
WHY STUDY ANTI-FANDOM?

When we set out to write the first report for our 
2016-17 The Power of Fandom study, we were 
struck by the contrast between the positive 
emotions, deep meaning-making, and important 
functions fans attributed to their experiences of 
fandom and the predominance of negative media 
headlines about fans. Provocative headlines 
about fan controversies are, in part, the by- 
product of a news and information industry 
monetized through attention and clicks. Beyond 
that, though, these negative depictions often 
arise from stereotypes about fans, especially the 
notion that fans are excessive, emotionally 
volatile, and out of control (as the ugly phrase 
‘rabid fan’ so vividly conjures). To honor both our 
data and the fans who’ve generated it in our 15 
years of research on this topic, we have made it 
a priority to deconstruct these stereotypes and 

portray fans and fandom more holistically and 
realistically. 


So, it was with deep consideration (and a 
significant amount of hand-wringing) that we 
decided to select anti-fandom, toxicity, and 
negative sentiment in fandom as our first deep-
dive topic. Ultimately, we chose to take on this 
thorny issue because it presents such clear 
challenges to any fan-centric business – and 
because it seems to be getting worse. 


Welcome to the Fandom Now blog, a space for sharing both interim 
findings from our Fandom Now study and our perspective on issues 
related to fans and fandom. 

Quotes from Fandom Now  
Research Participants 

It sometimes 
makes me 

embarrassed  
to be a fan.

I said I’m not a fan of it and 
you’d think I started a war 

or something.

That fandom is just 
really obnoxious.

It's just 
disgusting to 

see people act 
that way. 

I’ve experienced 
moments 

where my own 
fandom has let 

me down. 

In this first post, we’d like to share what drove the selection of our first Fandom Now 
deep dive topic: anti-fandom, toxicity, and negative sentiment in fandom. 

Negative sentiment in  
fandom can be directed 

towards a variety of targets.
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We know that negative sentiment in fandom can 
be directed towards a variety of targets: the OOF 
(object of fandom) itself, other fans of the OOF, 
rival OOFs and their fans, or entities that 
mediate the fan-OOF relationship (e.g., media 
companies, record labels, creative teams, ticket 
retailers, sports leagues, etc.). But we don’t yet 
know what drives negative sentiment towards 
these varying targets. Or whether some targets 
are more common depending upon the nature of 
the OOF (entertainment, sports, music, video 
games, genre, etc.). Or how fan communities can 
direct, amplify, or quell negative sentiment. Or 
how businesses can effectively respond to it. 


We began our exploration of this topic with some 
background reading on the academic study of 
anti-fandom (see references below), which 
helped us appreciate the various forms it can 
take (two-way rivalries, unidirectional negative 
sentiment, intra-fandom disputes, etc.) and 
some of the theoretical frameworks used to 
explain it. 


From there, we fielded a hybrid baseline survey 
and qualitative recruitment screener on a digital 
research platform, dscout, to gather concrete 
examples of negative sentiment in fans’ 
experiences and derive a grounded set of drivers 
for such feelings. Using these drivers, we 
developed a battery of questions which will be 
fielded for the next two months in the Fandom 
Now survey, capturing responses from 2000 
fans. In addition, we will be conducting 12 in-
depth interviews with fans to add nuance to our 
understanding of negative feelings and 
experiences in fandom. 


Negative emotions are natural to any 
relationship, including the fan-OOF relationship. 
In fact, negative emotions are important to 
relationships – by working through them we can 
grow as individuals and strengthen relational 
bonds. Negative emotions can also play vital 
roles in fan communities, intensifying connection 
through shared emotional experience and 
providing grist for the process of establishing 
and maintaining healthy norms. Even rivalries 
between fandoms can serve a purpose, uniting 
fans on either side and providing a (presumably) 
safe outlet for naturally occurring group-level 
social aggression. So where is the line? At what 
point do negative emotions in fans’ experiences 
become more problematic than beneficial? And 
what can we, in fan-centric businesses, do to 
hold that line? With this first Fandom Now deep 
dive, we’ll find out. 
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Negative emotions are natural 
to any relationship, including 

the fan-OOF relationship.
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