rap 
career and is too busy 
to meet Keyonnah.  

S3, Ep. 3 Antoinette Albert a.k.a. “T-
Lights” 

Albert is a music 
producer and says he 
never has time to 
meet Antoinette.  

S4, Ep. 1 Miracle Javonni  Javonni claimed to 
sign with a record 
label and moved to 
Atlanta.  
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What are the reasons given for employing the Catfish: The TV Show hosts? 
 
 At some point during every Catfish: The TV Show episode, the hopefuls, who write into 

the show, describe their reasons for employing the show’s help in determining their partner’s 

identity. Hopefuls note similar reasons, which I have categorized into the following terms: life-

altering decision, relationship commitment, overall desire to know, or emotional experience. 

Life-altering decisions for hopefuls typically include a plan to change the course of their life for 

their partners. Hopefuls maintain intentions of moving to their partner’s home to live with them 

or help support them financially. Relationship commitment entails a desire to continue an 

established relationship in the offline world, given a successful face-to-face meeting outcome.  

For many Catfish relationships, partners have committed to one another before meeting. 

Hopefuls and their catfish enter into romantic relationships where they consider one another their 

boyfriend or girlfriend. Partners aim to continue their commitments once they meet in person. An 

overall desire to know describes a hopeful’s overarching curiosity about their partner. They have 

yet to make serious relationship commitments and want to verify their partner’s identity before 

doing so. Finally, an emotional experience notes a breakup or disappearance on the catfish’s part 

leaving the hopeful with many questions surrounding their partner’s actions and identity



45 

Table 4.8  
 
Reasons Given for Employing Catfish: The TV Show in Episode Sample 

 
Season #, 
Episode # 

Hopeful Name Catfish Name Reason(s) Given for 
Employing Show 

Additional 
Details  

S1, Ep. 1 Sunny Jamison  Relationship 
commitment  

Sunny wants to 
take her 
relationship 
with Jamison 
offline.  

S1, Ep. 3  Kim Matt Relationship 
commitment 

Kim is in a 
relationship 
with someone 
else, but wants 
to know if 
meeting Matt 
will make her 
happier.  

S1, Ep. 6 Kya Alyx Relationship 
commitment 

Kya wants to 
meet, marry, 
and find love 
with Alyx.  

S1, Ep. 9 Rod Ebony Overall desire to 
know 

Rod wants to 
know if Ebony 
is who she says 
she is.  

S1, Ep. 12 Stephanie David  Overall desire to 
know 

Stephanie 
believes 
meeting David 
will ease her 
trust issues with 
men.  

S2, Ep. 1 Cassie Steve Relationship 
Commitment  

Cassie and 
Steve are 
engaged.  

S2, Ep. 4 Lauren Derek Relationship 
Commitment 

Lauren says her 
relationship 
with Derek gets 
stronger over 
time and she 
cannot keep 
waiting.  
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Table 4.8 Continued  
 
S2, Ep. 8 Jesse Brian Relationship 

commitment/Life-
altering decision 

Jesse plans to 
move to 
Alabama to be 
with Brian.  

S2, Ep. 15 Keyonnah  Bow Wow  Overall desire to 
know  

Keyonnah loves 
Bow Wow and 
wants to know 
the truth.  

S2, Ep. 16 Michael Caroline Relationship 
commitment/Overall 
desire to know  

Michael says he 
cannot form 
relationships 
with other 
women because 
he is hung up on 
Caroline.  

S3, Ep. 1 Craig Zoe Overall desire to 
know 

Craig wants to 
know the truth, 
although he 
claims to be 
done with Zoe.  

S3, Ep. 3 Antoinette Albert Relationship 
commitment/Life- 
altering decision  

Antoinette 
hopes to move 
to California 
with Albert.  

S3, Ep. 5 Tracie Sammie Overall desire to 
know 

Tracie is 
concerned for 
the safety of 
others regarding 
Sammie’s 
actions.  

S3, Ep. 7 Solana Elijah Relationship 
commitment 

Solana 
possesses the 
potential to start 
a new, serious 
relationship 
with another 
man.  

S3, Ep. 10 Bianca Brogan Life-altering 
decision 

The partners 
had talked about 
moving away 
together.  
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Table 4.8 Continued  
 
S4, Ep. 1 Miracle Javonni Overall desire to 

know  
Miracle says if 
his identity is 
real Javonni is 
her potential 
partner.  

S4, Ep. 5 Chitara Priscilla Emotional 
experience 

Priscilla broke 
up with Chitara 
to her surprise, 
and Chitara 
wants to know 
who broke up 
with her and 
why.   

S4, Ep. 10 Steven Samm Life-altering 
decision 

Steven plans to 
move to 
California to 
support Samm 
finically upon 
his high school 
graduation.  

S4, Ep. 14 Prophet Trinity Overall desire to 
know/Relationship 
commitment 

Prophet is 
serious about 
setting down 
and finding 
love, especially 
if Trinity’s 
identity is real.  

S4, Ep. 20 Brittany Bryon Relationship 
commitment 

Brittany wants 
to start a life 
with Bryon, but 
needs to know if 
he is real.  
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If at all, who was catfished? What are the outcomes of the face-to-face meetings? 
 
In this sample of episodes, 12 of 20 hopefuls were catfished by their partners. 
   
Table 4.9  
 
Catfish: The TV Show Meeting Outcomes in Episode Sample 
 

 
 
 

Season #, 
Episode # 

Hopeful Name  Catfish Name Was the Hopeful 
catfished? 

Catfish’s True 
Identity  

S1, Ep. 1 Sunny  
 

Jamison Yes Chelsea 

S1, Ep. 3 Kim  Matt No Matt  
S1, Ep. 6 Kya 

 
Alyx Yes Dani 

S1, Ep. 9 Rod   
 

Ebony No Ebony  

S1, Ep. 12 Stephanie David Yes Dawuan 
S2, Ep. 1 Cassie  

 
Steve Yes Gladys  

S2. Ep. 4 Lauren Derek No Derek  
S2, Ep. 8 Jesse  

 
Brian No Brian  

S2, Ep. 15 Keyonnah  
 

Bow Wow  Yes Dee  

S2, Ep. 16  Michael  
 

Caroline Yes Heather 

S3, Ep. 1 Craig  
 

Zoe Yes Cassandra 

S3, Ep. 3 Antoinette  
 

Albert No Albert 

S3, Ep. 5 Tracie Sammie No Sammie  
S3, Ep. 7 Solana  

 
Elijah No Elijah 

S3, Ep. 10 Bianca  
 

Brogan Yes Tia  

S4, Ep. 1 Miracle Javonni Yes Kara 
S4, Ep. 5  Chitara  Priscilla Yes Ashanti  
S4, Ep. 10 Steven  

 
Samm No Samm  

S4. Ep. 14 Prophet  Trinity Yes Crystal  
S4, Ep. 20 Brittany  

 
Bryon Yes Heather 
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What kinds of resolutions do hopefuls and catfish make after their face-to-face meeting? 
 
 After the face-to-face meeting outcome, the Catfish hosts encourage couples to sit down 

with one another and discuss the situation they have found themselves in. Hopefuls and their 

partners, whether or not the catfish’s identity was false, discuss their intentions for moving 

forward beyond the result of their meeting. Catfish couples’ decisions include one of the 

following outcomes: they remain friends, continue their relationship, or part ways. In cases 

where deception has occurred, many hopefuls express a lasting feeling of attachment to their 

catfish. Hopefuls and catfish agree to remain friends because they have become a significant part 

of each other’s lives. Seemingly, in cases where identities were not fabricated, couples agree to 

continue their relationship in the offline world. This continuation of their relationship often 

results in a pledge to co-locate. Finally, some couples decide to part ways once they learn the 

truth about one another. The emotional experience of meeting an unexpected partner proves too 

overwhelming for Catfish relationships to continue.  
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Table 4.10  
 
Catfish: The TV Show Resolutions in Episode Sample  

 
Season #, 
Episode # 

Hopeful 
Name 

Catfish Name 
(Pre-
Meeting) 

Catfish 
Name 
(Post-
Meeting) 

Resolution Additional 
Details 

S1, Ep. 1 Sunny Jamison Chelsea Remain 
friends 

Sunny does 
not want to 
remove 
Chelsea from 
her life 
completely.  

S1, Ep. 3 Kim Matt Matt Remain 
friends 

Kim intends to 
pursue her 
relationship 
with another 
man, but 
wants to keep 
Matt in her life 
platonically.  

S1, Ep. 6 Kya Alyx Dani Continue 
relationship 

Kya and Dani 
agree to 
continue 
dating.  

S1, Ep. 9 Rod Ebony Ebony Remain 
friends  

Ebony does 
not want to 
remove Rod 
from her life, 
despite the 
truths he 
revealed about 
their 
relationship.  

S1, Ep. 12 Stephanie David  Dawuan Part ways  Stephanie 
thanks 
Dawuan for 
being there for 
her, but cannot 
continue any 
kind of 
relationship 
with him.  
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Table 4.10 Continued  
 
S2, Ep. 1 Cassie Steve Gladys Remain 

friends 
Cassie agrees 
to rebuild her 
relationship 
with Gladys 
after what has 
happened.   

S2, Ep. 4 Lauren Derek Derek Continue 
relationship  

Lauren and 
Derek intend 
to get engaged 
and she will 
move to 
Maryland.  

S2, Ep. 8 Jesse Brian  Brian Continue 
relationship 

Jesse agrees to 
move to 
Alabama to be 
with Brian.  

S2, Ep. 15 Keyonnah Bow Wow  Dee Part ways Keyonnah is 
not ready to 
enter a 
friendship 
with Dee.  

S2, Ep. 16 Michael Caroline Heather Part ways Heather 
apologizes to 
Michael for 
her actions.  

S3, Ep. 1 Craig Zoe Cassandra Part ways Cassandra 
apologizes to 
Craig. Craig 
decides to 
focus on 
mending the 
relationships 
Cassandra 
broke and 
moving 
forward with 
his own life.  

S3, Ep. 3 Antoinette Albert  Albert Remain 
friends  

Albert and 
Antoinette 
decide not to 
date offline, 
but remain 
friends.  

 



52 !

Table 4.10 Continued 
 
S3, Ep. 5 Tracie Sammie Sammie Part ways Tracie 

encourages 
Sammie to 
seek an outlet 
for her 
emotions 
besides 
making online 
profiles.  

S3, Ep. 7 Solana Elijah Elijah Remain 
friends  

Solana 
continues her 
relationship 
with another 
man.  

S3, Ep. 10 Bianca Brogan Tia Remain 
friends 

Tia apologizes 
for lying to 
Bianca. The 
two agree to 
remain friends 
and keep in 
touch.  

S4, Ep. 1 Miracle Javonni Kara Remain 
friends 

Kara and 
Miracle agree 
to remain 
friends and 
keep in touch.  

S4, Ep. 5 Chitara Priscilla Ashanti Part ways Chitara 
suggests that 
Ashanti seeks 
additional help 
and someone 
to talk to about 
her problems.  
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Table 4.10 Continued  
 
S4, Ep. 10 Steven Samm Samm Remain 

friends 
Samm does 
not want to 
pursue a 
romantic 
relationship 
with Steven, 
but the two 
remain 
friends.  

S4, Ep. 14  Prophet Trinity Crystal Remain 
friends 

Prophet agrees 
to continue to 
communicate 
with Crystal.  

S4, Ep. 20 Brittany Bryon  Heather Part ways  Brittany 
encourages 
Heather live as 
and believe in 
herself.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



54 !

Chapter 5: A Catfish: The TV Show Welcome to Online Relationships 
 
 

“You know how it is, you see a cute guy on Facebook and you automatically wanna be 

their friend too,” Sunny remarked as she explained how she met her boyfriend Jamison online. 

Sunny, a twenty-one-year-old girl living in Arkansas at the time, was Catfish: The TV Show’s 

first ever hopeful. Like many who would follow, Sunny met the guy she considered her 

boyfriend, Jamison, on Facebook. She had seen his profile on her younger sister Summer’s 

Facebook, and subsequently sent him a friend request. The two spoke for over three hours during 

their first conversation, establishing what felt like a strong connection in Sunny’s mind. As the 

inaugural relationship featured on Catfish: The TV Show, Sunny’s relationship with Jamison 

opened up an entirely new way of conceiving romance in the digital age. Catfish: The TV Show 

serves to explain how online relationships form across computer-mediated, social networking 

channels and flourish into long term commitments between partners. Additionally, these online 

relationships exemplify how interpersonal communication concepts, taken from Social 

Penetration Theory, create the bonds partners base their relationships off of.  

 

Porous Networks: How do individuals meet online? 

Sunny is one of many Catfish hopefuls who entered into a romantic relationship with 

someone she had met through a social networking service. Hopefuls often meet their partners on 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other platforms. Like Sunny’s, the relationships commonly 

begin with a friend request to or from an attractive stranger. In the context of Catfish: The TV 

Show, the idea that two people can come into contact easily through their social networking 

services is common. Facebook is the most common platform on which hopefuls meet their 

alleged catfish in this particular sample of episodes. The notion that hopefuls and their alleged 
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catfish meet on social networking platforms presents the idea of porous networks, networks that 

are particularly accessible for other online users. Porous networks allow for the entry of 

individuals a user may have never met in the offline world. Facebook’s transition from a private 

to a public social network best illustrates the concept of how networks may become porous. In 

2004, Facebook began as a social networking platform exclusive to college students. Users 

needed an email address with a .edu extension to join the service, until 2008 when the website 

opened up to the general public. Many Facebook users presumably connect with others who they 

have met in person at some point during their lives. For instance, users connect if they attend the 

same school and share a class, if they are coworkers in an organization, or belong to the same 

social group. Facebook relationships are often based off of those that exist in the offline world.  

Catfish: The TV Show participants extend the typical uses of these platforms in that they 

connect with other users they “come across” while “browsing” the website. They search their 

porous networks full of users they have never met in real life. Lauren, a hopeful from Season 2, 

Episode 4 of the show, notes that she was “randomly looking through Myspace” when she came 

across Derek, her alleged catfish’s, profile. In this sample, Catfish users’ networks are porous, 

allowing them to connect with others who they have never met in a face-to-face setting. Catfish 

Facebook users search through the profiles of their friend’s friends who are connected with other 

users. In some cases, these second degree connections are also with people their friends have 

never met in real life. For example, Sunny explains that she connected with Jamison as a result 

of seeing him as a Facebook friend of her sister, Summer. Summer, however, has also never met 

Jamison in real life and provides no details about how they became connected. Although Jamison 

turns out to be a fake profile created by a young woman named Chelsea, his profile found its way 

into the network of two sisters; two sisters that neither he, nor Chelsea, knew in real life. Porous 
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networks also allow Catfish hopefuls to form relationships with partners who are geographically 

distant. Catfish are rarely local, and those that are, often tell the hopeful they live much farther 

away than they actually do. In Season 4, Episode 1, Miracle enters into a relationship with 

Javonni, a music producer based in Atlanta, Georgia. Through the hosts’ search process, she 

finds out that the person she has been talking to lives within walking distance from her home in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Javonni never existed and never set foot in Atlanta. Thus, catfish are 

able to penetrate the networks of users some five states away. Porous social networks allow for 

this kind of reach between social networking service users, while also contributing to an 

individual’s ability to catfish another.  

 

Relationship Development: Entering Networks and Entering Hearts 

Catfish relationships mirror those that begin as real life face-to-face interactions. In the 

offline world, individuals meet one another in a variety of different ways: through mutual 

friends, at social engagements, or even in the workplace. These meetings may result in a mutual 

interest between potential partners, which may eventually transition into a period of getting to 

know one another. Potential partners talk about their backgrounds, interests, families, and 

experiences. The relationship development process moves forward gradually as partners spend 

more time together. Online relationships aim to follow a similar pattern to real life relationships. 

These relationships differ because they can start and begin without potential partners ever 

physically coming together. The relationships presented on Catfish largely follow these patterns. 

The mutual interest arises when one person sees the online profile of another and initiates 

contact. Whether it be through a Facebook friend request or a Twitter or an Instagram follow, the 

initiation of contact indicates an individual’s interest, attraction, and desire to become better 
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acquainted. After partners meet online, they enter into their own kind of relationship 

development period. This period is both helped and hindered by computer-mediated 

communication.  

In his work on computer-mediated communication, Joseph B. Walther (2007) describes 

the hyperpersonal model within computer-mediated communication and its ability to help 

facilitate online relationships. The hyperpersonal perspective suggests that users of computer-

mediated communication utilize the facets and features of their communication tools to enhance 

their relational outcomes (Walther 2007). For example, users of Facebook’s messaging feature 

may incorporate the heart symbol or smiley faces into their text to reinforce the emotions they 

are trying to express. These additions “enhance the otherwise normal process of self-presentation 

and impression management through message creation” (Walther 2007, p. 2541). These features 

let communicators focus on the more positive aspects of their messages. The hyperpersonal 

perspective notes that computer-mediated communication entails additional affordances. Under 

this form of communication, messages are editable, malleable, and physically isolated from the 

receiver (Walther 2007). Users can alter the words they use, while spending as much time as they 

want constructing and refining the message (Walther 2007). Seemingly, users remain physical 

apart from the receiver, meaning that they do not have to account for physical responses to 

messages.  

In line with the hyperpersonal perspective, Walther also notes the feedback loop that is 

created when individuals communicate through text-based media (Walther 2007). Hopefuls and 

catfish primarily communicate through text-based media such as Facebook’s messaging feature 

and SMS text messages. Computer-mediated communication allows for people to communicate 

more frequently than in person as communication can spread across longer periods of time. 
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Individuals can send more messages to one another within a given day in order and further 

increase their familiarity within the relationship. The Internet, as the overall medium of 

communication between hopefuls and catfish, speeds up the relationship development process as 

a result of this feedback loop. Individuals are able to engage in significant amounts of time to 

talk to and get to know their potential partners. These significant amounts of time allow for users 

to exaggerate their impressions of one another. Computer-mediated communication allows for 

users to idealize their partners based on these frequent interactions (Walther 2007).  Seemingly, 

they also invest energy and emotion into forming the online relationship. When asked to describe 

the relationship to the show’s hosts, hopefuls almost always note the amounts of time they spend 

communicating with their partners. “We talk all day everyday”, “We fall asleep talking on the 

phone together every night”, “I can’t go to sleep without hearing his/her voice” are some of the 

most common statements from hopefuls about conversing with their partner. Partners 

communicate with one another every day throughout their relationships. The amount and 

frequency of communication time takes on meaning in Catfish relationships. Hopefuls associate 

this time with depth, commitment, and assurance about their relationship with their partner.  

Communication time directly relates to emotional investment in Catfish relationships. As 

hopefuls and their respective partners communicate regularly and consistently, they begin to 

grow closer to one another by sharing details about their lives. Both parties engage in self-

disclosure. Self-disclosure describes any message about the self that an individual communicates 

to another (Gibbs, Ellison, & Heino 2006). It is an important part in relationship development 

because it fosters closeness (Gibbs et. al 2006). Self-disclosure for hopefuls and catfish vary 

from relationship to relationship. Many individuals share details about their life circumstances 

and the obstacles they have had to overcome. In Season 1, Episode 3, Kim discusses the details 
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she has shared with her potential partner Matt. Kim lives with grief as a result of her ex-

boyfriend, Steven’s suicide, and has found comfort in discussing her emotions with Matt. 

Similarly, in Season 2, Episode 1, Cassie continues to mourn the murder of her father. She 

describes that Steve, her fiancé and possible catfish, has “been her rock” throughout the two and 

a half years they have been talking. Cassie describes Steve as the only person she can talk to and 

confide in (Catfish: The TV Show 2013). In these relationships, the hopeful’s self-disclosure 

functions as a tool for relationship development. Hopefuls’ ability to confide in their alleged 

catfish creates a sense of closeness. Hopefuls feel they can be absolutely honest with their catfish 

and discuss topics that they may never discuss with others. When catfish listen and provide 

emotional support, hopefuls interpret these responses positively and associate them with greater 

degrees of intimacy.  

While the show focuses mainly on the hopeful’s self-disclosure details, self-disclosure 

remains a process of mutual involvement. An individual’s willingness and ability to share details 

about their own life must be reciprocated in order to foster closeness. Reciprocity contends that 

individuals engage in an equivalent degree of self-disclosure over time and that their self-

disclosure be correlated (Roloff 2009). When an individual discloses particular information 

about their life, they expect the other communicator to disclose the same kind and same amount 

of information in return. Self-disclosure as a concept is a large part of Irwin Altman and Dalmas 

Taylor’s Social Penetration Theory (1973). Social Penetration Theory links self-disclosure to 

relational interaction by relying on self-disclosure as a primary mechanism for creating varying 

degrees of intimacy within relationships (Roloff 2009). The theory posits that relationship 

development “progresses from superficial non-intimate areas to more intimate, deeper layers of 

the selves” (Ayres 1979). Online relationships strengthen as conversations transition from non-
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intimate to intimate. Computer-mediated communication allows for an easy transition because 

partners are able to communicate more often and for longer periods of time. Individuals break 

down these intimate barriers much faster than they would be able to in an in-person courtship 

because of the communication frequency afforded by computer-mediated communication. Social 

Penetration Theory describes these barriers in terms of breadth and depth, as people are 

considered multi-layered onions (Roloff 2009). Breadth includes the array of subjects associated 

with an individual’s life, while depth is the amount of information available on each subject 

(Roloff 2009). These subjects, beliefs, and opinions are layered within and around the individual 

(Giri 2009). As individuals self-disclose in depth on a breadth of topics, the layers are peeled 

back. Thus, the individual reveals the core of their person to the other communicator which 

creates a sense of knowing and understanding about who one another truly is (Giri 2009). Catfish 

relationships progress as individuals self-disclose in depth on a breadth of topics. This 

progression ties directly into the varying degrees of intimacy felt within online relationships.  

In Catfish relationships, the varying degrees of intimacy provided by self-disclosure can 

result in attachment by the hopeful to the potential catfish. Lauren, a hopeful from Season 2, has 

been talking to Derek for eight years without ever meeting him. Lauren is a twenty-one-year-old, 

single mother to her four-year-old son, Mason. She met Derek on Myspace when she was 

fourteen, and like many hopefuls, feels she can talk to Derek about anything. Over an eight-year 

period, Lauren and Derek’s relationship has had its complications. Lauren has been in romantic 

relationships with other men, one of which resulted in an engagement. She explains to the 

Catfish hosts that Derek has always been there for her and watched her grow. Their strong 

connection and relationship history caused Lauren to end her engagement, and re-commit to 

Derek. While Lauren gives no particular details about what she has disclosed to Derek, her 
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actions indicate that she is attached to him. The two have never met nor communicated visually, 

but the closeness she feels to him is enough to alter the course of her romantic life. Lauren’s 

relationship with Derek demonstrates that self-disclosure possesses the ability to create 

attachment between potential partners in a relationship. She has told Derek a great deal about her 

life and feels he knows her better than anyone else. Lauren’s attachment to him stems from this 

closeness created through self-disclosure.   

On the other hand, self-disclosure highlights issues in Catfish relationships. Hopefuls like 

Kim and Cassie self-disclose about incredibly difficult and intimate situations in their lives. 

Their respective partners should reciprocate and share their own difficult situations, but in these 

particular cases Matt and Steve do not. A lack of self-disclosure often comes as a suspicious cue 

in Catfish relationships. Hopefuls realize they have shared a great deal about themselves and 

their lives, while their partners have ultimately remained silent. In some cases, where self-

disclosure has been reciprocated by the catfish, this information seems unlikely or incomplete to 

the hopeful. Hopefuls may ask follow up questions to their partner and find that catfish confuse 

or forget the details they once self-disclosed. Despite the fact that they communicate regularly 

and consistently, hopefuls ultimately begin to notice that their relationships can be one sided. 

They start to wonder why their self-disclosure was not reciprocated, what details are true, and if 

in fact their partner has something to hide.  

 

Romance at a Distance: The Nature of Catfish Relationships 
 

As a key component in relationship development, self-disclosure’s ability to foster 

closeness between potential partners goes a long way. Catfish relationships mostly take on a 

romantic nature, despite the fact that partners have never met in person. Many couples classify 
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the person they have been talking to as their girlfriend or boyfriend, while others are hesitant to 

apply terms to the relationship without a face-to-face interaction. In some cases, Catfish 

relationships enter serious stages even before the partners meet, regardless of whether or not the 

catfish’s identity is true. Jesse’s relationship with Brian was featured in Season 2, Episode 8. The 

two had been in a relationship for three years and considered the other their significant other. 

Brian’s Facebook profile declared he was “in a relationship with” Jesse. In her conversations 

with the show’s hosts, Jesse explains her intentions to move to Alabama for Brian. She hopes 

that meeting him in person will validate her decision to change the course of her life. Jesse’s 

desire to move in with Brian is not an uncommon symbol of love for the relationships featured 

on the show. Partners often express love to one another early on in their relationships, as well as 

a desire to spend the rest of their lives together. In some relationships, like Cassie’s from Season 

2, hopefuls ask for their partner’s hand in marriage. These commitments suggest the strength and 

severity that individuals can often feel inside their online relationships. 

The closeness felt between partners in Catfish relationships often develops into long term 

relationships. From the day individuals meet online to the day they meet in person, relationships 

proceed on from anywhere to six months to ten years in time. Relationship time plays an 

important role in online relationships specific to Catfish: The TV Show, in that hopefuls see 

relationship length as a primary reason for facilitating a face-to-face interaction. As we will see 

in the coming chapters, hopefuls become exhausted and frustrated with waiting to meet the 

person they have been talking to. In most cases, relationship length becomes cited as a source of 

suspicion on the hopeful’s part. They begin to question their partner’s identity, the reasons for 

having been unable to meet them after so many months and years, and how much they really 

know about the person they are in love with.  
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Chapter 6: It Takes Two Hosts to Find a Catfish 
 

As hopefuls enter the investigation section of regular Catfish: The TV Show episodes, the 

setting for the relationship has been made clear. Hopefuls have recounted its various aspects, 

including significant factors such as the amount of communication time, self-disclosure details, 

the romantic nature of the relationship, and its subsequent length. These details function as forms 

of investment and serve as important background information for the steps they precede. 

Seemingly, these bits of information serve as openings into additional suspicious cues that may 

be discovered later on. The investigation section of Catfish episodes operates as the rising action 

period found in any drama or play. Hopefuls turn over all of the alleged catfish’s contact 

information, including telephone numbers, social media profiles, emails, and other forms of 

electronic media to the hosts. The hosts, apart from the hopeful, launch their investigation, many 

of which yield additional confusing and questionable details for the group to figure out as a 

whole. This section of the episode builds the suspense towards the meeting between the hopeful 

and their alleged catfish. As Catfish’s rising action period, the investigation section of Catfish 

episodes touches on two central themes relevant to the study of online dating and relationships: 

the motivation to reduce uncertainty and the deception associated with online dating. First, the 

motivation to reduce uncertainty, as a part of Uncertainty Reduction Theory, operates as a 

driving force for why hopefuls employ the show’s hosts for help and publicly open up their love 

lives on national television. Uncertainty Reduction Theory explains how levels of suspicion 

grow throughout the investigation process. Seemingly, the post-investigation feedback reinforces 

the idea of emotional investment and attachment in Catfish relationships. Hopefuls often find it 

difficult to accept the possibility that they have been deceived, and express feelings of anger and 

betrayal.  



64 !

Uncertainty Reduction Theory 
 
The Catfish investigation process not only offers the hopeful a chance to finally meet 

their partner, but also a strategy to reduce their overall uncertainty about the relationship. As a 

theory of interpersonal communication, Uncertainty Reduction Theory strives to explain how 

people communicate when they are unsure about their environment (Kramer 1999, Knobloch 

2009). This uncertainty most often occurs between strangers meeting for the first time who 

desire to know more about with whom they are communicating. Uncertainty describes an 

individual’s inability to predict or explain their own behavior, as well as the behavior of others. 

Uncertainty causes discomfort in the individual, hence motivating a desire to reduce uncertainty 

(Knobloch 2009). This motivation occurs under three conditions: incentives, deviation, and 

anticipation of future interaction (Knobloch 2009). Uncertainty Reduction Theory includes a set 

of axioms which serves to describe the relationship between uncertainty and communication. In 

terms of Catfish relationships, Axioms 1, 3, 4, and 5 are the most relevant. 

Axiom 1: Uncertainty is negatively associated with verbal (audio and text-based) 

communication.  

Axiom 3: Uncertainty is positively associated with information seeking behavior.  

Axiom 4: Uncertainty is negatively associated with the intimacy level of communication 

content.  

Axiom 5: Uncertainty is positively associated with the rate of reciprocity (Knobloch 

2009). 

Together, these axioms can explain why Catfish hopefuls invite the show’s hosts into their 

personal and romantic lives. Throughout the course of their respective relationships, hopefuls 

communicate with their partners to reduce uncertainty about the stranger they met online. Their 
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communication and self-disclosure with their partners allow for varying degrees of intimacy in 

their relationships, which helps to alleviate some of the uncertainty. Yet overall, Catfish hopefuls 

realistically cannot ever be certain about their relationship until the partners meet in person. 

Hopefuls resort to information seeking behavior in the form of Catfish: The TV Show and its 

experienced hosts.  

In relationships, uncertainty “involves doubt about norms for appropriate behavior, 

mutuality of feelings between partners, the definition of association, or the future of the 

relationship” (Maguire 2007, p. 417). Long distance relationships maintain greater levels of these 

kinds of uncertainty because of the lack of proximity between partners. Partners remain unsure 

about the current state and the future direction of the relationship (Maguire 2007). This 

uncertainty comes as a result of the unavailability or inconsistency of information (Maguire 

2007). To alleviate this uncertainty, “partners must find ways to decrease or eliminate 

uncertainty and increase relational knowledge so the relationship can continue to grow in the 

future” (Maguire 2007, p. 416). Catfish relationships are long distance relationships by default 

due to porous networks of geographical distance. Catfish relationships demonstrate these notions 

of uncertainty throughout the entirety of the experience as relayed by the hopeful. Uncertainty 

begins when an unfamiliar individual penetrates a social network and initiates contact. Hopefuls 

engage in conversation to learn more about their new acquaintance, which ultimately helps to 

establish their relationship. Even still, partners never know the absolute truth despite the fact that 

they may be in long-term, committed, loving relationships.  

Catfish: The TV Show offers a chance for hopefuls to gain the answers they have been 

searching for for so long. In some ways, Catfish serves as a communication strategy for hopefuls 

because of the show’s ability to mediate the existing conflict in the relationship. This conflict 
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arises from the fact that partners have invested emotionally, and in some cases, financially into 

the relationship, but still not met. Hopefuls and catfish discuss long term commitments to one 

another, despite the possibility that the alleged catfish’s identity could be fabricated. Thus, 

hopefuls become ever more motivated to reduce uncertainty. Uncertainty Reduction Theory 

offers a window into why hopefuls must seek an outside source for achieving relationship 

certainty.  

 

“Let’s Do This Max”: Investigating the Catfish  
 

After meeting the hopefuls and learning their relationship stories, the hosts of Catfish: 

The TV Show, Nev Schulman and Max Joseph, embark on the most significant part of the entire 

Catfish experience: the investigation. The investigation section answers the essential question 

from the hopeful’s point of view: Is the person I have been talking to really who he or she claims 

to be, or put simply, have I been catfished? In an effort to answer this question, the investigation 

process entails a multitude of different searches, many of which differ based on the information 

the hopeful has provided to the duo. Typically, Schulman and Joseph start by examining the 

social media profile(s) of the alleged catfish to see if they appear “normal”. Normal social media 

profiles include pictures of the alleged catfish with their friends, a matching hometown to that 

which they provided to the hopeful, and an ordinary number of social connections. Schulman and 

Joseph are more inclined to believe the identity if they maintain a social network with at least 

several hundred connections. These connections essentially mirror the online activity of an 

individual who has made social connections in the offline world. Seemingly, the profile details of 

their connections, location, age, and schools attended, should match those of the alleged catfish. 

Depending on what the social media search yields, Schulman and Joseph proceed to run a 
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Google search query for the alleged catfish’s name. Name searches may yield additional social 

media profiles, telephone numbers, addresses, and other details. When searches come back with 

no results, the hosts search the alleged catfish’s profile images to see if they have been used 

anywhere else on the Internet. On Season 4, Episode 14, Ryan “Prophet” Anthony of the hip-hop 

group “The Nappy Roots” discusses his relationship with a woman named Trinity who he met 

online. Trinity sends Prophet numerous pictures of herself, which convinces him that her identity 

is true. The hosts investigate Trinity by running her pictures through the Google image search 

engine and find her pictures linked to a woman named Jasmine Sanders. Jasmine Sanders, a 

professional model, reports cases of image theft in the past. She explains to the hosts that she 

never spoke with Prophet, meaning he was catfished by someone else.  

What is important to note about the hosts’ search process is its lack of complexity. All of 

the tools they use are available to any individual with a computer and the proper social media 

accounts. While the hosts possess experience after four television seasons of running searches, 

none of their strategies are difficult for anyone who is amenable to the search process. On the 

show, hosts often ask the hopefuls if they have watched Catfish before or if they have ever 

thought “to Google” the person they have been talking to. Some hopefuls confirm their regular 

viewership, but deny making an effort to search their partner on the Internet. While the hosts see 

the investigation process as a form of vetting the partner, hopefuls feel searching or fact checking 

violates trust in the relationship. Some hopefuls note they “never thought” to verify their 

partner’s information, while others explain that they did not want to question what their partner 

had told them. The simplicity of the investigation process involves complex emotional conflicts 

in the hopeful’s mind. Their refusal to vet their partner’s identity reinforces self-disclosure’s 

ability to foster closeness in relationships. Hopefuls refuse to believe that their partners may have 
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fabricated details of their lives, based on how close they feel to them. The emotional investment 

in the relationship outweighs the desire to search for answers themselves. Hopefuls turn to 

Schulman and Joseph to embark on the potentially painful, yet eye-opening process on their 

behalf. 

 
Suspicious Cues All Around  

 
As experts and creators of the Catfish investigation process, Schulman and Joseph 

maintain their own reasons to be suspicious of catfish identities. Their personal hesitations stem 

from Schulman’s own experience, as well as the entirety of Catfish stories they have investigated 

throughout the years. Schulman and Joseph express these suspicions in their conversations with 

one another, often while they look into the alleged catfish. Suspicious cues in Catfish 

relationships arise from several key actions on the alleged catfish’s part. Each of these actions 

plays an important role in relationship development between partners and sparks a certain level 

of suspicion in the hosts’, as well as the hopeful’s mind.  

 

Unreciprocated Self-Disclosure. 

Self-disclosure’s ability to foster closeness between hopefuls and catfish is, in some 

cases, the element that breaks relationships down. This breakdown usually occurs in one of two 

ways: hopefuls either realize a lack of self-disclosure on the alleged catfish’s part or the details 

the alleged catfish has relayed seem too good to be true. Stephanie’s relationship with David, 

presented on Season 1, Episode 12, became suspicious based on a lack of self-disclosure. 

Stephanie confided in David about her parent’s divorce after forty plus years of marriage. She 

explains that David’s presence helped her escape her problems and open up about her true 

feelings. In discussing her hesitations with the hosts, Stephanie notes that she fails to know as 
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much about David as he knows about her. David simply told Stephanie basic details about his 

life, but included nothing particularly specific. Like Stephanie, Keyonnah from Season 2, 

Episode 15, maintains her own suspicion about her relationship with the rapper, recording artist 

Bow Wow (Shad Moss). Keyonnah tells Schulman and Joseph she knows the possibility that she 

has been communicating with Bow Wow sounds crazy and highly unlikely, but a small part of 

her believes it is him. Keyonnah admits her relationship with Bow Wow is too good to be true 

and remains highly suspicious, and simultaneously convinced given past events. Bow Wow’s 

self-disclosure details only include public information. Keyonnah knows nothing more about him 

than she did before the relationship began. On the other hand, Keyonnah received ten thousand 

dollars from Bow Wow after she confided in him about her financial issues. She and the hosts 

note that ten thousand dollars is inaccessible to most people to simply give away, and as a result 

that Keyonnah may in fact be in an on-going relationship with Bow Wow. Keyonnah, unlike 

many hopefuls, errs on the side of caution given the circumstances.  

Inability to Video Chat/Skype. 

In more “traditional” relationships, being those that develop in an offline setting, video 

chatting creates a sense of ‘real-time’ sharing for relationship partners. “Real-time sharing 

enables a new mode of mediated togetherness that is characterized by immediacy…” (Su 2015, 

p. 236) This form of computer-mediated communication simulates the experience of physical 

togetherness for geographically separate couples. Video chatting allows couples to synchronize 

their separate lives (Su 2015). As Catfish relationships aim to mirror those that began in real life, 

the desire to video chat with one’s partner serves a similar purpose. Hopefuls yearn to establish 

their relationships in a way that reflects their relationship expectations. These expectations are 

rooted in representations of in-person relationship expectations. Hopefuls emphasize these 
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expectations because they consider their online relationships just as legitimate as in-person 

relationships. Hopefuls want to video chat with their partners to simulate the feeling of being 

together although they have never met. In many hopeful’s minds, video chatting can serve as a 

first step towards having a physical face-to-face interaction. Partners can make eye contact, 

smile, laugh, and observe other physical mannerisms unique to their romantic partner. Video 

chatting aids in adding an additional level of familiarity and closeness to the relationship. 

Hopefuls’ suspicions arise when their partner remains unwilling to engage in an activity that 

fosters greater familiarity within their relationship.  

A catfish’s refusal or inability to video chat or Skype with their partner creates a variety 

of emotional responses from hopefuls, as well as the hosts. Not only does video chatting simulate 

a face-to-face interaction, it also provides an opportunity to verify a partner’s identity and 

hopefully facilitate moving the relationship entirely offline. On Season 4, Episode 20, Brittany 

relays her frustrations with Bryon’s inability to video chat with her. The two talk on the phone 

everyday; sometimes in the middle of the night, when Bryon calls Brittany because of his 

struggles with his post-traumatic stress disorder. Initially, Bryon remained hesitant about talking 

to her on the phone. Brittany describes that she “had to beg to get him to talk to her on the 

phone” (Catfish: The TV Show 2015). After months of talking, Brittany asked Bryon to video 

chat with her, but he refused without providing any reason. She attempted to move past his 

refusal, but cites it as a reason for her suspicions about Bryon. Brittany’s desire to video chat 

stems from the confirmation she needs about Bryon’s identity.  

Failed Attempt at an In-Person Meeting. 

In the majority of online dating scenarios, the face-to-face interaction remains the 

ultimate goal for both individuals involved. Partners aim to establish their relationship offline 
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and resolve the question of whether or not the relationship will move forward. For some Catfish 

relationships, the face-to-face interaction holds even greater significance. Partners need to verify 

one another’s identity, especially in relationships where suspicion levels remain at an all time 

high. Michael’s relationship with Caroline, featured on Season 2, Episode 16, demonstrates the 

difficulties that many hopeful’s experience when trying to meet their partner in real life. Michael 

and Caroline both live in Pensacola, Florida, and seemingly have each other’s home addresses. 

The two arranged to meet several times, but each time Caroline never showed. After one 

particular failed attempt, Caroline explained that she suffered a panic attack on her way to the 

meeting. Caroline disappeared offline for a period of time, and resurfaced to tell Michael she had 

cancer. Additionally, Caroline’s actions border on stalking Michael without ever meeting him 

face-to-face. Caroline employed a friend to drive by his house and leave notes on his car. She 

also photographs Michael’s home and sends the pictures to him. All of these events suggest a 

serious level of interest in Michael and his life, yet these actions never come full circle in the 

form of a face-to-face meeting.  

Common Catfish Careers.  

Many suspicious cues resurface time and time again, creating what the hosts consider 

“red flags”. The most significant “red flags” in Catfish suspicions center around the careers 

potential catfish have assigned to their lives. These suspicious, yet common careers include 

model, actor, musician, and military servant. Every season of Catfish: The TV Show includes an 

individual who claims to work in one of these capacities, making it somewhat easier for the hosts 

to determine the truth. These four careers create suspicion in their own unique ways. Model 

and/or actor catfish can easily misrepresent their identities by stealing pictures from legitimate 

models and actors with prevalent social media presences. Many catfish with these two careers 
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assign these photos to their fabricated identities, assuming the hopeful will never question their 

identity or run a thorough enough search. Seemingly, musician catfish operate the same way, 

except that these catfish steal the music recordings that they post on their profiles or send to their 

partners. This career in particular remains suspicious to the hosts, as Schulman’s catfish, Megan, 

falsified her music recordings. Musician catfish also use their career as an excuse to avoid 

communicating regularly with hopefuls. These catfish claim to be “in the studio” when the 

hopeful contacts them via phone, video chat, or text message. The studio serves as a convenient 

escape route for catfish to cover up their identities. Lastly, military Catfish find their escape 

directly in their careers. The military provides the catfish with the constant potential of being 

deployed overseas and out of contact. These catfish utilize the escape mechanism built into their 

careers when hopefuls push for a meeting.  

 
 

 “I See a Future”: Reducing Uncertainty and Planning Ahead  

Despite these suspicious cues, hopefuls and their alleged catfish proceed forward with 

their relationships. Partners make a variety of different promises to one another from pledges to 

relocate and provide financial support to marriage engagements. Online dating partners shape 

their relationship goals around traditional notions and the eventual face-to-face interaction. 

Partners plan their lives together the way any offline couple would after years of being together. 

These plans reinforce the idea that online relationships feel just as real, passionate, and strong as 

any offline relationship. Online daters and Catfish hopefuls envision happily ever after. The 

plans made by hopefuls and catfish provide an even greater motivation to reduce uncertainty 

about the relationship. The future depends on what Schulman and Joseph find in their search, 

who is behind the door at the meeting, and a smooth transition into an offline relationship.  
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Steven, an eighteen-year-old hopeful from Season 4, Episode 10, met Samm on Twitter 

over eight months ago. Steven reached out to Samm because he found her attractive and saw that 

she posted “sad tweets” on her profile. The two began communicating daily through text 

message, occasionally talking on the phone. Steven describes Samm as his ideal girl, especially 

because of their mutual interest in wrestling. Unlike other hopefuls, Steven’s mom, Aurora, 

emailed Schulman and Joseph for help in determining the identity of her son’s online girlfriend. 

Aurora explains that Steven remains incredibly invested in Samm. He intends to move from 

Texas to California after he graduates from high school to help support her financially. Aurora’s 

concern stems from the fact that Steven has been catfished in the past, but fails to see the risks 

associated with planning his future around someone else. Aurora remarks, “He’s making 

decisions according to what may happen with her” (Catfish: The TV Show 2014).  Steven 

believes in Samm’s identity and sees her in his future.  

Stories like Steven and Samm’s reiterate the idea that Catfish: The TV Show serves as a 

helpful source for hopefuls. These partners look towards the show as somewhat of a last resort in 

determining the identity of their partner, especially when their future lies in the balance. 

Hopefuls understand their commitments as driving forces for seeking out the hosts’ help. These 

partners often express this element of the relationship in their emails to the hosts. Hopefuls feel a 

need to gain knowledge before moving forward with their future plans. Given the four seasons of 

Catfish: The TV Show, it is evident that hopefuls eventually reach a point in their relationships 

where they hit a wall. This point is different for every hopeful, but ultimately centers around 

their request to communicate more so or differently with their potential catfish. Hopefuls have 

asked their partners to expand upon their communication strategies by video chatting or meeting 

them in person, but their requests are never fulfilled. Catfish respond with some kind of excuse 



74 !

that prevents them from doing so. Given these denied requests, hopefuls feel frustrated and 

unsure of their romantic situation, as well as their partner’s identity. Catfish: The TV Show and 

its famous host duo offer hopefuls an opportunity to move past this wall and finally receive the 

answers they want. Thus, Catfish: The TV Show serves as a method and communication strategy 

for reducing uncertainty.  

 

“Who does this to someone?”: Uncertainty After the Facts  

Once Schulman and Joseph have thoroughly investigated the alleged catfish, the hosts 

return to the hopeful to share the information they have found. Reactions to the hosts’ findings 

vary by relationship and episode, but overall hopeful’s emotions range from shocked to excited. 

In Season 3, Episode 3, the hosts return to Antoinette with several theories about her alleged 

catfish, Albert also known as “T-Lights” ’s, identity. The hosts find Albert’s career off-putting as 

he claims to be a musician. During their search process, Schulman and Joseph spoke with his 

manager who told them the number Antoinette had for Albert was incorrect. The hosts also 

learned that Albert’s older brother, Joseph Essaye, handles Albert’s social media profiles, 

including his Instagram account, on which he met Antoinette. Additionally, the manager notes 

that Albert and Joseph Essaye’s voices sound incredibly similar and that even he has difficulty 

telling the brothers apart. Schulman and Joseph believe that Joseph Essaye may be 

communicating with Antoinette and masquerading as his brother. When they reveal this theory, 

among others, to Antoinette, she is shocked. She remarks, “I don’t know what to say” in disbelief 

at the possibilities the hosts have outlined to her.  

 Antoinette reacts modestly in comparison to other hopefuls. In some cases, Schulman and 

Joseph return to the hopefuls with absolute certainty about the catfish’s real identity. Responses 
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to these findings result in key questions from the hopefuls that connect to the overarching 

concept of deceitful online romances. Hopefuls questions are all variations on the same theme. 

Why did their partner lie to them? And more importantly, how could they lie to them? The 

investigation process, whether it yields promising or unpromising information for the future of 

the relationship, provides the hopeful with some answers about their relationship. The Catfish: 

The TV Show experience in and of itself acts as a communication strategy for hopefuls to reduce 

the uncertainty they feel about their relationships and their partners. The process helps answer 

questions about their partner’s life and identity, while also setting the hopeful up for the potential 

outcome of the face-to-face meeting. Through the investigation, hopefuls come to learn whether 

or not their partner’s identity is real, or who they might find when they get to their catfish’s front 

door.  

 Uncertainty in Catfish relationships remains present until the very last moment before the 

hopeful and the catfish come face-to-face. The investigation process guides the hopefuls and 

hosts towards that point in that the search yields the information needed to invite a face-to-face 

meeting. The face-to-face meeting and resolution that succeed the investigation process not only 

allow hopefuls to verify their partner’s identity, but also provide the hosts with a much greater 

role in the Catfish experience. The outcomes of face-to-face interactions often result in emotional 

challenges for both hopefuls and catfish. In these moments, the hosts act as a guiding force 

towards important relationship resolutions, as well as lessons about the severity of online 

deception.  
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Chapter 7: Outcomes, Truths, and Resolutions   
 
 

 “How did you get my address?” Cassandra asks as Craig, Miriah, and the two Catfish 

hosts stand together in Cassandra’s driveway. The group found their way to Cassandra’s home 

after a thorough online investigation and the piecing together of many details. Cassandra, a 

resident of North Carolina, started communicating with Craig a year earlier under the name Zoe. 

Craig met Zoe through Miriah, Craig’s sister, on Facebook and entered into a romantic 

relationship with her. Zoe’s identity seemed real because of her connections to Miriah’s friends 

on Facebook. Miriah’s friends had communicated with Zoe independently, but only through 

computer-mediated forms of communication. Craig and Zoe’s relationship strengthened quickly. 

Craig felt Zoe gave him the love he had searched for from his family, other girlfriends, and 

friends (Catfish: The TV Show 2013). The two exchanged “I love you” (s) early on in their 

relationship. Over time, Craig felt Zoe became controlling. She asked for his social media profile 

passwords, synced their accounts, and often wanted him to prove how much he loved her. Craig 

tried to break off their relationship, but Zoe always returned. Similar to all Catfish stories, the 

two arranged to meet in person, but Zoe claimed she had a family emergency on the day of their 

meeting. Eventually, Zoe’s actions overwhelmed Craig, as she started tormenting his peers with 

various threats. Despite this, Craig reached out to Catfish to help him get answers because Zoe 

possessed an emotional hold on him. The hosts utilized their investigation process to determine 

that Cassandra had created the Zoe profile. Her social media trail allowed the team to pinpoint 

her exact location, to which Craig, Mirah, and the hosts traveled to confront her.  

The outcome of Craig’s meeting with Zoe (Cassandra) reflects how a number of Catfish 

relationships play out in front of the show’s cameras. While some relationships result in 

successful outcomes, many Catfish meetings yield contentious situations between hopefuls and 



77 !

their partners. Hopefuls come face-to-face with an entirely different person than they expected. 

Their partner, with whom they have been communicating after months or years, is nowhere to be 

found. Hopefuls are faced with a stranger; a stranger who knows all of their secrets. These face-

to-face meeting outcomes highlight important concepts unique to Catfish online relationships 

and the show as a whole. First, hopefuls who have been catfished by definition inherently prove 

the risks associated with falling in love online. Hopefuls push past the suspicious cues and 

believe in the bonds created through self-disclosure and relationship investment. Unfortunately, 

they come to learn how and why they have been misled, only to express emotions of shock, 

disbelief, and anger. These emotional reactions serve to highlight how the show’s hosts act as 

guides throughout the investigation process, as well as the resolutions that follow. Their role 

highlights the importance of resolving these conflicts, which ultimately serve as a form of 

emotional support for heartbroken hopefuls. Lastly, Catfish relationships offer insight into how 

individuals may use media in their daily lives. Uses and Gratifications Theory serves as a basis 

for understanding Catfish’s ability to create a unique space for hopefuls and their catfish in 

reality-based television shows.  

 

From Investigation to In-Person  
 

On Catfish: The TV Show, the hosts orchestrate the meetings between hopefuls and 

catfish, as an essential part of their overall role in the process. Meetings follow the investigation, 

after the hosts have pieced together bits of information and developed theories about the catfish’s 

true identity. Schulman acts on the hopeful’s behalf as the primary point of contact. With the 

hopeful’s permission, he calls the telephone number and initiates a conversation with the catfish. 

Every telephone call turns out differently on Catfish: The TV Show, but overall Schulman 
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explains that he is a friend of the hopeful, who has asked him to reach out on their behalf. He 

relays the hopeful’s desire to meet after all of this time and explains the meeting’s importance. In 

some cases, Schulman asks catfish if they watch the show, as a precursor to why he is calling. 

This mention of the show can catch catfish off guard. Some are hesitant to believe it is 

Schulman, while others question how he received their contact information. All in all, Schulman 

tells the catfish that he, Joseph, and the hopeful know the truth. Schulman asks the catfish when 

and where they would be willing to meet the hopeful. Upon the catfish’s agreement, the Catfish 

crew, the hosts, and the hopeful set out on their journey to learn the truth.  

As the result of the porous networks used in Catfish relationships, hopefuls and the hosts 

travel some distance for the face-to-face meeting. The team often travels by plane, which in 

many cases, is the first time hopefuls have traveled far outside their hometowns. The face-to-face 

meeting encompasses multiple new experiences for hopefuls in this way. Not only have they 

fallen in love online, but they have also opened up their lives to an additional new experience in 

the form of air travel. For hopefuls, the experience of traveling to meet their partner creates a 

great deal of anxiety. Hopefuls often remark that they “feel scared” or “anxious” about the 

possibility of meeting their actual partner, or someone entirely different (Catfish: The TV Show 

2012). This feeling remains present until the moment the hopeful and catfish come face-to-face. 

Many meetings occur at the catfish’s home, while some catfish request to meet in public parks or 

other spaces. When the catfish and hopeful finally come face-to-face, the show’s camera 

dramatically cuts out. The hopeful’s verbal reaction can be heard and usually indicates a feeling 

of shock. The moments after the hopeful physically sees their catfish play an integral role in the 

events that follow on Catfish: The TV Show.  
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How Catfish Do It  

In this particular episode sample, thirteen of twenty hopefuls were catfished by their 

partner. Each catfish creates a unique identity to attract their hopeful, and subsequently builds 

their life and relationship around this identity. The catfishing process begins when an individual 

creates a fake profile on a social media platform for alternative purposes. Through this profile, 

the catfish reaches out to attractive men and/or women that he or she hopes to communicate 

with. Catfish’s interests in others generally stem from a desire for companionship or romantic 

love. Catfish express their attraction immediately when they contact the soon-to-be hopeful. 

From there, the two individuals begin communicating and over time, and self-disclose their life 

details to one another. Catfish intermix both truthful and fabricated statements when building 

their story. A catfish may actually live where they claim to, but maintain a different profession. 

Some of the intimate details they disclose about their families and friends may be true, while 

others are exaggerated for dramatic effect. Often times, catfish borrow details from the lives of 

people they know and utilize them to build a somewhat believable story for their hopeful. In 

Season 2, Episode 16, Heather catfished Michael under the name and profile Caroline. Heather 

claimed a cancer diagnosis as a reason for not meeting and disappearing when Michael asked her 

why their attempt to meet in-person had failed. Later on in the episode, Heather confessed that 

she lied about having cancer. Instead, a family member close to her recently received a 

diagnosis. Heather borrowed this detail from another individual’s life, citing it as an excuse for 

avoiding Michael. Like Heather, other catfish often reference events that are real and close to 

them, but manipulate the details for their own benefit. 
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It’s Always the Cousin. 

As noted during the investigation process, catfish eventually get caught in their lies. 

Catfish find it difficult to recall details and keep stories straight over long-term relationship 

periods. Hopefuls may notice when their partner’s stories do not quite match up or their partner 

forgets previously mentioned details. Many catfish create elaborate stories, and subsequent plans 

to keep their hopeful from learning the truth. In cases where maintaining their fabricated story 

becomes too difficult, some catfish employ the help of others. Catfish ask for help particularly in 

cases where their gender differs from that of their online persona. Family members, in particular 

cousins, often assist catfish in their plans by playing the voice that hopefuls communicate with 

over the telephone. In this episode sample, four catfish employed their cousin’s help in some 

capacity to either create or maintain their fabricated identity. Rod, from Season 1, Episode 9, 

used his cousin KJ’s name and pictures to meet Ebony online, while Gladys from Season 2, 

Episode 1, who was masquerading as Steve, asked her cousin Tony to provide a male voice when 

talking on the phone with her friend Cassie. Gladys catfished her best friend Cassie, and needed 

a male voice to help her maintain Steve’s identity. While these four cases represent a small 

sample of catfish employing their cousins’ help, these cases suggest an important element of 

catfishing as a whole.  Catfish clearly know the risks associated with creating a fake identity to 

entrap others. These individuals know the risks associated with fabricating the truth, and how 

emotionally damaging these fabrications can be to someone’s life. At some point, all catfish 

become overwhelmed by the details of their fabricated stories. Some reach out to their cousins 

for help, hoping that their familial bonds are strong enough to avoid judgment. Cousins 

participate hesitantly, and often express remorse and sorrow when invited to attend the Catfish 

resolution.  
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Why Do They Do It  

When hopefuls and their respective catfish finally come face-to-face, hopefuls who have 

in fact been catfished ask one question: “Why did you do it?” Hopefuls cannot believe that the 

person they disclosed to, invested time in, and were romantically involved with is not the person 

standing in front of them. To answer this question, catfish provide a variety of answers. These 

answers, while different in nature, ultimately relate to similar principles. The most common kind 

of catfish, as explained by Schulman, are “Cyrano catfish” from the play, Cyrano de Bergerac by 

Edmond Rostand (Schulman 2014). Cyrano catfish create online profiles in the image of their 

ideal identity. These catfish feel insecure about themselves in some capacity, whether they wish 

to change their looks, lives, families, or jobs (Schulman 2014). Cyrano catfish initiate 

relationships with others through their fake profiles. They desire to be liked and loved as their 

ideal identity, believing that person is more attractive. It is important to note that not all catfish 

set out to deceive others when making their profiles, or even to become romantically involved 

with another person (Schulman 2014). These individuals use the digital world to simply explore 

and see what life would be like as someone else. Through their exploration, they weave in and 

out of existing social networks, in which they interact with real people. These real people come 

to engage with Cyrano catfish, not knowing their identities have been fabricated.  

The idea of the Cyrano catfish extends further into those catfish who create fake profiles 

to escape the challenging circumstances of their lives. These catfish do not necessarily create 

profiles in their ideal image, but instead as a method for reaching beyond what actually lies in 

front of them. In Season 4, Episode 5, Chitara falls in love online with a woman named Priscilla. 

The two dated for six months, before Priscilla abruptly ended their relationship, leaving Chitara 

devastated and confused. With the help of the Catfish hosts, Chitara comes face-to-face with 
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Ashanti, the young woman who created Priscilla’s profile. Ashanti explains that she had been 

making profiles for the last five years and masquerading as a series of different people. Ashanti 

notes that the profiles provided her with a chance to escape her struggles with her absent mother. 

She needed a way to remove and distract herself from reality (Catfish: The TV Show 2014). 

Escapism comes in multiple forms on Catfish: The TV Show. A catfish’s challenging life 

circumstances may stem anywhere from a difficult childhood to issues understanding and 

accepting their sexuality. The need to escape is both internal and external. Many catfish explain 

being bullied in their younger years because of their weight, looks, or sexual preferences. The 

Internet provides “an outlet for their issues in a way that other people do not” (Schulman 2014, 

p. 33).  

Escapism on Catfish may also translate into malicious reasons for creating fake profiles. 

Cassandra, who catfished Craig as Zoe, initially claimed that she created the profile as a game 

and a way to mess with people. Zoe (Cassandra) threatened Craig’s friends on Facebook in 

multiple ways. She posted inappropriate photos and contact information of Craig’s friends. She 

initiated fights, destroyed friendships, and ruined an entire community all through her fake Zoe 

profile. When confronted about what she did, Cassandra laughed and accepted little 

responsibility. She remarked, “You don’t have to sit there and tell me what I’ve done because 

I’m fully aware of what I’ve done” (Catfish: The TV Show 2014). She showed no remorse and 

claimed she did not care if Craig never spoke to her again. Eventually, Schulman and Joseph 

insisted that Cassandra open up about why she really catfished Craig. Cassandra recalls being 

bullied and not having many friends. She created the Zoe profile to bully others, and continued 

bullying because it felt good.  
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“Get the Answers That You Need”: Guiding Resolutions 

Catfish never quite provide their real reasons for catfishing the hopeful out right. Their 

confession and explanation for catfishing comes about in the final stage of Catfish: The TV Show 

episodes: the resolution. The resolution occurs the day after the face-to-face meeting. Hopefuls 

have had time to process the situation and are willing to sit down with their catfish to learn more. 

Resolutions typically take place in the catfish’s home, or in other public spaces. The hosts play 

an integral role in the resolution, in that they encourage hopefuls to ask questions and receive the 

answers they will need to move on. Schulman and Joseph guide the process, as they feel it is 

important for hopefuls and catfish to end on a positive note. The resolution begins with the 

hopeful and their catfish engaging in a one-on-one conversation. Hopefuls ask why the catfish 

chose to connect with them and in some cases, how the catfish maintained the lie. Hopefuls 

almost always want to know if any part of their relationship was real, despite the lies the catfish 

told.  

In all catfish cases, resolutions offer both parties an opportunity to explore why they both 

became equally invested in the relationship. Catfish, whether a Cyrano, escapee, or bully, again 

disclose to the hopeful the details of how they arrived at this point in their lives. Many catfish 

explain that they never meant to hurt the hopeful, but the feeling of having someone constantly 

there felt too good to give up. Catfish, regardless of whether their identity was true or false, often 

assure the hopeful that the emotional component of their relationship felt equally as real. Both 

parties, hopefuls and catfish alike, become connected, invested, and attached to each other, 

despite the false pretenses under which their relationship began. Catfish and hopefuls possess 

more in common than they might think. Both desire  
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“to be seen in a new way and more flattering light, to be respected and admired on their 

personalities and not their past actions. It’s why so many people get easily lured into 

these online relationships” (Schulman 2014, p. 46).  

Online relationships provide hopefuls and catfish with the opportunity to present the best version 

of themselves. “Hopefuls and catfish are, more often than not, simply two sides of the same 

coin” (Schulman 2014, p. 47). The online world provides these individuals with a place to 

connect with other humans on a deeper, more intimate level than they may be able to in their 

offline lives. Catfishing, while dangerous in nature, stems from a desire to feel loved, accepted, 

and understood by another human.  

 Once hopefuls and catfish have spoken privately, Schulman and Joseph step back in to 

delve into a deeper conversation about online romance and the deception associated with it. 

Schulman’s personal catfish story provides him with an experiential understanding of why 

catfishing can happen, while Joseph takes a more moral approach to the subject. Together, the 

hosts balance each other out by independently asking for specific aspects within a catfish’s 

explanation. In Season 3, Episode 10, Schulman, Joseph, and their guest host, supermodel Selita 

Ebanks, encourage Tia to “dig deeper” to find the reasons why she catfished Bianca under her 

Brogan profile. Tia explains that, like other catfish, she was unhappy with her self-image and 

created the profile as her ideal identity. While Schulman seems to accept Tia’s answer, Joseph 

feels it is important to discern how much of what Tia says is true. Joseph focuses on the fact that 

Bianca needs to feel satisfied with Tia’s explanation in order to move on. The hosts encourage 

hopefuls and catfish to enter into a discussion as a strategy for coping and moving forward with 

their lives. Seemingly, Schulman and Joseph also use the resolution period to offer lessons on the 

dangers of catfishing and falling in love online. At first, some catfish fail to understand how 
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misleading others online is wrong and dangerous. Dee, a catfish from Season 2, Episode 15, 

pretended to be rapper and recording artist Bow Wow to Keyonnah online. Dee asked her offline 

friends for hundreds and thousands of dollars, claiming she needed financial help, and sent the 

money to Keyonnah. In the past, Dee had also tricked heterosexual women she had met online 

into having sex with her. Dee explains to Joseph that she would dress up in men’s clothing and 

wear a dildo to feign male genitalia. Schulman and Joseph take it upon themselves to explain to 

Dee the severity of her actions. The hosts insist Dee understands the severity of the situation she 

has created for herself, after having lied not only to Keyonnah, but also to her real-life friends. In 

the end, Dee comes understand Schulman and Joseph’s points and agrees to make right of the 

situation. Similar to many other catfish stories, this resolution illustrates how the hosts of 

Catfish: The TV Show serve a purpose that extends beyond reducing uncertainty for hopefuls. 

The resolution, as guided by Schulman and Joseph on the show, offers all parties involved a 

chance to understand themselves and their actions through discussion and individual reflection.   

 

Developing Theory from Data: A Modified Uses and Gratifications Theory 

 As a form of media, Catfish: The TV Show itself provides different uses for hopefuls and 

catfish, as do the social networking services on which Catfish couples meet. Uses and 

Gratifications Theory “argues that viewers, listeners, and readers select and use various media 

options and programming to gratify their needs” (Desanto 2005, p.1). Audiences of media decide 

how their chosen form of media will function in or provide value to their lives. Uses and 

Gratifications Theory operates under five tenets, three of which are particularly useful in this 

context. These three tenets are: 

Tenet 1: Individuals have reasons to incorporate media as tools to achieve certain goals.  
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Tenet 2: Individuals must take the initiative to select and incorporate media into their 

lives—in other words, exert effort, which demonstrates that individuals are inviting that 

influence into their lives and therefore are determining what they will and will not allow.  

Tenet 4: Individuals “are very aware of their motives and choices and are able to explain 

them” (Desanto 2005, p.1). 

In short, individuals actively decide what kinds of media they prefer to engage with and when 

they will do so. These decisions meet their needs in various ways, whether it is to relax after a 

long day or learn about a particular subject matter. In the context of Catfish: The TV Show, 

hopefuls and catfish alike use two forms of media to gratify their needs. Social media, such as 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other services offer Catfish users a place to interact and 

connect with others outside of their geographical, offline networks. Social media provides a 

venue in which individuals can explore the worlds that exist beyond their own. In line with this, 

Catfish meetings and resolutions serve to offer further insight into the uses and gratifications of 

media for catfish specifically. Catfish explain that Internet media gave them a place to create 

their ideal selves, escape their real lives, and in a sense, seek revenge in the form of bullying. 

Although wrong and harmful in nature, catfish make specific decisions in terms of their uses for 

Internet media. The activity of catfishing gratifies these individuals’ need to live an alternative 

life, based on a more positive image that they created.  

 Grounded Theory methodology offers an opportunity to develop theory from data, or as 

this study aims to do, modify an existing theory based on a specific finding. Through the use of 

Glaser and Strauss’s Constant Comparative Method, four codes determined hopefuls’ uses for 

employing Catfish: The TV Show into their romantic lives. These codes included a life-altering 

decision, an overall desire to know, relationship commitment, or an emotional experience. 
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Hopefuls cite these uses as reasons for wanting to meet their partner face-to-face via the Catfish 

process. These uses on the part of the hopeful present the notion that Catfish creates a unique 

gratification for the individual. This gratification manifests itself as a form of direct involvement 

in the media. By inviting Catfish and its hosts into their lives, hopefuls not only reduce 

uncertainty through the investigation process and in-person meeting, but also enter the media 

production process. Hopefuls, and by extension their catfish, become a literal part of their chosen 

media.   

Other forms of media remain physically separate from its users, in that viewers, listeners, 

and readers engage with the television, movies, radio, and readable content of their choice, but 

never contribute to the process. For four seasons, Catfish has entered into hopeful’s lives and 

explored online relationships with the intent to entertain, as well as, teach others about the risks 

associated with online dating and deception. With every new episode and new season of the 

show, hopefuls who participate add to Catfish: The TV Show’s body of work. Rarely do users of 

media possess the opportunity to become a part of the media. Their participation creates further 

examples for future hopefuls to learn from in reference to this subject matter. Catfish: The TV 

Show breaks down the barrier that exists between individuals and their media. With the help of 

its participants, hosts, and ever-growing episode catalogue, Catfish: The TV Show creates a new 

conceptualization of Uses and Gratifications Theory, as a form of media that allows for 

gratifications through involvement.  
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Chapter 8: Catfish Revisited 
 
The Catfish Relationship Cycle  
 
 In his text about the reality-based television show, Nev Schulman, a host of the show, 

describes catfishing as an “epidemic” present within our current time (Schulman 2014). For four 

television seasons, Schulman has watched as hopeful after hopeful write to him and describe the 

circumstances of their deceptive online relationship. Catfish: The TV Show has featured 

approximately four years’ worth of stories, including its fifth season as of February 23, 2016. 

Despite the show’s time on the air, social networking service users are still being deceived and 

falling in love online. Schulman’s description of an epidemic indicates that catfishing is a 

behavior that has no end in sight. While the show definitely demonstrates a less than honest 

behavior, catfishing as a whole can be situated within the larger context of computer-mediated 

communication. This understanding of catfishing’s placement can provide insight into potential 

ways that this behavior may be curbed as new social networking platforms, and online dating 

services, emerge.  

 I propose that Catfish relationships operate in a cycle; a cycle that is rooted in computer-

mediated communication and its ability to foster strong relationships. Catfish relationships 

almost always begin on social networking platforms, as 17 out of 20 relationships in this episode 

sample began in this way. These relationships arise out of connections made between 

geographically distant strangers who do not know each other in real life. These strangers also 

lack degreed connections between other users in their social networks. That is, they also do not 

know one another’s friends, or friends of those friends. Friends of friends maintain importance to 

social networks because these connections offer some semblance of a shared network. The 

networks of Catfish participants, however, do not entail degreed, real life, or offline connections. 
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The networks of Catfish participants are porous and incredibly accessible. Social networking 

users can easily enter into and out of these participants’ social networks, without maintaining any 

kind of pre-existing relationship. Porous networks facilitate the online meeting between Catfish 

hopefuls and their partners. Without these porous networks, individuals might never come into 

contact with one another. Porous networks initiate the Catfish relationship cycle. This part of the 

cycle, which is depicted in full in Figure 8.1, is followed by online meeting and communication, 

relationship formation, face-to-face meetings, identity confirmation (or reveal in cases where 

hopefuls are catfished by definition), and escape into the online world.  

 
Porous networks’ ability to connect strangers to one another creates the intrigue that leads 

to online meetings and communication. Individuals want to know who sent the Facebook friend 

request, Twitter follow, or Instagram follow to their profile. This curiosity, and most often 

physical attraction, causes users to send messages and begin communicating. Communication, 

especially over computer-mediated platforms, allows for individuals to communicate regularly, 

frequently, and in the most ideal ways. Users can edit their messages and spend significant 

amounts of time perfecting them in order to communicate the proper sentiment to their partner 

(Walther 2007). These messages generally entail details about the self. Self-disclosure comes as 

a byproduct of computer-mediated communication, in that users can continue to selectively self-

present the details they share about their lives (Walther 2007). Self-disclosure also fosters 

closeness between individuals because it is a process of mutual involvement (Gibbs, Ellison, & 

Heino 2006). When one partner shares intimate information about their life, their partner is 

expected to share the same type and level of depth of information (Roloff 2009). The breadth and 

depth of self-disclosure aids partners in their understanding of one another as individuals (Roloff 

2009). Self-disclosure between partners transitions Catfish relationships into the third part of the 
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cycle: relationship formation. Many Catfish couples enter into romantic relationships. These 

romantic relationships mirror those that begin in the offline world and aim to meet the same 

relationship expectations.  

The face-to-face meeting, the fourth part of the cycle that comes as a result of the show’s 

help, is the most significant relationship expectation within Catfish relationships. Partners want 

to transition their relationships into the offline world and carry out their commitments to one 

another. The face-to-face meeting also allows for Catfish hopefuls to confirm their partner’s 

identity. Identity confirmation, or a reveal in some cases, serves as a way for partners to decide 

how to forge ahead with their relationships. Identity reveals, in particular, offer a chance for 

catfish to explain how they came to create a fake profile and carry out relationships with others 

under false pretenses. Catfish, being those who do in fact create fake profiles, often explain that 

the Internet and its social networking services provide an outlet. Catfish are able to escape the 

circumstances of their lives and form relationships with others as the people they wish to be. The 

online world as a means to escape contends how porous networks can facilitate this desire. These 

networks allow catfish to reach out to and connect with others with whom they would otherwise 

never encounter.  Through this, we see that escapism into the online world and porous networks 

lie at the beginning and end of the Catfish relationship cycle. Catfish enter into the cycle the 

same way they exit out of it, noting that catfishing as a behavior is somewhat continuous, given 

the structure of computer-mediated communication.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



91 !

Figure 8.1  
 
The Catfish Relationship Cycle  
 
 

 
 

 

In short, the Catfish relationship cycle proceeds as follows: Individuals search through 

their porous networks to escape the circumstances of their lives and connect with others. These 

connections and online meetings lead to increased communication, which in turn serves to form 

relationships. Catfish relationships are almost always romantic in nature, causing a strong desire 

for partners to meet face-to-face and carry their relationships offline. Through the Catfish 

investigation process, partners meet in-person to confirm the identity of their partner, or in some 

cases, have their partner’s identity revealed. These in-person meetings and identity confirmations 

transition into a discussion between hopefuls and their catfish. During this discussion, catfish 

explain how they used the online world to escape their reality and communicate with other 

individuals.  
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Discussion  

 While the Catfish relationship cycle explains the catfishing process as a deceptive act, not 

all relationships on the show result in a deceptive online relationship.  In this sample of episodes, 

12 hopefuls were catfished by their romantic partners, leaving seven hopefuls with successful 

face-to-face meeting outcomes2. Successful face-to-face meetings are meetings in which the 

catfish’s identity does not differ from their online profile. The hopeful confirms their partner’s 

identity as the person they believed they had communicated with throughout the relationship. 

The resolutions that follow successful face-to-face meetings prompt hopefuls to ask their partner 

why they delayed the face-to-face meeting for so long. These catfish, although they are not 

catfish by definition, explain that they simply were not ready to come face-to-face with their 

hopeful. Readiness for these catfish describes being in their ideal place or condition in their lives. 

These catfish aim to have their lives in this place or condition before meeting their hopeful. They 

want to get their lives together emotionally, physically, or financially before they meet the 

hopeful and move the relationship offline. For example, Derek, an alleged catfish from Season 2, 

Episode 4, delayed meeting Lauren because he wanted to “make the right steps” prior to their 

meeting. He remarks, “I guess when you’re talking to someone who’s the perfect person. You 

want every aspect of your life to be perfect to accommodate it” (Catfish Season 2). Similar to 

Derek, Matt, an alleged catfish from Season 1, Episode 3, notes that he intended to loose weight 

before meeting Kim in-person. Matt strived towards meeting his ideal physical image before 

starting a relationship with Kim. This notion of readiness before meeting the hopeful relates 

closely to the selective self-presentation associated with building online profiles. These particular 

catfish have entered into their online relationships under their true identities, yet aim to 

                                                
2 In this sample of 20 episodes, one episode did not feature a romantic relationship, although the face-to-face 
meeting outcome was successful.  
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selectively self-present in their offline futures with their partners. Some partners aim to present 

their best attributes, characteristics, and physical image during the face-to-face meeting. Like 

other online daters and social network service users, they want others to see them in the best 

light.  

Through this, it is evident that catfishing, as a kind of online dating, entails a great deal 

about one’s ideal image. Individuals who create deceptive online profiles do so because they 

want to explore and live as an alternative, yet ideal version of themselves. These catfish believe 

that by creating the best attributes of their ideal persona, they too can experience their ideal life. 

Seemingly, the catfish who enter into truthful online relationships, express a desire to engage 

with others romantically as the best possible version of themselves. They delay the face-to-face 

interaction to allow time to accomplish their personal goals. Thus, catfish as a whole, whether 

truly deceptive or not, demonstrate some sense of longing for a better life and identity. What lies 

at the forefront of catfish relationships is the idea this improved quality of life and version of 

one’s self is the only version worth presenting to other’s online. While this notion bears potential 

psychological factors, this study of Catfish relationships suggests that computer-mediated 

communication plays an important role in creating a simple solution to the catfish’s problem. 

Computer-mediated communicate makes it easy for its users to create the circumstances and 

details of their ideal lives. Users can choose the person they want to be, describe that person as 

they see fit, and communicate under this idealized persona as a way of temporarily solving their 

problems. Catfish: The TV Show demonstrates this through its regular episodes, giving its 

viewers a lens into a world full of uniquely high personal and relationship expectations.    
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Implications of Catfish: The TV Show   

Catfish’s ability to showcase a unique set of relationship behaviors and expectations 

makes it an important reality television program in this study’s current time. As a program that 

bridges the gap between online dating and reality television, Catfish: The TV Show is an 

important medium because it serves as a useful insight into a specific type of online dating. 

Catfishing, as the act of creating fake social media profiles to enter into deceptive online 

relationships, operates under the same principles found in online dating research (Schulman 

2014, Urban Dictionary). Catfish use computer-mediated communication platforms to create the 

profiles in their ideal images, on which they selectively self-present the best attributes and 

characteristics of these identities. Like other online daters, catfish use their text-based media to 

converse with other users and form romantic relationships. The relationships that form through 

computer-mediated communication become particularly meaningful to the hopefuls who write 

into Catfish: The TV Show for help. Hopefuls want to meet their partners in person the same way 

that online daters aim to move their relationships offline. Catfishing, however, is different from 

ordinary online dating scenarios in that these relationships may not be honest from the start. 

Catfish seek to form romantic connections with other people, but cannot bring themselves to do 

so under their true identities. What results is an emotional connection as legitimate as any other 

online or offline relationship, yet these relationships are based on fabricated, idealized identities.  

As Rasmussen (2014) notes in her study, Catfish: The TV Show serves to shape 

perceptions of online relationships to its viewers. Viewers remained hesitant to enter into their 

own online relationships as a result of the content presented on this reality television program 

(Rasmussen 2014). While the content of Catfish highlights the risks associated with online 

dating, the perceptions shaped by the show remain relevant to an incredibly specific type of 
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online dating. Catfishing is not the norm for online daters. Catfishing is not representative of the 

entire system, despite the fact that online daters view deception as online dating’s biggest risk 

(Toma, Hancock, & Ellison 2008). Thus, Catfish: The TV Show shapes a unique set of 

perceptions given that catfishing is a unique kind of online dating. As an incredibly accessible 

medium, Catfish: The TV Show maintains the power to create misconceptions of the online 

dating world as a whole. Viewers may feel they are learning the truth about online dating as a 

whole. Viewers may come to believe that all online dating scenarios play out in such emotional 

betrayals and misunderstandings between partners. Catfish: The TV Show runs the risk of 

presenting the risks of online dating without explaining catfishing’s uniqueness to the entire 

system.  

 
Limitations  
 

This study of Catfish: The TV Show and the online relationships it depicts sampled only 

twenty of the regular episodes in the show’s full catalogue. Regular episodes of Catfish present 

the online relationship of a single couple in which one partner is suspicious of the other’s 

identity. The episode tracks the investigation process that leads to a face-to-face meeting and 

reveal of the partner’s true identity. In addition to regular episodes, the Catfish full catalogue 

includes reunions and special episodes. Reunions allow hopefuls and their catfish from an entire 

season to reunite after some time, while specials reveal additional information not included in 

regular episodes, such as deleted scenes. Reunions and specials serve a unique purpose in 

Catfish: The TV Show’s presence as a form of popular media. Viewers see how some hopeful’s 

and catfish’s personal lives have evolved. They learn if the partners are still involved with one 

another, or in the case of the catfish, if they have gone on to deceive others online. Viewers, in a 

sense, learn more about online relationships and the deception with which these relationships 
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may be associated. Reunion and special episodes offer additional resolutions beyond those 

depicted in the regular episodes. While this study noted the resolutions that occur on screen 

during regular episodes, it did not include the extended resolutions presented on reunions and 

specials. As a result, this study was limited in its scope of Catfish: The TV Show episodes, as it 

did not include reunions, specials, and all of 57 regular episodes in the Catfish catalogue.   

In addition to the exclusion other episodes, this study could have incorporated additional 

or alternative interpersonal communication theories that are applicable to relationship 

development. Social Penetration Theory, Uncertainty Reduction Theory, and Uses and 

Gratifications Theory are only three communication theories that serve to explain some of the 

relationship behaviors exhibited on Catfish: The TV Show. Other relevant theories include Social 

Information Processing Theory, which explains how various aspects of the communication 

process interact with technological features of media (Littlejohn & Foss 2009, p. 1). 

Additionally, a more in-depth analysis of the hyperpersonal model’s applicability to the reality-

based television show’s themes would have proved relevant to this study.  

 
Future Work  
 

Future work on Catfish: The TV Show can incorporate a larger sample of episodes, 

including those that have aired since the start of this project. Catfish: The TV Show’s fifth and 

current season brings forth the notion that individuals are still being deceived, despite the show’s 

popularity and regular viewership. An exploration of the contingency of the show could 

incorporate interviews with the show’s participants and its hosts. As a series of forty-two minute 

episodes, there remains a great deal that Catfish viewers do not see in terms of these deceptive 

online relationships. Interviews could shed light on this information and offer greater insight into 

the relationship development, investigation, and face-to-face meeting processes.  
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In addition to this, Catfish’s fifth season points to distinct changes in and adoptions of 

technology since its initial season in 2012. The hosts seem to rely on the fact that in 2016 many 

individuals own smartphones with cameras installed in their devices. Seeing as SMS text 

messages are a common mode of communication for Catfish partners, the hosts reasonably 

assume that alleged catfish, especially if the identities they claim are true, possess smartphones 

that provide these functions. Catfish can seemingly use their smartphone cameras to video chat 

or Skype with their hopefuls and alleviate suspicions. Given the popularity of smartphones 

within the fifth season’s timeframe, the hosts consider a catfish’s inability to video chat or Skype 

as an even greater suspicious cue in 2016 Catfish relationships than in previous seasons. With 

this, the adoption of particular technologies like smartphones begs the question as to how catfish 

might continue their fabricated stories in the future. The hosts of the show see these adoptions as 

reasonable assumptions to conclude that a catfish is hiding something. Future work can 

investigate, and potentially predict, what other technological advancements and adoptions might 

present challenges for catfish in the future.  

Future studies of Catfish: The TV Show could incorporate additional details about the 

social politics surrounding the show. In this particular sample of episodes, many of the hopefuls 

and their catfish lived in the American South. In Season 2, Episode 16, co-host Max Joseph 

refers to Atlanta, Georgia as the “catfish capital”, noting that many of their investigations either 

start or end in the city. The centrality of Catfish stories begs the question as to why so many 

Catfish stories take place in this city. One potential explanation is the common “catfish career” 

as a music producer. Atlanta, Georgia is a hub for rap and hip-hop music (Severson 2011). Yet, 

many Catfish stories take the hosts to North Carolina and other Southern states. Future research 
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could trace the geographical bounds of Catfish relationships and aim to draw connections to 

socioeconomic and additional demographic factors of individuals featured on the show.  

Seemingly, the centrality of Catfish stories offers the potential to explore the choices 

made by the show’s hosts and its producers. These individuals decide which relationships are 

featured on the show’s regular episodes. Reality-based television shows are the product of 

editing and framing choices made by producers and the television networks with which they are 

affiliated. In line with this, Schulman notes that the entirety of the Catfish process, from meeting 

the hopeful to the resolution, is a six-day process (Schulman 2014). This week long process is 

condensed into forty-two minute episodes that follow a specific format. Future research can 

explore the editing choices made by Catfish producers to provide further insight into the world of 

reality-based television.   
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Appendix A: Catfish The TV Show Full Episode Catalogue as Provided by Hulu Streaming Service 
 

Season 1 (12 Regular 
Episodes)  

Season 2 (16 Regular 
Episodes)  

Season 3 (10 Regular 
Episodes)  

Season 4 (19 Regular 
Episodes)  

Ep. 1: Sunny & 
Jamison 

Ep. 1 Cassie & Steve Ep. 1 Craig & Zoe Ep. 1 Miracle & 
Javonni 

Ep. 2 Trina & Scorpio Ep. 2 Anthony & Marq Ep. 2 Antwane & Tony  Ep. 2 Courtney & Isaak  

Ep. 3 Kim & Matt Ep. 3 Ramon & Paola Ep. 3 Antoinette & 
Albert 

Ep. 3 Harold & Armani 

Ep. 4 Jasmine & Mike Ep. 4 Lauren & Derek Ep. 4 Unavailable for 
viewing 

Ep. 4 Daisy & Marcus 

Ep. 5 Jarrod & Abby  Ep. 5 Dorion & Jeszica Ep. 5 Tracie & 
Sammie 

Ep. 5 Chitara & 
Priscilla 

Ep. 6 Kya & Alyx Ep. 6 Jen & Skylar Ep. 6 John & Kelsey Ep. 6 Felipe & Jasmine 

Ep. 7 Joe & Kari Ann Ep. 7 Mike & Kristen Ep. 7 Solana & Elijah Ep. 7 Whitney & Bre  
Ep. 8 Tyler & Amanda Ep. 8 Jesse & Brian Ep. 8 Miranda & 

Cameryn 
Ep. 8 Jamey & Ari  

Ep. 9 Rod & Ebony  Ep. 9 Artis & Jess Ep. 9 Jeff & Megan Ep. 9 Blaire & Markie 
Ep. 10 Rico & Ja ‘Mari  Ep. 10 Ashley & Mike Ep. 10 Bianca & 

Brogan 
Ep. 10 Steven & Samm 

Ep. 11 Mike & Felicia Ep. 11 Aaliyah & Alicia  Ep. 11 Special: Where 
are they now? 

Ep. 12 Stephanie & 
David  

Ep. 12 Unavailable for 
viewing 

 Ep. 12 Tiana & James 

 Ep. 13 Nick & Melissa   Ep. 13 Falesha & 
Jacqueline 

 Ep. 14 Derek & Kristen  Ep. 14 Prophet & 
Trinity 

 Ep. 15 Keyonnah & 
Bow Wow 

 Ep. 15 Thad & Sara 

 Ep. 16 Michael & 
Caroline 

 Ep. 16 Andria & David 

   Ep. 17 Ayissha & 
Sydney 

   Ep. 18 Hundra & Emily 

   Ep. 19 Devan & Rylan 
   Ep. 20 Brittany & 

Bryon  

Table Key 
Regular Episode in Catfish episode catalogue  
Regular Episode in sample, according to selection process 
Regular Episode in sample, exception to selection process 
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Appendix B: Catfish: The TV Show Coding Scheme 
 

Season #, Episode # Enter data from episode. 

Character Names (Gender)  

How did the characters meet online?  

What are the platforms used for meeting?   

What is the nature of the formed relationship?   

How is the relationship maintained?  

Self-disclosure details   

What are the suspicious cues?  

What are the reason given for employing 
Catfish hosts? 

 

What is the Catfish search process?  

What happens when they review the details?  

If at all, who was Catfished?  

What is the FtF meeting outcome?   

Catfish’s reasons for doing this? 
Is the Catfish willing to explain? Explanations 

given? 
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Appendix C: Catfish: The TV Show Revised Coding Scheme 
 

Season #, Episode # Enter data from episode. 

Character Names (Gender)  

How did the characters meet online?  

What are the platforms used for meeting?   

What is the nature of the formed relationship?   

How is the relationship maintained?  

Hopeful’s Self-Disclosure Details  
 

 

Catfish’s Self-disclosure details  
 

 

What are the suspicious cues?  

What are the reason given for employing 
Catfish hosts? 

 

What is the Catfish search process?  

What happens when they review the details?  

What do family/friends think about the 
relationship? 

 

 

Risks associated with relationship/meeting? 
 

 

If at all, who was Catfished? 
 

 

What is the FtF meeting outcome?  
 

 

Catfish’s reasons for doing this? 
 

 

Is the Catfish willing to explain? Explanations 
given? 

 

Resolutions   

Hosts Role   
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