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	Info on K-pop Groups and Fandoms referred in this Blogbook.
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* NCT’s concept is limitless expansion. In this system NCT can have infinite members in the group. That is, new members will continuously be added under the umbrella term of NCT. These members become part of one or more sub-units based on different concepts like NCT U or cities like NCT 127 and WayV.
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** Formerly, NCT Dream was an age-based unit where the members graduated once they became adults and new younger members were supposed to be then added to the group. But in 2020, the system was revamped so that the original seven members (OT7) will continue to promote as NCT Dream and no new members will be added in it. 
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	Info on Pop Groups and Fandoms referred in this Blogbook.


Pop Group: One Direction (1D)

Fandom: Directioners

Entertainment Company: Syco Music

Columbia Records (US)

Years Active: 2010–2016



	Glossary


	Bias:* This term is usually used to indicate fans' favourite member in the group. That is the idol, who the fans are more inclined - biased - towards. Sometimes this term is also used to refer to a group but that's quite rare.  

	CGI:​[1] It stands for computer-generated imagery. It’s the visual effects that are created using computer software.

	Comeback: After an artist debuts, every time they release new music, it’s called their comeback. 

	Couple items: It’s a South Korean relationship culture where couples wear similar or complementary clothes and accessories when they are in a relationship. Most common item is Couple rings but many also buy Couple scarves, Hoodies or even AirPods case. Though couple items are primarily worn by those in romantic relationships, it’s not uncommon for fans to buy friendship couple items too like Friendship bracelets and necklaces or matching shoes.

	Daesang: It literally translates to “Grand” Award. It's the highest mark of achievement and the biggest award that an artist can win. 

	Doxxing: It's an internet-based practice where people's private and personally-identifying information is shared publicly over the internet. This is usually done as a form of threat, that goes beyond cyberspace and makes people vulnerable to real-life attacks.

	Fandom: A fandom is a group of people who share the same interests. It could be a movie, music, books, etc. Personally, I think of fandoms as a King/Queendom of fans, where the object of interest is the nominal head for whom the fans come together in both real and cyberspace so as to worship and celebrate them. In the context of K-pop, there is a general K-pop fandom consisting of everyone who enjoys listening to K-pop music and individual fandoms of specific idols and groups. These could either be mutually inclusive or exclusive depending on the fan’s preferences. That is, one can be part of a particular K-pop group’s fandom, but not interested in K-pop fandom as a whole. Or one may be in the fandom of an idol but not of their group.

	Fanservice: This term originated in Japan. It was initially used to describe adding material in the work of fiction which wasn’t necessarily needed for plot advancement but rather to please the audience. The term soon became part of idol industry - first J-pop and then quickly progressed to K-pop and C-pop. In this new context, fanservice refers to everything idols do to make their fans’ “heart flutter”. It usually entails, idols playacting as their fans’ girlfriend or boyfriend. They tell their fans that they love them, make finger hearts for them, blow them kisses, etc. This lets their fans pretend that they are actually in a relationship with their idols. Another type of fanservice is when idols act extremely intimately with each other to satisfy their shipper fans’ fantasies.  

	Fansign: It is an idol meet and greet event, where fans can chat with idols face to face for few minutes, or rather seconds, and get their album signed. 

	Fansite Masternims: Those who follow idols on their official schedule to take their photos are called fansite masters. Some fans add the Korean honorific suffix “nim” in the term to show them respect.

	Fave(s): It refers to a favourite person or thing. In this blogbook, it has been used to denote fans’ favourite idol(s).

	Hallyu: It literally means Korean Wave. The term is used to describe the spreading of Korean culture across the globe.


	Kihno Album: It is a digital version of an album that requires a Kinho Player app to download the audio content. One has to connect Kihno album to the smartphone via 3.5 mm mini-jack headphone connector. The app recognises the album and downloads it. The player looks like a vinyl record turntable. The tracklist is available at the right side whereas a digital photobook of the idols is in the left. Sometimes Korean lyrics of the current track is also displayed. 

	Lovestagram: In Korean relationship culture lovestagram is when people upload couple pics or send love messages to each other via their posts on Instagram. In idols’ case all of these uploads are indirect and secretive. This may include posting on Insta around the same time, sharing pictures of the same location, using similar hashtags or adding shared inside jokes and codes in their posts.

	Meme: It is usually a humourous text, video or image that is copied with slight variations and spread over the internet. To memefy someone or something is to turn a certain moment from a person or an entity into a meme. Some viral mainstream memes that originated in K-pop are “The Clown Meme”, which is SHINee’s Key dressing up as Ronald McDonald or Monsta X’s Hyungwon’s “The Sassy Starbucks Meme”, where he starts to speak in the mic but then takes the sip of his Starbucks instead.

	Merch: It’s an abbreviation of merchandise.

	Muggle: These are the people who aren't K-pop fans. The word originates from Harry Potter, where muggles are the ones who have no idea about the magic world. 

	Multi-Stans: These are the fans who stan multiple idols and/or groups.

	MV: It stands for Music Video.

	Netizens: It literally means citizens of the internet. It’s a label used to describe those people who are extremely active on different websites and social media.  

	Nugu: It literally translates to nobody. This is used as a label to describe unpopular idols, who no one recognizes, who are, well, nobodies.

	OP and Commenter: OP stands for Original Poster. This is used to refer to the person who started the discussion thread on social media. Those who comment on OP’s posts are called commenters.

	OTP: It stands for One True Pair. It is used to describe shippers’ favourite or ultimate pairing out of all the pairs they ship.

	RPS: It stands for Real People Slash or Real People Shipping. These are fanfiction written about real-life people engaging in a romantic or/and sexual relationship, most commonly between people of the same gender.

	Ship: The term is derived from "relationship" and is applied to two, or sometimes more, characters or real people that fans want to see in a romantic and/or sexual relationship. As a noun, it refers to the pair itself. For example, I like X-Y Ship. As a verb, it means the act of putting the pair together. So, "to ship" means that the fans are imagining X and Y in a relationship. For example, I am shipping X and Y. The person who ships is called Shipper. For example, He is an X-Y Shipper. 

	Skinship: The term was originally coined in Japan to denote the physical intimacy between a mother and child. Over the years the term evolved to imply a friendship bond or kinship where one is physically close with each other. For instance, being naked together in a bathhouse. The term has further developed to also describe intimate but non-sexual contact between two people. It can be viewed as flirtations and a prelude to or at the very least a desire for physical intimacy.

	Sub-unit: When few members from a group are put together to form a separate smaller group, that smaller group is called the original group’s sub-unit. Members in the sub-unit continue to release music as part of the original group as well as that of the sub-unit. 

	Sunbae and Hoobae: In Korean culture, there is a hierarchy based on experience. Sunbae is someone who has more experience whether it's in school or work whereas hoobae have relatively less experience. For example, if a student is in the second year of college then those who are in the third year and above will be the student's sunbae whereas those in the first year will be their hoobae. Similarly, in the idol industry, if an idol debuted in 2018, those who debuted before 2018 are their sunbae and those who debuted after 2018 are their hoobae. Both in terms of use of language and in their actions, hoobae must be extremely deferential to their sunbae. 

	Throw Hands: It's a slang for wanting to fight someone, specifically punch or hit them.

	Ult:* As a noun it refers to the fan’s favourite idol or group out of all the artists they stan. For example, X is my ult. As a verb, it means the act of favouring the idol or group above the rest. For example, She ults X.

	Variety shows: As the name suggests, it's a show that has a variety of entertainment-related content. Though this term is not popularly used in India, The Kapil Sharma Show might be closest to what a variety show entails. This format is extremely popular in South Korea and is usually used by celebrities to promote their work through guest appearances. Variety shows like Weekly Idol, Idol on Quiz, and Idol Room specifically feature K-pop idols. (They all had Jung Hyung-don as the host.) In these shows, idols talk about themselves, play a few games and perform their latest song.

	y/n: It stands for “Your Name”. In self insert fanfictions or POV videos, y/n is meant to be replaced by the fans, who are consuming the content. It’s similar to how one can take on a character and enter the storyworld in video games. This is an interactive tool that helps fans live out their fantasies with their idols.


* Note: Ult is a superlative term, that is, the idol or group, which is fan's favourite among all K-pop artists. Bias, on the other hand, is a comparative term that functions as a way to denote that the fan is more biased towards a specific idol or a group than towards other artists. Thus, a bias is an idol or group one likes more than others whereas an ult is an idol or group one likes the most. Usually, the term bias is used to denote the idol member one prefers over the rest inside the group whereas ult is used to refer to the idol or group one prefers over all the idols. 

	Use of Prefix K, C, J and I in this Blogbook.


The prefix K stands for Korean, C for Chinese, J for Japanese and I for international. While describing the fans and music of various regions, the prefix of the country is added to the term. Hence, KFans denote Korean Fans and IFans stand for International Fans. Similarly, KNetz is for Korean netizens, JNetz for Japanese netizens, and so on. This also applies for K-pop, which means Korean pop music, C-pop for Chinese pop music and J-pop for Japanese pop music. In the same vein, there is also Q-pop, which is the modern pop music from Kazakhstan, that originated as recently as 2015s.  
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Author’s Note
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While reading this blogbook, you might stumble upon "they" or "them" used as a singular pronoun. I understand that this is something new in the English language and is kinda awkward and unfamiliar to some. But language is an evolving beast, and as writers and readers, it's upon us to do our best to make the language more inclusive so that everyone can find their place in it.

PS: There are lots of references to K-pop artists and songs. So do keep your eyes peeled for them.
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Stan is a commonly acknowledged term to refer to one’s love for a person or group. The term originated from Eminem’s song “Stan”, which is about an obsessive and almost deranged fan. The fan whose name is Stanley “Stan” Mitchell, is obsessed with Eminem to the point that it starts to affect his sense of self-identity and his relationship with his pregnant girlfriend. He couldn’t maintain his grip on reality because of his overzealous love and admiration for the rapper. He starts imitating Eminem and neglects his social life, relationship, and responsibilities to obsess over the artist that he so admires. Stan's story tragically ends in suicide-murder as he drives the car into the river with his pregnant girlfriend. 

Though the term “Stan” originally referred to crazy and obsessive fans, it has since been sanitized to refer to dedicated followers of an artist. Stan is not solely a K-pop terminology but rather is used by fandoms of actors, singers and even influencers. That being said, all fandoms have their unique types of Stans, as do K-pop. In order to critically evaluate K-pop Stan culture, I have created a “Stan Scale” based on the degree of fans’ dedication towards their idols.
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1% → 10% : Casual Fan
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Casual fans are those who are only interested in the music and are not very much involved in the fandom. They may or may not also check out idols’ non-musical content like variety shows and live broadcasts​[2]. But even if they do, they don’t obsessively watch every single content. Unlike other fans who watch idols’ MV whether they like it or not, just for the sake of supporting their idols, the primary objective of the casual fans is to enjoy music rather than increase the view counts of idols’ MV on YouTube or get them trending worldwide on Twitter. These fans might recommend idols’ songs to their friends and acquaintances but won't bite others’ head off if their fave is not other people’s cup of tea. They might also buy some of the idols’ merch or go to their concert, but they won’t break their banks for it. 

All in all, their love for idols and their music is not an all-consuming occupation in their life. The idols exist for their entertainment rather than them tailoring their entire existence around their faves. That’s why these fans don’t get bat-shit crazy about the awesomeness and sacredness of their idols. 

Because of this, they are usually discredited by some ardent K-pop fans as not being “true fans” because,

	they have no desire to keep up with the craziness of the idol’s fandom, 

	They don’t wish to belong to either a single fandom or just fandoms in general,

	and they do not spend a ridiculous amount of money on idols or dedicatedly stream to promote them. 


As far as I am concerned, a fan who doesn’t spend even a penny on idols but respect the idols’ right to their private lives are far better than ardent K-pop fans who treat idols as their puppets who need to fulfill all of their fans’ fantasies. 

10% → 30% : Stans
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Stans don’t simply listen to music, they stream it 24/7, until they reach the fandom’s streaming goals. In Korean slang this is called sumseuming, which literally means to stream as one breathes. Stans also buy physical albums even if they don’t own a CD player. What’s more, they don’t stop at purchasing only one album. Idols generally release multiple versions of their albums with different concepts although the tracklist is the same. If it's a full album, idols also usually release its repackage album with three to four additional new songs. Aside from different album versions, Stans also buy albums in different formats like digital and kihno albums. 

So why would someone buy one or even multiple versions of the album when it's available for free streaming? This is because K-pop albums are more than just CDs. For that matter, CDs are almost dispensable for fans. Rather the main attraction is the pictures of the idols. The albums are basically a photo book - or magazine like NCT 127's NCT #127: Neo Zone T version album - with sections allocated for lyrics, production credits, and sometimes letters or messages for the fans. There are also additional goodies like posters, photocards, circle cards, stickers, message cards, etc. that fans love to collect - kind of like how as kids we bought Cheetos to collect tazos. And just like with tazos, fans usually trade these goodies so as to complete their collection. This is also why even when it can be a bit inconvenient and redundant to buy kihno albums, which can also have multiple versions, some Stans still purchase them so that they can get the exclusive set of photocards that are sold with the album. 

Then there are Stans who go a step further and mass buy multiple copies of the album. Their goal is not limited to completing their collection. Most of them actually end up distributing their albums to their friends and acquaintances or even donate them.

One reason for such mass-buying is that the albums contain raffle tickets for fansign. So buying more albums increases fans' chances of getting to meet their idols. But the primary reason why Stans purchase multiple albums and stream continuously is to help the idols they stan top music charts. With many K-pop artists promoting globally, fans take it upon themselves to make sure their idols rank high in not only South Korea’s Gaon Music Charts but also US’s Billboard charts, Oricon charts in Japan, etc. All these charts have different categories for which fans stream and purchase albums in all formats so that their idols can top multiple if not all categories. Aside from these, there are also individual music charts of South Korean streaming sites like MelOn, Genie, Bugs, etc. and global iTunes charts. Ranking high on them definitely increases the visibility of the idols with the general public. Especially with iTunes, where fans make sure that their idols top the charts in multiple countries so that they can get global exposure. It seems like the fandoms have cracked the code on iTunes charts, as now fandoms compete over the number of regions in which they can get their idols’ new release #1 spot.

Of course, as impressive as topping the charts are, nothing is as gratifyingly tangible as a trophy. During their music promotion period, artists perform in various music shows where the artist with the highest score wins the music show’s trophy. Different shows have different requirements, eligibility criteria, and scoring system. Nevertheless, physical album sales, digital (streaming and download), and social media (views on YouTube MV and performance stages of music show) generally constitute a substantial portion of the score. Thus, all the purchasing and streaming songs and albums not only helps the idols rank high on charts but can also get them a music show win. However, that's not where Stans' work stops. Because another important scoring component for music shows is the number of votes. So once Stans are done streaming, they have to start voting.

Obvs, none of this happens easily or organically. A lot of systematic planning goes into helping idols receive various accolades. It is a consolidated effort usually organized and overseen by big fan accounts on social media. Right before the release of new music, these fan accounts share goals that have to be achieved within a certain period. The first list of goals is typically for the first 24 hours. It includes the number of views and likes to be generated on YouTube, the number of plays on streaming sites, the number of regions the song should top in iTunes charts, hashtags to trend on Twitter, and so on. They also share guides on how to vote, especially for international fans.

The only reason Stans can work so hard and spend so much money is because of their dedication and desire to make their idols happy and successful. But there are times when their overzealousness can lead them to act in ways that fall in some serious grey area. For example, some fan accounts collect streaming donations, which they use to acquire Korean music streaming sites’ accounts and streaming passes that they then give to non-Korean streaming volunteers. In this way, international fans can help increase the idols’ rank on Korean music charts. And then there are also fans, who quite openly discuss on social media about using all of their YouTube accounts so that they can increase the number of views and likes on their idols’ MVs. How legal all of this is, remains up for debate. Using bots is definitely illegal, but what about fans using multiple accounts or foreign fans purchasing from and streaming in sites of another country?

This issue came in the spotlight in 2018 when former EXO member Kris Wu released his album Antares that displaced Ariana Grande's "Thank U, Next" from #1 spot on iTunes US chart. This did not sit well with Grande's manager Scooter Braun, who accused Wu of using bots. He later backtracked after facing some serious backlash from Wu's fans. It was then acknowledged that no bots were used but rather it was Wu's Chinese fans who bought the album from the iTunes US store. Fast-forward to 2020 and Justin Bieber shared a guide on his Instagram for his international fans to stream in US music sites using VPN.​[3] It is, of course, shocking that an artist endorsed Stan Twitter streaming practices. But the best part is that the artist in question is managed by Scooter Braun. Say what you may but that's a much better ending than that of Game of Thrones.

So, what’s the final verdict? None of the fans’ mass-buying or streaming practices can be definitively labeled illegal but there are people who frown upon it and find the entire streaming culture a bit weird, myself included. There is something extremely disappointing about people putting their phones and other devices on mute and streaming a song on repeat. If you are not actually going to listen to the song then what’s the point? That being said, from Stans’ perspective, it’s just a way for them to engage with the idols they like and support them. 

Also, it's wrong to criticize the Stans for streaming when MV views, chart rankings and music show wins are an integral part of the K-pop industry. How can anyone expect fans to not care about these achievements when a group can disband if they are not deemed successful enough. K-pop groups can have an amazing discography but without a huge fandom streaming and purchasing their music, how long will they last? How much will they earn? How will they be successful?

And honestly, does any of us really have any right to preach to others how they should enjoy music. If streaming a song 24/7 on mute makes someone happy, then that’s that. 

So clearly for Stans, a comeback is not just, "Wow! Great! New music". And we have already discussed their reasons for spending so much time and money on promoting their faves. The only thing that remains to discuss is why Stans feel so strongly about a stranger that they willingly inconvenience themselves - to put it mildly - just to make these idols rich and famous. After all, it's not easy to listen to the same song or watch the same music video on-repeat. And of course, it’s not easy - or wise - to spend an absurd amount of money on ridiculously overpriced merch, especially for international Stans, who have to pay huge additional shipping costs. 

This brings us to the time I finally gave in and decided to stream a music video on YouTube. A part of the reason was peer pressure. I kept seeing posts after posts calling out "fake lazy fans", who do not support idols in any form and yet shamelessly call themselves fans. The consensus seemed to be that streaming is the easiest way to help, it’s the least a fan can do to repay the idols’ hard-work. All that mocking made me feel shitty for listening to my faves’ music only when I felt like it. I know it’s stupid to feel guilty about basically enjoying music. But that’s the thing with fandoms. If you are not careful they will gaslight you into believing that day is night and the creepy bully idol is an innocent angel. But more on that later.

So coming back to my disastrous attempt at streaming. When NCT 127 released “Superhuman” MV, I was quite impressed by the production quality of both the song and the video. It had a sci-fi vibe with some really high-tech props and cool CGI effects. Most importantly it looked expensive. Yet, the MV didn’t have enough views, at least, not as much as I believed it deserved. 

The reason I kept thinking about the production cost and YouTube views ratio is that at the time I was watching Keyword #BoA. During her new album’s preparation, BoA and MV director, Jung Byung Gi were discussing how “a great music video produced with a lot of money should be seen by many people. But if they don’t and the view count is low, that defeats the purpose.”​[4] That statement really made me reassess my stand on streaming. And then came the last straw. I was watching NCT 127’s reaction to their “Superhuman” MV and they all talked about how so many people have put so much work into creating it. In the end, Yuta’s comment that he hopes “a lot of people watch it”​[5] made me start streaming the MV.

I think beyond the superficial accolades, at its core, fans stream and buy albums and merchs because they want to show that they acknowledge the hard work of the artists and their staff. The stream count, album sales and awards are tangible proofs that the idols’ music is good. That they are popular. That they are better. Even for readers who are searching for new books, they tend to gravitate towards bestsellers or/and literary award winners. These distinctions mark the book as superior to the rest of the chaff. It’s an unspoken guarantee that the reader won't be disappointed. The same goes for K-pop idols. Their achievements are an indication of their popularity, it’s an acknowledgement of their calibre and repute. 

At the heart of it, Stans want to please their idols by securing accolades for them. And they want to do that because K-pop companies market their idols as someone the fans could personally connect to. What they are fundamentally selling to the fans is a fantasy woven around the idols rather than music. And this is where K-pop thrives. Because when fans feel emotionally attached to their idols, they go out of their way to funnel money into the company. They take it upon themselves to try and minimize any form of piracy as it will take away the stream counts from the idols. Fans also go out of their way to promote their idols by creating viral social media memes. 

For example, Ujungs spread viral fake news about how Cosmic Girls' Meng Meiqi and Wu Xuanyi were Chinese lesbian billionaires who have gotten married, making them the richest couple alive. This fandom joke not only went mainstream but the general public actually believed it, including Debby Ryan who re-tweeted it.​[6] Two years later this rumour-promo was replicated by Orbits who spread the same news but with LOONA’s Yves and Chuu as the Korean lesbian billionaire couple.​[7] Though this too became insanely viral, Orbits’ personal best marketing campaign remains “Stan LOONA” that took both Stan Twitter and LGBTQ Twitter by storm. 

In addition to the online marketing, fans even spend money on billboard and subway ads, usually to celebrate their idols’ birthday or just to show their support. So not only are companies making more money than they would if the fans were only interested in music, they are also getting tons of free promotions. 

Of course, this isn't breaking news to anyone. Both critics and K-pop fans have noted how K-pop entertainment companies build a personal relationship between idols and fans and profits off it. More often than not, these observations focus on romantic fantasies, which are crafted and cultivated by the companies around their idols. But there is a deeper fundamental human emotion that these companies have tapped into.

When I shared with my friends that I was working on a non-fiction book on K-pop, they made sure to follow my K-pop Instagram page and enthusiastically encouraged me in my writing process. They also declared that they will be the first to buy the book. Yet, most of them have no interest in K-pop or non-fiction books for that matter. It’s solely because we are friends that they wish to support me and if to support me they have to buy some books on K-pop, then so be it.

This is exactly what's happening in K-pop Stan culture. Some people reduce K-pop idols' allure to the crude maxim of "sex sells". And they are not wrong. After all, visuals are an integral part of K-pop, so much so, that it even warrants an official position in the group. But people don't spend loads of money and time on a pretty face alone. Similar to how people might pick up a book for its attractive cover but would immediately check the blurb to see if the content is worth buying, people might get curious about an idol because of how good looking they are but until and unless they have interesting personality and talent to go with it, people won't usually end up stanning those idols.

That's why idols are so active in communicating with their fans on social media and the companies create so much content to show the idols’ off-stage charms. What they are essentially doing is forging an emotional bond with fans, so that the fans start thinking of idols as their friends, family, and yes, their imaginary lovers.
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