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Abstract. This study explores how K-pop groups use transmedia storytelling to
construct and promote their brand identity. Drawing on a hermeneutic
phenomenological framework, it analyzes both campaign content and fan
interpretations to understand how narrative coherence, emotional engagement,
symbolic elements, and participatory culture shape audience perceptions.
Through semi-structured interviews, a survey with K-pop fans, the analysis of
representative transmedia campaigns (e.g., BTS Universe, EXO Planet, Aespa's
KWANGYA), the study finds that storytelling across platforms enhances brand
authenticity, fosters emotional identification, and empowers fans as co-creators
of meaning. The findings contribute to the literature on fandom studies, emotional
branding, and media convergence by demonstrating how narrative ecosystems in
the music industry foster long-term loyalty and cultural relevance. Implications
are discussed for both scholars and practitioners in marketing and
communication.
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1 Introduction

The South Korean music industry, globally recognized as K-pop, has become one of
the most powerful cultural exports of the 21st century. According to the International
Federation of the Phonographic Industry (IFPI), South Korea ranks as the seventh-
largest music market worldwide, a position achieved through sustained growth,
innovation, and cultural influence [1,2]. While K-pop initially reflected nationalistic
and cultural identity themes, its development took a decisive turn after the 1997 Asian
financial crisis. The Korean government began actively investing in cultural industries,
seeing them as a strategic avenue for economic recovery and global projection [3].

This shift gave rise to the "idol" system, a highly institutionalized entertainment
model that constructs artist personas to maximize emotional engagement with fans and
to stimulate transnational consumption. These idols are not just performers; they are
multimedia products whose image and output are controlled and adapted to fit market
needs [4].
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K-pop’s global expansion is supported by three foundational strategies: digital media
integration, visually impactful content, and active fan participation. These elements
have facilitated the industry’s success across linguistic and cultural boundaries, but they
have also increased market saturation and competition. Only a few groups sustain long
term visibility, prompting industry actors to explore more complex narrative and
branding strategies [5].

One such strategy is transmedia storytelling, the practice of building a narrative
world that unfolds across multiple platforms (music videos, social media, webtoons,
documentaries, etc.) to enhance emotional engagement and brand immersion. This
approach is not exclusive to K-pop. Since the late 1990s, artists and producers have
used transmedia to extend the life cycle of albums, reinforce artist identity, and deepen
consumer connection [6,7].

A notable example of successful transmedia storytelling in the music industry is the
British virtual band Gorillaz, whose integration of animated personas, multimedia
storylines, and participatory fan culture elevated their brand beyond music [§8]. Within
K-pop, BTS stands as the most representative case. Their expansive narrative universe,
known as the BTS Universe or BU, has set a precedent for how storytelling can drive
cultural impact, consumer loyalty, and global resonance.

This study aims to answer the research question: How do K-pop groups use
transmedia storytelling to construct and promote their brand image? The objective is to
identify the narrative, symbolic, and strategic mechanisms that make transmedia
branding effective in the K-pop industry. We hypothesize that when transmedia
storytelling is executed coherently and authentically, it fosters positive brand
positioning, emotional identification, and community building among fans [9,10,11].

2 Theoretical Framework

2.1  K-pop as a Global Cultural Industry

K-pop is more than a musical genre—it represents a cultural industrial complex
supported by institutional frameworks, training systems, and media strategies. Its global
rise is the result of deliberate government policies, aggressive export models, and
innovative use of digital platforms [1]. K-pop idols are trained not only in performance
but in languages, etiquette, and media handling, all of which are optimized for
international markets. This system constructs highly adaptable personas that can
transcend national boundaries and resonate with global audiences [2].

2.2 Idols as Multimedia Products

K-pop idols are designed to function as media franchises, not merely artists. Their
identity is developed across various media: music videos, web series, merchandise, live
streams, documentaries, and social media content. This multi platform approach blurs
the line between reality and fiction, positioning the idol as both a cultural product and
a character within a broader narrative [3]. The idol-fan relationship is therefore not
passive but co-constructed through content, affect, and interaction.
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2.3  Transmedia Storytelling in Music

Transmedia storytelling involves the development of a narrative world that unfolds
across multiple formats and platforms, each contributing uniquely to the overall story.
In the music industry, this technique has been used to compensate for declining record
sales and to enhance fan immersion [4]. Rather than simply marketing a song,
transmedia storytelling offers an extended universe of meaning—strengthening
emotional connection and audience participation [5].

In K-pop, transmedia has taken the form of fictional universes, serialized story arcs,
and symbolic content. These elements are embedded in albums, videos, and
promotional materials, allowing fans to interpret, expand, and emotionally invest in the
group’s narrative identity [6].

24 BTS and the BTS Universe

The most prominent case of transmedia storytelling in K-pop is the group BTS and their
BU (BTS Universe). This fictional universe began with a series of interconnected music
videos and was later expanded through webtoons, short films, novels, and games. The
BU constructs a set of fictional characters based on the group’s members, whose stories
of trauma, loss, and growth mirror real-life emotional themes. These narratives deepen
the symbolic bond between BTS and their fans, known as ARMY [7].

BTS’s transmedia strategy is notable for its narrative coherence, emotional depth,
and symbolic layering, which has generated a loyal global fan base and positioned the
group as cultural ambassadors beyond music [8].

2.5 Narrative Coherence and Brand Identity

Narrative coherence is essential for transmedia success. When stories are fragmented
or lack emotional logic, audiences may disengage. In contrast, coherent and emotionally
resonant narratives reinforce brand identity and generate loyalty [9]. K-pop groups that
construct and sustain a symbolic universe around their identity are more likely to foster
long-term fan engagement. Through transmedia, the group itself becomes a living
brand, one that fans interpret, personalize, and disseminate.

2.6 Fandom and Participatory Culture

K-pop fandom is characterized by active participation, emotional investment, and
content production. Fans not only consume but also remix, reinterpret, and expand the
group’s narrative world through fanfiction, fan art, analysis videos, and social media
threads. This participatory behavior is integral to transmedia ecosystems, where
meaning is co-produced by fans and producers alike [10].

In this context, the success of transmedia storytelling depends not only on content
quality but on the capacity to mobilize collective interpretation. K-pop agencies often
acknowledge and even integrate fan theories, blurring the boundary between official
and fan-created content
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3 Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study employed a mixed approach with a hermeneutic phenomenological design
to explore how K-pop groups construct brand identity through transmedia storytelling.
Phenomenology allows for the interpretation of subjective experience, while the
hermeneutic component facilitates contextual understanding of symbolic meanings
conveyed across media [1].

The research focused on analyzing the strategies and structures behind selected K-
pop transmedia campaigns and how these are interpreted and emotionally processed by
international fans.

3.2 Data Collection

Data were collected from three complementary sources:
i.  Documentary analysis of selected transmedia campaigns by K-pop groups.

ii. Semi structured interviews with 20 K-pop fans (ages 18-25), recruited via

purposive sampling and snowball technique.

iii.  Survey to 56 K-pop fans (ages 18-25), recruited via purposive sampling and

snowball technique.

The documentary analysis focused on how different media platforms were used to
construct interconnected narratives. Interviews explored fan interpretations, emotional
engagement, and perceptions of brand identity.

To guide the analysis, a curated list of representative transmedia campaigns was de-
veloped (see Table 1).

Table 1. Selected Transmedia Campaigns by K-pop Groups.

Group Campaign / Universe Media Platforms Used Narrative Elements
. Parallel fictional world
. Music videos, webtoons . .
BTS Universe (BU) with emotional
BTS (Save Me), novels, games, .
. . backstories and character
social media
arcs
. Sci-fi/fantasy elements;
EXO EXO Planet Music videos, concert lore, each member has
teasers
supernatural powers
Fantasy setting where
The Star Seekers Music videos, animation, members fight dark
TXT
webtoons forces; metaphor for
growth
Vampire/fantasy
ENHYPEN Dark Moon Webtoong, social media, V- storyhne. with mystery
Lives, trailers and coming of age
themes
.. Members have Al alter
Aespa KWANGYA /= Muglc Vldgos, VR <?ontent, egos in a shared digital
. social media narratives .
Universe universe

Source: Author’s elaboration.
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3.3 Participant Selection

Participants were selected based on the following criteria: (1) active involvement in K-
pop fandom, (2) familiarity with at least one transmedia campaign, and (3) age between
18 and 25. All interviews were conducted virtually, with consent and anonymity
ensured.

34  Data Analysis

Interview transcripts and campaign content were analyzed using thematic analysis,
following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase method: familiarization, coding, theme
identification, reviewing, defining, and reporting [2]. Codes were derived inductively
from the data and organized into broader categories reflecting narrative coherence,
emotional engagement, symbolic interpretation, and fandom participation.
Triangulation between interview data and campaign analysis was used to validate in-
sights and ensure interpretive rigor.

4 Results

Thematic analysis of the survey, interviews and campaign materials revealed five main
categories: Narrative Coherence, Emotional Identification, Symbolic Interpretation,
Participatory Engagement and Consumption Motivation. These categories capture how
fans experience transmedia storytelling in K-pop and how it contributes to brand image
construction.

4.1 Narrative Coherence

Participants emphasized the importance of internal consistency and chronological logic
across different media. They appreciated when storylines were not fragmented but
connected in a way that deepened meaning.

“What I love about the BTS Universe is how everything connects—the webtoon, the
videos, even the books. You can tell there’s a structure” (P04).
“When campaigns are too random, I lose interest. It has to feel like a story, not just
marketing” (P07).
Something that fans value too, are narratives which are consistent with the group
essence and value proposition, like what happens with BTS or TXT, participants who
had been following the groups since their debut or even later fans noticed that the
themes of these narratives were consistent with their initial perception of them as a real
and human groups that emerged from an unknown company and strived to achieve
success.
“They became more like people, it's like a person as such, no longer something
unattainable, something fantastic, it's a person and also has a lot of feelings, problems
and etcetera of things that we mortals normally go through." (P18)

Narrative coherence was found to increase immersion, group’s image and facilitate
sustained attention.

4.2 Emotional Identification

Fans expressed strong emotional responses to transmedia content, especially when the
narratives mirrored personal struggles or growth, something that’s not usually seen in
the K-pop industry. These emotions created long-term bonds with the artists.
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“It doesn't matter if'it's... I don't know. The members will be 27 now. But those messages
remain. The messages that have remained. It's something that young people will always
face. Young people will always face those problems.” (P06).

“It was like you could empathize because they knew what you felt, or something, it
wasn't like something related to the typical love story or something. It was young people's
stuff, you empathized with BTS. You grew up with them.” (P07).

Meanwhile, it’s also necessary to mention that the way these topics are addressed is
vitally important to keeping the audience connected to the story. As mentioned in several
interviews, some groups talked about issues considered taboo, but they don't do so in a
way that positions themselves as outsiders seeking to point the topics out and offer a
message of encouragement. Instead, they are perceived as agents who speak from
experience and seek not to be supportive, but also a guide for fans to confront the reality
they find themselves in, as mentioned by a participant “It's also that when you don't want
to see what's happening to you, and someone opens up completely, opens up the subject
and exposes it to you, but in a way that you understand, you can overcome it, it's like a
path. I see it more as a path, as an explanation of what can be, like a vision” (P18).

This emotional depth reinforced fan loyalty and enhanced the perception of idols as
multidimensional figures, which is also pointed out by the 50% of respondents who
believe that these narratives strengthen their loyalty to the group, while 34.5% believe
that they do so moderately.

4.3  Symbolic Interpretation

Within the construction of these narratives, there are two key factors that enable to deepen
the fan-artist relationship: mystery and challenge. These characteristics generate intrigue,
which then translates into motivation to continue exploring the universe on their own.
Participants engaged in deep interpretation of symbolic content. Many mentioned
decoding colors, character names, or visual motifs as part of the fan experience.

“I love figuring out the hidden meanings. Like how the mirrors symbolize identity in the
TXT story” (P06).

“It's like it's a little more intense, it requires you to be there so you can understand it

more, it's challenging me to understand it, it's like [ want to know everything.” (P5).

Symbolic layering was seen as a way of rewarding fan intelligence and increasing
content richness.

4.4  Participatory Engagement

Fans viewed transmedia not as passive content but as a participatory environment. They
actively created fanfiction, theory videos, edits, and analytical threads based on
campaign materials.

“I've written entire AU fanfics based on Dark Moon. It’s like they give you tools to
build your own world” (P01).

“We discuss timelines, plot holes, everything. It feels like we co-write the universe”
(POS5).
Even if they were not active on content creation, fans felt like they’ve found a safe place
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where they belong and were able to create stable connections with other fans and with the
group, which generates the feeling of belonging to a community that transcends the fans
themselves and of which made them feel like an important part of.

“I feel like it has allowed me to interact with people I never thought 1'd interact with. For
example, I know girls who are from Paraguay, Mexico, Colombia. And it's like how a
group brings you together with people you never thought you'd meet? ”(P10).

This participatory culture blurred the line between official and fan-created content,
enhancing emotional investment and perceived brand intimacy, but also made clear that
transmedia narratives made these creations transcend the online world which is also
reflected in the expansion of the groups reach through Word of Mouth (WOM). Having
such striking stories, motivates fans to share their experiences, ideas, or theories with
people close to them in different settings, such as school or social gatherings. This
motivation helps the group become more well-known and reach new people, expanding its
reach organically, as happened with this interviewee.

“In 2018, thanks to my friends, they were actually fans of them long before me, although
not that long, maybe a year or two before me, and so since I was with them all day at
school, we were clearly a pretty close group. At one point, I kind of got fed up with hearing
them talk about them and asked them the typical question a fan might get: What were their
names? ”(P15)

This is also proven by the 93.5% of respondents who consider it very to moderately likely
that they would recommend listening to and following groups, after following their
transmedia narratives.

4.5 Consumption motivation

The use of transmedia narratives made fan’s intention to buy merchandising or
participate in real life even such as fan cafés increase. This is because products such as
albums, photocards, and even original toys were related to the story narrated by these
groups. These items contained exclusive clues about the concept the group was developing,
which motivated many of the study's participants to keep track.

“I spent my money like crazy, I bought Her because it had meaning, I liked having that,
I bought the first Her, I didn't buy the others anymore, I liked the first one because I liked
the beginning of the style, then everything got very tangled and I tell you, I didn't
understand, 1 had to look for guides but yes, when I saw that and I saw all the meaning [
don't know, 1 felt that I had to have a memory of all this” (P11).

This is also shown by the 76.1% of survey’s participants who consider themselves very
to moderately likely to purchase merchandise after interacting with their transmedia
narratives and the 74% who consider themselves very to moderately likely to purchase
official merchandise to learn more about the group’s universe.
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Table 2. Summary of Analytical Categories and Representative Codes.

Category Representative Codes Description
Chronological flow, structural logic, Fans expect storylines to

Narrative Coherence story alignment connect across platforms and
time.

Emotional Empathy, healing, personal connection NarraFlves evoke str(?ng

. . affective responses linked to

Identification . .
identity.

Symbolic Visual codes, narrative depth, hidden  Fans interpret motifs as part

Interpretation meanings of the experience.

.. Fanfiction, theories, edits, discourse Fandoms co-produce
Participatory . .
Engagement meaning, strengthening

brand loyalty.
Purchase, participation, clues, part Narratives motivate fans to
Consumption buy merchandising and
Motivation participate in events related
to the story.

Source: Author’s elaboration

5 Discussion

This study set out to explore how transmedia storytelling shapes the construction and
promotion of brand identity in K-pop. The findings confirm that transmedia narratives
in this context are not merely promotional strategies but symbolic and participatory
ecosystems that activate emotional and cognitive engagement from fans.

The category of narrative coherence aligns with previous research on transmedia logic,
which emphasizes the need for consistency across media platforms to foster immersion
and sustained attention [1]. Participants identified strong narrative structure especially
in BTS’s BU or TXT’s Star Seekers as a key factor that kept them emotionally and
intellectually invested. This supports the idea that storytelling in K-pop functions as a
long-term branding tool, enabling artists to maintain relevance and differentiation in a
highly competitive market [2].

Emotional identification emerged as a powerful driver of brand loyalty. Narratives
involving trauma, friendship, or transformation resonated deeply with fans, who
perceived idols not only as celebrities but as emotionally accessible figures. This
finding echoes Messerlin [3] and Proctor [4], who argue that emotional storytelling in
branding increases consumer attachment and recall. In the case of K-pop, fans project
personal experiences onto narrative arcs, transforming the idol into a symbolic mirror
of their own identity struggles.

The category of symbolic interpretation reveals that K-pop fandom is not a passive
audience but an interpretive community. Fans engage in decoding colors, signs,
timelines, and character symbolism practices that mirror the participatory decoding
processes described in Jenkins’ theory of convergence culture [5]. This active sense
making process strengthens brand equity, as it enhances perceived depth and
intentionality in the group’s artistic output.

Perhaps the most unique dimension found in this study is participatory engagement.
Fans do not simply consume content; they co-create meaning by producing fanfiction,
analytical essays, theories, and edits. These forms of cultural production deepen
emotional bonds and extend the life of campaigns. This finding resonates with previous
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work on fandom as labor and highlights the importance of allowing interpretive
flexibility in transmedia branding strategies [6].

From a professional standpoint, these insights suggest that music marketing must
evolve from linear communication to multi-platform narrative ecosystems. K-pop
demonstrates how brand identity can be narrativized and distributed in a decentralized
way, inviting fans to become co-authors. For marketers and creative directors, the key
takeaway is that authenticity, coherence, and emotional relevance are central to building
enduring fan-brand relationships.

Academically, this research contributes to literature on transmedia storytelling,
fandom studies, and brand communication. It provides a culturally specific case of how
narratives are used to construct symbolic capital in global music markets and offers a
methodological model for further research on media convergence and participatory
culture in other entertainment industries.

6 Conclusions

This study analyzed how K-pop groups employ transmedia storytelling to construct and
promote their brand identity, focusing on fan interpretations, emotional responses, and
participatory behaviors. Using a qualitative, phenomenological approach, the findings
demonstrate that transmedia campaigns do more than promote content; they build
narrative ecosystems that foster long term emotional engagement and community
building among fans.

Four major insights emerged:

i.  Narrative coherence across platforms enhances immersion and credibility,
reinforcing brand authenticity.
ii. Emotional identification with characters and storylines increases fan loyalty
and personal connection to the artist's brand.
1. Symbolic interpretation activates cognitive engagement and meaning-
making, adding narrative richness to branding strategies.
iv. Participatory engagement transforms fans into co-creators of the brand

universe, amplifying campaign reach and cultural relevance.

These findings confirm that successful transmedia storytelling in K-pop relies not
only on visual or musical innovation, but on strategic narrative construction, emotional
depth, and symbolic consistency. K-pop groups such as BTS, TXT, EXO, ENHYPEN,
and Aespa offer powerful models of how storytelling can extend the lifespan and
resonance of cultural products.

For practitioners, this research suggests that emotional storytelling and participatory
design are essential for building brand ecosystems in the entertainment industry. For
scholars, it opens new paths for investigating the interplay between narrative, identity,
and audience agency in global media contexts.

Future research may expand on these insights by exploring quantitative impacts (e.g.,
on consumer behavior, purchase intent, or platform metrics) or by comparing
transmedia strategies across different cultural industries.
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