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Hello Everyone, I wish I was meeting you in person but I’m glad we’re all staying safe and 
isolated at the moment. My name is Jessica Bay and I’m a PhD Candidate in the Joint 
Communication & Culture program at York & Ryerson Universities. I also teach an Advertising 
& Media course at the University of St. Michael’s College at the University of Toronto. My 
research focuses on the use of fan practices in Hollywood studio digital marketing campaigns 
with a focus on The Hunger Games and Lionsgate. That’s a bit of a mouthful that I’m hoping 
you’ll understand a bit better by the end of this lecture, but basically it means that I do fan 
studies and media industry studies where I talk about fans, Hollywood, and advertising.  
 
So, let’s dive in with some basic knowledge about fans! I’m sure you have a basic idea of who 
fans are; or perhaps you think fans look like this? or this? Ok, so this is a bit of hyperbole to get 
these images and ideas of fans out of the way at the beginning. These people are absolutely fans, 
but so are these people – and by “these people,” I mean, the people standing around taking 
pictures of those dressed up just as much as those in costume in the first image here. And the first 
images were often very much tied to harmful stereotypes of fans. In fact, there’s no one way to 
display your fandom. In fan studies though, we do talk about fan practices that distinguish fans 
from the more general audience. Fans are actively engaged participants in their fandom – they 
seek out information about the product they enjoy, they often create their own transformative 
works related to it, and consume creative transformative works created by other fans, and they 
often engage with other fans in fan-only spaces or producer-created spaces for fans of the 
product. I’ll talk a bit more about these spaces later, but this is the difference between 
fanfiction.net or ao3 (for those of you who engage in fanfiction) and an interactive website 
created by a company. Engagement can be: watching trailers, sharing set photos, 
watching/sharing bts videos, press interviews, following on social media OR going to the film’s 
homepage, seeking out other fans, news stories, etc. OR making and/or sharing your own content 
related to it like stories, videos, art, cosplay, music, memes, gifsets, spoof accounts, etc. The 
general audience generally just consumes the product – watches the show, reads the book, plays 
the game, etc., and likes it. They don’t engage with it outside of that consumption for the most 
part – though they may have conversations about it with friends if the topic comes up BUT they 
don’t seek out those conversations. The general audience can also be referred to as the mass 
audience since most of the products we’re discussing are mass produced rather than directed at 
small niche audiences. Here we can see a further breakdown of fan engagement into 3 categories 
of engagement from less to the most engaged – it’s important to note that this is not an indication 
of being a “better” fan though, just a more engaged fan and of WHERE the fan chooses to 
engage 
 
 
Now that we understand the fan vs. the audience a bit, let’s look at some of their practices a little 
more closely. Even if you’re not a fan, you may have seen some of the things that fans produce 
and the activities in which they engage. Fans can create fan art. This is exactly what it sounds 
like – art created by fans about the show, book, movie, game, web series, podcast, etc. that they 
like. It can also include fan art that crosses fandoms and combines characters or ideas from 



multiple products. Fan art often reimagines the original object in a different way – this can 
include changing something about the character (race, gender, species, sexuality), changing the 
art style, or the setting 
 
Fans also create fan fiction. Fan fiction works similarly to fan art, however, the transformation 
happens in written form. This fan practice has become much more well-known in the past decade 
or so since the popularity of the Fifty Shades of Grey books and movies – these were books 
based on a series of fanfiction stories based on Twilight. The fanfiction to traditional publication 
(and ultimate film adaptation) industry has exploded recently with multiple Twilight fics as well 
as an almost overwhelming number of One Direction fics being published. This is a recent 
byproduct of the crossover of a number of fic authors though, and not the ultimate goal of most 
fic authors. The goal is often pleasure – the enjoyment that comes from living in the world of 
your favourite characters or righting some wrong that you perceived in the show, or exploring 
what would happen if these amazing characters lived normal, everyday lives like you. Again, 
there are a lot of crossovers here and a number of genres within fic.  
 
One thing that makes this practice much more fan-focused than some of the others is the fan-
specific spaces within which most fans engage as well as the jargon used. Not only are there 
genre expectations that both readers and writers understand, but there are a multitude of “tags” 
that identify story elements for readers before reading. These tags can identify genre, but they 
also warn readers away from some stories that may trigger them or may include a character 
death, for example. Some may warn readers that the events happen after a certain episode in a 
show so there are spoilers and others are written as pure “meta” or commentary on the product 
rather than narrative playing in the world. Without some insider knowledge (or the willingness to 
learn), non-fans are going to be very lost if they somehow find themselves in a fan-only space for 
fanfiction. 
 
Fan art and fan fiction are probably two of the most well-known fan practices, with cosplay 
being the most visible. Cosplay is a portmanteau of “costume” and “play” that refers to fans 
dressing up as their favourite characters. The point here is to recreate the character, though many 
cosplayers also find ways to transform or critique their character in the act of reproducing. This 
can include what is often referred to as gender and/or race-bending. An example of this is what 
was called The Hawkeye Initiative. This is, as Suzanne Scott mentions, a tumblr site where 
people contribute examples of, usually comics covers, showing women in highly suggestive 
poses and/or outfits along with either a drawing or, increasingly, cosplay versions of Hawkeye 
from the Avengers in the same pose.  
 
Fans also engage regularly with audio-visual content and manipulate it to meet their needs. We 
may think that this is a fairly new practice, but fans have been doing this since video recorders – 
or VCRs – have existed and even before they were readily available on the commercial market. 
What is different now is access. Early fans worked together to create vids out of a sense of 
community, but also necessity – it required at least 2 VCRs to create an edited version of a 
show/film and precise timing with a stopwatch and a clear script of edits to get it right. Current 
fans can use any number of free video editing tools on computers or even their phones and they 
can easily download the content they want to edit and share it for free on YouTube. This means 
that the people who get to be this type of fan has also expanded as the privilege that came with 



having access to technology (either through work, school, or personal finances) has very nearly 
disappeared. Francesca Coppa has written a history of the original “vidders” and suggests that 
“many vids reverse, or at least complicate, traditional scopophilia of the kind [Laura] Mulvey 
describes, casting men as objects of visual desire and addressing sexist problems in visual texts” 
(2). Basically, the mostly female fans made a point of highlighting a way that, perhaps, wasn’t 
intended by the original filmmaker. 

a. CLIP: Avengers Hit Me Baby 
What is happening in the video? What do you think the author of the video is trying to say? Does 
this speak back to the original content? Is this showing men as objects of desire?  
 
Next we have role-playing games – this can include everything from RPG video games to text-
based RPGs to live action role playing – also called LARPing. Similar to cosplay, RPGs allow 
fans to embody the roles of the characters or of original characters that exist in the world of their 
favourite product. During the highest point of the Harry Potter popularity, for example, fan 
scholar Henry Jenkins (2006) discusses – creating a space for young fans (in particular) to share 
stories in the Harry Potter world and create new characters or insert their own stories into the 
world, while also receiving feedback. The Daily Prophet – created by a 13-year old 
homeschooled fan. Contributors create an identity, submit stories that are edited before being 
published, they’re encouraged to compare original to edited version to improve writing. Also 
created pedagogical tools for teachers and parents to use with students. Francesca Coppa also 
tells us about Glee fans who created Twitter accounts for the characters on the show and would 
interact with each other while also responding to the events happening live during the broadcast 
– none of this was planned in advance, the fans were embodying the characters and responding 
as they felt the character would in the moment. This kind of role-playing allows for another level 
of fan engagement and resulted in massive fan followings. In the Daily Prophet case, the fans 
had to fight Warner Brothers to remain open despite a DMC take-down order from the studio.  
 
Obviously, companies aren’t always happy about fans playing around with their intellectual 
property or IP. They are particularly unhappy with anything that makes their product look bad 
OR has the possibility to compete with their own ancillary products. It should be mentioned here 
that IP owners have been concerned about others playing around with their characters basically 
since we decided that one person could own a product during about the Renaissance. For 
example, in 1710 Great Britain passed the Statute of Anne which, in part, protected authors’ 
characters from being used by others and allowed to go off and do whatever they wanted in the 
books of other authors. (this may be a bit of a simplification!)  
 
When trying to shut down fan websites – like the Daily Prophet site – haven’t worked, 
corporations had to find new ways to control fans and their engagement. At first, there were a lot 
of deals – what we would now probably call brand deals with influencers. The Daily Prophet site 
banded together with other very popular fan sites to fight Warner Brothers and ended up forcing 
them to negotiate with them since they had the law in the form of fair use protections (in the US) 
on their side. Rather than risk the very bad publicity that would come from fighting and shutting 
down actual children who were doing some very good work just before releasing the first in their 
planned 8-film blockbuster franchise aimed at children and based on a series of children’s books, 
Warner Brothers decided it made much more sense to bring these big name fans into the fold and 
get them on their side working for them. They gave them exclusive merchandise and the sites 



were allowed to stay open as long as they ran controlled competitions in anticipation of the first 
film’s release. Peter Jackson did something very similar with his Lord of the Rings films – so 
many fans were trying to get on set to share images and gossip with the world that he finally 
decided to partner with 2 of the most popular and reliable of the fan sites: Ain’t it Cool News and 
The One Ring Net. He invited one or two of their local “reporters” on set for a limited view to 
share with fans and would regularly feed exclusive updates to these 2 sites. This meant that there 
were a lot fewer fans trying to access his set because the sites would tell fans to stay away and let 
them get the work done. Meanwhile, Jackson also earned a direct line of communication to the 
fans – he used this tactic on future products because it allowed him to start the marketing process 
early, much more cheaply, and outside of studio control.  
 
So, these were some of the early ways that studios attempted to control fan interactions while 
they were still trying to grapple with the absolute mass of fans exploding online. The internet 
forced corporations to actually see fans who had remained, for the most part, hidden from them 
other than some letter-writing campaigns. Now they were everywhere and there were so many 
more of them than anyone ever thought.  
 
More recently we’ve seen a lot of use of fan art in advertising campaigns these are submitted 
through competitions and have to adhere to some specific rules (often no “slash” or gay/lesbian 
pairings of non-lgbtq+ characters, but some violence is usually ok!). The show Teen Wolf was 
actually very famous for engaging with their fans. I’m not sure if you watched this show, but the 
advertising campaign made extensive use of fan art; the CW offices for Teen Wolf had fan art 
hanging in the halls; and the campaign made a point of hiring one of the biggest fans of the show 
as their social media manager or fan engagement manager. This meant that the show had a 
distinctly fan voice on social media which ensured fan engagement. 
 
One of the ways that corporations have worked to refocus fans at the centre of their business is 
through paratextual content in the form of mostly digital and often transmedia marketing. Here 
I’m using the concept of the film paratext suggested by Jonathan Gray (from Gerard Genette’s 
concept of the literary paratext) where this material is not always traditional advertising (though 
it can serve that purpose). Essentially, this is extratextual content connected to a film that may be 
meant to advertise the film but does not necessarily consist of movie posters or trailers. With the 
campaign for The Hunger Games, in particular, Lionsgate is not necessarily looking to bring in a 
mass audience, but an engaged one – a group of people who will buy into the apps, watch the 
YouTube videos, go to the Hunger Games Experience, and buy every new edition of the films. 
But the online marketing actually started with fans themselves.  
 
In 2011 a fan site started up offering a place for fans to login and interact with story elements as 
a member of Panem – the nation that is the setting for the Hunger Games. Nicola Balkind tells us 
that Lionsgate followed the Panem October site with one of their own –The Capitol and began 
competing with the fan-run site. Eventually, the fan site was forced to shut down over a cease & 
desist order issued by Lionsgate and fans migrated over to the “official” website.  
 
They developed, over the life of the franchise, websites intended to both advertise the films and 
engage fans linked to their YouTube channel, multiple apps and social media accounts, the 
Hunger Games Experience (currently at the MGM Grand in Las Vegas), the Lionsgate 



Entertainment Theme Park in China and the Hunger Games rides at Motiongate in Dubai, 
Hunger Games Concert and other experiential marketing sites. The websites are The Hunger 
Games Explorer, Capitol Couture, and Revolution which led to District 13.  
 
In the lead up marketing for Catching Fire, the second film, Lionsgate released a brand new 
website – Capitol Couture. This website is intended to act as a magazine-style site offering fans 
new material with a focus on fashion and make-up and in the style of the overly extravagant 
Capitol itself. This site blurs the lines between reality and fiction by placing information about 
real-life designers, for example, side by side with information about Cinna – a designer from 
within the film’s story. The site provides entertainment for those interested in the films – both 
narratively and in terms of the meta text (the real life designers were all involved in costume 
designs for the film, for example). It is like one big easter egg for fans of the series, while also 
providing content not in any of the canon texts (the books or the films). This is the beginning of 
the transmedia advertising Lionsgate produced for the film. 
 
As the story progressed with the release of the films, the Capitol Couture website also 
progressed so that the final issue indicates a new direction for the “magazine” in relation to the 
film’s story. This issue includes covert interviews with the leaders of the revolution in District 
13, rather than tips on how to get Effie’s particular style.  
 
Finally, the Revolution site was set up as a response to the Capitol. All of the content 
surrounding these sites was updated on a timeline roughly in time with the release of the films 
allowing the story of the films to play out “in real life” on the digital screen.  Again we see a 
very visually-enticing spectacle, but we see even fewer story elements. Users can sign up for 
updates and follow the revolution on twitter. Beyond that, however, fans have very little to 
actually do on the site. Fans were also encouraged to add their names to the “Pillars of Panem,” 
thereby signing on to join the revolution. They were also challenged to share trailers and other 
video content with their own social media networks in a competition for number one fan. 
 
Abigail de Kosnick, working from Tiziana Terranova’s work on the early days of the internet, 
discusses the ways in which this kind of sharing and fan-made content acts as – mostly 
unintended – advertising for the producer.  
 
Content created by fans for other fans does the work of advertising as a by-product as does 
content created and shared by fans for and with non-fans or casual viewers. This involves 
solicited material for producer-run contests as well as unsolicited content that is then shared by 
creators/actors/etc. with their massive social media networks. It also involves sharing trailers 
with friends and family on twitter and facebook or creating react videos on youtube to trailers, 
for example. While some of that content may come with some sort of reimbursement such as 
film-related swag or a shout-out on a huge social media account, much of it is entirely 
uncompensated.  
 
I should mention here that fans are (often) complicit and/or aware in these scenarios. They are 
individuals and autonomous, but they often see this as work with the “reward” of further (and 
perhaps better) content they support vs the content they don’t – backlash when they are 



“betrayed” for their intense loyalty is harsh! This is often a much more nuanced conversation 
than one group consistently having more power than the other.  
 
 
The content of this marketing campaign by Lionsgate was intended for a fan audience and an 
audience made up of young fangirls (or the concept of a young fangirl in any case). These fans 
are knowledgeable, savvy, and active. They don’t need Lionsgate (or someone like me standing 
in front of the room explaining everything) to tell them which material is canon, which is “real,” 
and which is new. 
 
Visitors to the sites have been encouraged to identify with the overindulgent members of the 
Capitol.  Making use of the voice of the Capitol here is very interesting because, of course, the 
Capitol represents the antagonists of the film series. When Cover Girl came out with a line of 
make-up that allowed users to recreate the look of the Districts, but from a decidedly Capitol 
perspective, fans displayed their frustration and the lack of understanding they felt the marketing 
team had of the story itself. the interest in tie-in marketing with beauty products is not new in 
Hollywood so the fact that Lionsgate has partnered with Cover Girl is not surprising, but the use 
of the marketing – particularly in light of the content of the films themselves – is somewhat 
strange. Fans showed their frustration online in the same spaces Lionsgate had created for them 
to share (approved) fanart and through the (again, approved) tags on tumblr and twitter. The fans 
openly criticized both the studio and their licensing partner in the very spaces and ways that they 
were using to communicate with them. This critical analysis and retaliation showed first that fans 
are not necessarily as easy to control as corporations may sometimes think, and that they are, 
perhaps, acting as the new digital media scholars that Paul Booth (2010) has suggested.  
 
Lionsgate’s promotion of The Hunger Games here uses paratextual material that extends the film 
story while awaiting new installments in the series. The real power of such a campaign, however, 
lies in the free labor provided by fans in sharing content with a wider audience. What remains to 
be seen is whether this direction will be profitable and if corporations can sustain and contain a 
top-down creation of fandom when conflict arises between producer and audience. In the 
meantime, remembering that Lionsgate is a special case due to their position as a mini-major 
studio and that the interest in employing a dedicated fan audience is not a new concept in any 
form of content distribution, I still think we can see that the desire to consider the fan as the 
driver and indicator of sales and general audience purchasing trends is something with which the 
film industry is currently experimenting. 
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Sample Fanworks: 

• Fanvid – Music Video (Avengers): https://youtu.be/kzLY9ghXUGQ 
• Fanvid – Crackvid (Avengers – watch for strong language in this one): 

https://youtu.be/nVsx2yw1r38  
• Fanvid – Slash (Avengers, ”Stony” = Steve/Tony): https://youtu.be/7Mby7vkbBGQ 
• Fanvid – High-end Parody (The Hillywood Show, Sherlock): 

https://youtu.be/ArdWL2uKf7k 
• Fanfiction: https://www.fanfiction.net or https://archiveofourown.org 
• Fanart: https://www.deviantart.com/deviations/visual-art/fan-art/digital-art  
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