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“The bar and restaurant 
economy is now age 55 and 
up because young people 
have no money to go out.”

THE FRACTURED ARENA

— Zach Abroad, TikTok 
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Look at the numbers:
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paid creators since launch, with annual 
payouts now exceeding $2 billion.

Patreon Onlyfans

$10 
billion

Over

in gross revenue in fiscal 2024, paying 
creators $5.8 billion.

$7.2 
billion

Processed

Discord

230M
Monthly active users

Marvel Rivals approx. 4.1 Million 
Discord members.



ONE

The business model flipped. It used to be:

Fandom isn't the side 
effect, it's the engine.

Now it's:
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create 
content

monetise 
attention (ads)

attract 
audience

identify 
audience

build 
community 

monetise devotion 
(subscriptions, merch, 

participation)
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Modern fandom operates under 
four simultaneous compression forces:

Together they create constant, exhausting presence. 
The gaps between events disappeared.
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Generational

emotional temporal

Cognitive
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"I Was Offline for 
Six Hours and 
Missed Everything.”
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emotional
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Temporal
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Generational

Long-form content 
and traditional 
broadcasts

Fan engagement via short-form video

11%

73%
gen z

gen x
61%
Prefer
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Cognitive

The cognitive cost is severe: shifting 
between abstract tasks requires

for the brain to fully reload context.

 10 to 20 minutes 
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The algorithm doesn't just 
learn your preferences. 
It assigns your identity.

73%

18 days

1,200 tiktok users who engaged with a 

single piece of fan content within 10 days:

fYP SHIFT TO MAJORITY 
FANDOM CONTENT

Average time from first engagement 
to self-identifying as a fan:
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THE ALGORITHM BUILDS 
THE OBJECT

03 The algorithm made me do it

Stage1

Recommendation

Stage 2

Prediction Assignment

Stage 3

Fandoms with no central object
Tiktok is The speed Engine YouTube is the depth engine Instagram clusters identity
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The culture casino is open. 

The question is whether your brand is the house, 
the chip, or the thing people came to do before 

someone put a price on it.
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2/3

Investing in a moment04

Luxury 
spending

Post-Pandemic

Came from
People spending 

EUR 2,000 /year
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LIVE 
PREDICTIONS

Investing in 
A moment
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Jason Snyder, Founder, Artists & Robots

Investing in a moment04

"Fandom has never been about 
perfection. It's about participation in 

something that has the potential to fail."

THE FRICTION THESIS



Why Fandom Became Everything ONE

The moment becomes 
the unit of cultural currency.

Investing in a moment04

"I was there when" 
replaces 

"I know everything about."
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DUOLINGO: 
THE OWL AS PARA-SOCIAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

SIGNAL 2

STRAVA: 
WHEN THE LEADERBOARD 
BECOMES THE PRODUCT 

SIGNAL 3

Fortnite: 
The venue that 
replaced the venue 

SIGNAL 1



Fandom compressed. 

Algorithms assigned it. 

Markets financialised it. 

How does it actually work?
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How fandom 
Actually 

Works
The structural mechanics of 

how communities actually 
form and operate
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The Ladder of 
Participation and Identity 

You start as a lurker. Within 12 months of steady contribution, 
your entire self-concept has reorganised around the role.

Lurkers Casual 
Contributors

Regular 
Contributors

Power 
Contributors

Infrastructure 
contributors

OBSERVER PARTICIPANT MEMBER LEADER ESSENTIAL

Consume content, 
rarely post. 
Risk: low.

Post occasionally, 
comment regularly. 
2-5 hours weekly. 

Risk: low to moderate. 

Post frequently, 
build reputation. 

10-15 hours weekly. 
Risk: moderate 

(FOMO starts here).

Create significant 
content, have followers. 

20-30 hours weekly. 
Risk: high (identity 

fusion risk).

Moderators, wiki admins, 
organisers. 30+ hours weekly. 
Risk: very high (burnout, feeling 

trapped).

The problem: identity formation 
accelerates faster than people realise.

1 2 3 4 5

The end of the audience05



R=0.71

R=0.34
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The Broadcast Model Is Dead 

Seeing your ad doesn't make me buy. 
Participating in your brand's world does.

Purchase Intent Correlation
ADVERTISING RESEARCH FOUNDATION, 2024 (200 CAMPAIGNS)

Impressions

Engagement

Participation Depth

R=0.07
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The Brand Implications: 
Presence, Not Campaigns 

The end of the audience05

You don't launch campaigns. 
You build infrastructure for participation. 

Stop thinking in campaign cycles. 
Start thinking in community lifecycle stages.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR BRANDS:
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The Anatomy of a 
Self-Animating Field

“It's like being a city planner for a city you don't 
own. You keep the lights on. Sometimes the 
residents appreciate it. Often they don’t.”

06

Moderators

GOVERNANCE

1

LAYER

Creators

CONTENT GENERATION

2

LAYER

Wiki curators

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

3

LAYER

Translators

ACCESS EXPANSION

4

LAYER

Mod developers

TOOL CREATION

5

LAYER

- A SENIOR MOD

IMAGE: GAMEREACTOR

Self-animating fields
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When No Field 
Forms at All 

06 Self-animating fields

Sony’s Concord: 
$100 Million for 
697 Players (2024)

You can't create a 
self-animating field

Shut down in 14 days.
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You Are What You Contribute

PROFILE 1: 

Alex the Burned-Out Archivist

"I 'm not obsessed with a TV 
show. I'm obsessed with 

being useful. The show is 
just the mechanism." 
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PROFILE 2: 

Morgan the Ghost Who Can't Leave

"I 'm 22 and I'm trapped in an 
identity I built when I was 19." 

Former k-pop fan account



A Cultural Roadmap of 
Fandom Architecture 

The road to rhodeFandom focus
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Hailey 
Bieber

Six layers of audience, each 
from a different cultural 
domain, each contributing a 
different kind of trust. Rhode 
works because it's legible to all 
of them simultaneously.

LAYER 1

Legacy 
proximity 
(1996-2013)

Before she launched a career, she had access 
to magazine profiles, industry events, and 
tabloid curiosity through family proximity.

LAYER 2

LAYER 3

LAYER 4

LAYER 5

LAYER 6

Professional 
modelling 
(2014-2018)

Relationship 
celebrity 
(2016-present)

Lifestyle 
documentation 

(2018-2022)
Beauty 

authority 
(2017-2022)

Founder -  
operator 

(2022-
present)

IMG Models global signing. 
Runway for Topshop, Sonia 
Rykiel, Ralph Lauren. Editorial in 
every major fashion publication.

Engagement and marriage to Justin Bieber created a new 
audience layer (Beliebers) and global tabloid interest.

YouTube channel, behind-the-scenes 
content, skincare routines. Habit 
viewing creates parasocial trust.

L'Oréal spokesperson, 
bareMinerals ambassador. 

"Glazed donut skin" aesthetic 
spreads via TikTok to millions. 

Rhode launches. Three 
products. Everything 

built over twelve years 
converges.

The road to rhodeFandom focus
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LULULEMON: 
THE COMMUNITY SHOWING 
STRESS FRACTURES

SIGNAL 5

NOTION: 
THE SELF-ANIMATING FIELD 
THAT BUILT ITSELF 

SIGNAL 6

anthropic: 
Mission as fandom 
architecture

SIGNAL 4



We know why fandom matters. 
We know how it works. 

Now: 
 

how do you build it 
without breaking people?



Building culture, 
Not cults

THREE

A practical framework for determining 
whether fandom is the right strategic 

pursuit for your organisation at all



THREECulture, not cults

When Companies 
Start Acting Like 

Fandoms 

The emotional physics of big systems08

MrBeast asked fans to rearrange 
store shelves. 

Thousands complied. For free. 

Feastables hit $215M revenue in 2024.
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Culture or cult?
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Green Bay Packers: 
539,000 shareholders. 

$0 dividends.

Veja: 
EUR200M+ revenue. 

$0 advertising. 

The antidote The impossibility
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The Framework: 
Culture vs. CulT  

The emotional physics of big systems08

CULTURE: 
Transparent. Reciprocal. Easy exit. 

Community ownership. 

CULT: 
Hidden. Extractive. Difficult exit. 

Organisational ownership.
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of sports fans 
unaware their 
emotional responses 
are tracked.

The Privacy Problem: 
Emotional Sensing Is 
Surveillance 

67% 
would object 
if they knew.

52% 
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NeuroSpot 
Barista

Sentient environments09

A live AI video analytics 
system for coffee shops 
 
It overlays camera feeds 
to track barista output 
(e.g., "Deme 10 cups"), 
customer dwell times, 
wait queues, and 
movements in real time.
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Extraction became harvesting, 
Participation is the correction. 
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LEGO Ideas: 135 products. 
$8M in royalties to fans. 
2.4M users. 
10 years running.

The Model That's 
Already Winning 

Competitors can copy LEGO bricks. 
They cannot copy LEGO Ideas and its 10-year community.
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Rest Cycles Are 
Features, Not Bugs 

The post consumer playbook10

Rest cycles are 
features, not bugs. 

"Glad you're back" 
beats "we missed you."
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Sport has four advantages 
most digital fandoms lack:

Seasonal rhythm 

Generational 
transfer 

Physical ritual 

The capacity to 
hold loss 
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LIQUID DEATH: 
PARTICIPATION DISGUISED 
AS A BEVERAGE

SIGNAL 7

FORMULA 1: 
TWO FANDOMS, 
ONE SPORT 

SIGNAL 9

ARC'TERYX: 
THE AUTHENTICITY 
WINDOW 

SIGNAL 8



Before you build fandom infrastructure, 
answer honestly: 

The diagnostic

1. Does your product warrant devotion?

2. Can you commit to continuity (3-5 years)?

3. Is your model regenerative or extractive?

4. Does leadership understand the timeline?

5. Can you handle public, loud, unfair criticism?



Three shifts that 
define what is next

From audience 
to participation.

From 
content 

to fields.

From 
campaigns to 

continuity.

21 3



If people would 
feel manipulated 

if they understood 
how it works, 

it has crossed the line.

The ethical line



Are you building something 
people are trapped in?

Or something they 
choose to stay?

THE FINAL QUESTION


