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This is the abridged version of the report so I’ll keep it short...

What began as a focus on launch moments has matured into something deeper, a conversation
about belonging, building, and sustaining connection. That was the thread we carried into the
second London Popcultr Marketing Summit of the year. 

Year two of The Popcultr Marketing Summit has taken us from London to a mini summit in New York
and we’re already looking ahead to what next year brings. It’s been our pleasure to meet, talk and
bring so many of you together because that was in the DNA of the spark that started this entire
journey, to start conversations between silos and learn from each other across the pop culture
multiverse. Thanks to everyone who contributed, advocated and attended. See you next time.

Chris Whittle
CEO, Experience12

Foreword 
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H O S T:
C H R I S  W H I T T L E
C E O  
E X P E R I E N C E 1 2
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Fan Research
SESSION 1:



1 , 1 1 5  i n - p e r s o n ,  f a c e - t o - f a c e  i n t e r v i e w s ,
o v e r  t h r e e  d a y s  a t  M C M  C o m i c  C o n  i n  M a y
w i t h  q u a n t i t a t i v e  &  q u a l i t a t i v e  o p e n - t e x t
r e s p o n s e s  

Th i s  i s n ’ t  on l i ne  da ta  o r  soc ia l  cha t te r  t hese  a re  rea l  conve r sa t ions  w i th  ove r

a  thousand  fans ,  captu red  on  the  show f loo r  i n  neu t ra l  zones .  S ta r t i ng  i n

20 16  i t ’ s  t he  b igges t  ongo ing  face- to- face  datase t  o f  pop  cu l t u re  fandom in

the  UK ,  show ing  how fan  iden t i t i e s  and  mot i va t ions  have  evo l ved  ove r  t ime .

Th i s  i s  j u s t  a  snapsho t . . . .
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Session 1: 
Experience12
Fan
Research
C H R I S  W H I T T L E



Research Takeaways

1 23
Fans are back in full force

Fan sentiment in open-text
responses reflects themes of
reconnection, routine, and
community continuity  many
describe MCM as “homecoming”
or “part of my year again.”

The 2025 dataset signals a
steady, established live fan
economy, not a spike or rebound.
Comic Con is again a cultural
fixture, not an exception.

Anime + Gaming = cultural
super-cluster

Anime (37 %) and Games (32 %)
lead by a wide margin they’re now
the twin engines of fandom.

The same respondents often list
both, plus streaming via
Crunchyroll, Netflix, YouTube.

5

Platform shift — discovery is
algorithmic

TikTok overtakes YouTube as #1
discovery channel for under-25s.

Instagram remains the identity
platform (“where my fandom
lives”).

Discord and Reddit consolidate as
long-term community spaces.



Research Takeaways

456
Experience converts curiosity
into spend

72 % say trying something live
makes them more likely to buy or
watch it

Fans use IRL experiences as proof
of authenticity.

This points towards events being
the conversion engine in the fan
marketing mix.

6

Fan language = positivity and
pride

Open-text analysis shows
dominance of positive sentiment
(≈ 70 %).

Top emotional words: love, happy,
creative, together, inspired.

Belonging, escapism, and joy
account for most emotional tone.

Cosplay = creative participation

Cosplay remains the #1 reason for
attendance (20 %+ of all
mentions).

Fans call it “creative expression,”
“art,” and “identity.”

Instagram and TikTok are still the
dominant platforms



S P E A K E R :
C A L V I N  I N N E S

F A N D O M ,  P O P - C U L T U R E  &  G A M I N G
C R E A T I V E  C O N S U L T A N T  |  C O N S U L T I N G  E C D
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Don’t try  to hack fandom.
You can’t

KEYNOTE:



Calvin Innes | DONT TRY TO HACK FANDOM



Takeaways

1 2 4
THE BOTTOM LINE

3
 W a n t  t o  k n o w  m o r e ?   S e e k  o u t  C a l v i n ’ s  b o o k
“ F a n d o m  P o w e r ” a t  y o u r  b o o k s e l l e r  o f  c h o i c e .    

Popcultr Marketing Summit Report May 2025 

AUTHENTICITY IS
EARNED, NOT
CLAIMED

In fandom spaces, authenticity

requires fluency, consistency, and

respect. Shallow engagement risks

backlash; true connection comes

from cultural understanding and

showing up with genuine intent

over time.

FANDOMS CO-
CREATE,  AUDIENCES
CONSUME :  

Fandoms actively shape brands and

culture rather than passively

consuming. Ninety percent say

fandoms define their identity,

making authentic engagement

exponentially more powerful.

COMMUNITY,
CULTURE,
CONTRIBUTION

Earn your way into fandoms by

working where fans live, learning

their unique codes and languages

and then inviting them to build

with you.

MEASURE DEPTH,
NOT REACH

Success in fandom marketing isn’t

about impressions, it’s about

participation, creativity, and

lasting community contribution

over visibility.

https://zoescaman.substack.com/p/the-fan-industrial-complex-live-from
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Fandom-Power-Marketing-Nerd-Culture/dp/1919265015


P A N E L L I S T :
J U L I A  K A M O D A
G L O B L A  D I R E C T O R  O F  P R O M O T I O N S
&  P A R T N E R S H I P S ,  H A S B R O

A R E  Y O U  N O T  
E N T E R T A I N E D ?Partnerships:  

PANEL 1:

10M O D E R AT O R :
D A N  S A L K E Y
S T R AT E G Y  PA R T N E R  
S M A L L  W · R L D  

PA N E L L I S T:
E R I K  L O N D R É  
C E O ,  
K A R TA



Takeaways

1 2 4
“ T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E

3
MAKE IT PLAYABLEE N T E R T A I N  O R  B E

I G N O R E D
T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E
K I D D U L T

FRAMEWORKS
OVER FOMO

I n te rac t i ve  campa igns

on  p la t fo rms  l i ke  Rob lox

tu rn  fans  f rom v iewer s

i n to  pa r t i c ipan t s ,

i nc reas i ng  engagement ,

cu l t u ra l  f l uency ,  and

emot iona l  re levance .

B rand  pa r tne r sh ips  mus t

now compete  w i th

cu l t u re  i t se l f .  I f  t hey

don ’ t  en te r ta in ,  t hey ’ l l

be  sc ro l l ed  pas t  and

in s tan t l y  fo rgo t ten .

 

Adu l t  fandoms  want

i r reve ren t ,  nos ta lg ic

fun .  P lay fu l ,  unexpected

brand  co l labo ra t ions

now ou tpe r fo rm

t rad i t i ona l  campa igns

by  embrac ing  humour

and  cu l t u ra l  c ros sove r .

E f fec t i ve  pa r tne r sh ips

a re  r igo rous l y

eva lua ted .  S t ra teg ic

mode l s  he lp  b rands  say

no  to  m i smatched

oppor tun i t i e s  and

safeguard  l ong- te rm  fan

t ru s t .

’ ENTERTA IN  OR  D IE :  A  Gu ide  to  En te r ta inment  F i r s t  B rand  Bu i ld i ng ’
au tho red  by  Pane l  Modera to r ,  Dan  Sa l key ,  and  the  team a t  SMALL
W ·RLD  can  be  down loaded  HERE  o r  on  th i s  QR  code :  

https://zoescaman.substack.com/p/the-fan-industrial-complex-live-from
https://meetsmallworld.com/eod2/


PA N E L L I S T:
E D W I N  C H U A H
C O M M U N I T Y  M A N A G E R
S Q U A R E  E N I X

PA N E L L I S T:
E M I LY  H A N G  
C O M M U N I T Y  M A N A G E R
S I D E M E N  E N T E R T A I N M E N T

M O D E R AT O R :
D AV E  J E W I T T
E X P

T H E  P O W E R  O F  
B E L O N G I N G

12
P A N E L L I S T :
J A R O M I R  P R A G E R
C O M M U N I T Y  &  
C O N T E N T  M A N A G E R
U B I S O F T

Community
PANEL 3:



T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E

1 2 43
Takeaways

CODES, NOT
CAMPAIGNS

Commun i t y  l eg i t imacy  i s

bu i l t  on  sha red

language .  M i sused  tone

s igna l s  i nau then t i c i t y .

Cu l tu ra l  f l uency  enab les

t ru s t ,  r e levance ,  and

long- te rm  fan  a l ignment

w i th  b rand  p resence .

F R O M
T R A N S A C T I O N  T O
T R U S T

Commun i t y  i s  no t  bu i l t

t h rough  reach  o r

acqu i s i t i on .  Long- te rm

va lue  comes  f rom

re ten t ion ,  sha red

iden t i t y ,  and  member  l ed

connect ion  tha t

re i n fo rces  i t se l f  o ve r

t ime .

S P E A K  N A T I V E  O R
B E  I G N O R E D

Each  p la t fo rm  demands

i t s  own  tone ,  con ten t ,

and  cu l t u re .  One-s i ze-

f i t s -a l l  engagement

fa i l s .   F l uency  ac ros s

channe l s  i s  e s sen t ia l  to

ma in ta in  c red ib i l i t y  and

connect ion .

OFFLINE MAKES IT
MATTER

I n -pe r son  commun i t y

even t s  re i n fo rce

emot iona l  l o ya l t y ,

g i v i ng  fans  a  s to r y  to

te l l  and  a  reason  to

deepen  the i r  on l i ne

engagement  pos t  even t .

 “Commun i t y  i s  no  l onge r  a  marke t i ng  channe l  i t ’ s  a  s t ra tegy  bu i l t
on  cu l t u ra l  f l uency ,  emot iona l  depth ,  and  long- te rm  b rand
re levance .  I t ’ s  no t  easy  bu t  i t  i s  impacfu l  when  done  we l l ”

https://zoescaman.substack.com/p/the-fan-industrial-complex-live-from


PA N E L L I S T:
D A N  B I D D L E  
S T R AT E G I C  PA R T N E R S H I P S
M A N A G E R ;  G L O B A L  C O N T E N T
PA R T N E R S H I P S ,  M E TA  U K

PA N E L L I S T:
M A R K  B A S S E T T  
H E A D  O F  I N F L U E N C E R
P R E C I S E  T V

M O D E R AT O R :
B E T H  WA I N
O P E R AT I O N S  L E A D
T H E  PAT H  

P A N E L L I S T :
N I C O L A  C L A R K E
A C C O U N T  D I R E C T O R  
T W I T C H

C R E A T O R S  &  T H E  
C O M M U N I T Y
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Creator
PANEL 3:



T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E

1 2 43
Takeaways

1 2 4
THE BOTTOM LINE

3
GUARDRAILS,  NOT
HANDCUFFS

Creato r s  need  f reedom to

s tay  au then t i c  bu t  w i th

c lea r  expec ta t ions .

Remember  why  you  h i red

them,  and  don ’ t

compromi se  the i r  vo ice ,

fo rmat ,  o r  commun i t y

t r u s t .

F O L L O W  T H E
M Y C E L I U M ,  N O T
J U S T  T H E  M E T R I C S

Creato r s  ac t i va te

ne tworked  commun i t i e s .

B rands  mus t  measu re

in f l uence  beyond  fo l l ower

coun t s  t rack i ng  how

conten t  sp reads  be tween

c reato r s ,  p la t fo rms ,  and

connected  fan  behav iou r .

C O N V E R S A T I O N
I S  T H E  K P I

B rand  va lue  emerges  f rom

commun i t y  i n te rac t ion ,  no t

j u s t  c rea to r  ou tpu t .

P r i o r i t i se  pee r - to-pee r

d ia logue ,  soc ia l  con t i nu i t y ,

and  sha red  expe r iences  to

bu i ld  la s t i ng  equ i t y  i n

c rea to r  pa r tne r sh ips .

.

.

DON’T SCRIPT THE
STREAM

L i ves t ream p la t fo rms

requ i re  re laxed ,  rea l -

t ime  i n teg ra t ion .  B rands

mus t  adapt  to  t he

fo rmat ,  no t  po l i sh  i t  and

g i ve  c rea to r s  space  to

rema in  au then t i c .

“Creato r  commun i t i e s  f unc t ion  as  dynamic  ecosy s tems  whe re  l ong- fo rm
engagement ,  c ros s - i n te res t  re levance ,  and  pee r - to-pee r  i n te rac t ion

d r i ve  b rand  va lue  beyond  t rad i t i ona l  met r i c s  o r  i so la ted  pa r tne r sh ips . ”

https://zoescaman.substack.com/p/the-fan-industrial-complex-live-from
https://zoescaman.substack.com/p/the-fan-industrial-complex-live-from


PA N E L L I S T:
C H R I S  W H I T T L E
F O U N D E R  &  C E O  
E X P E R I E N C E 1 2

PA N E L L I S T:
A L E X  B O LT O N
P R  M A N A G E R
F R O N T I E R  D E V E L O P M E N T S

M O D E R AT O R :
E M M A  F I S H E R  
A K A  M I S S  C A K E H E A D  
C R E AT I V E  &  A R T  D I R E C T O R ,
S U P E R H E R O  P U D D I N G  

P A N E L L I S T :
K E L S E Y  C H R I S T O U
F R E E L A N C E  I N F L U E N C E R  
A N D  E V E N T S  S P E C I A L I S T

M O M E N T S  
T H A T  M A T T E RExperiential
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PANEL 4:



T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E

1 2 43
Takeaways

3
CANON IS THE FAN
CAMPAIGN

Fan  t r u s t  i s  ea rned

th rough  de ta i l .  Canon

accu ra te  moment s  and

thought fu l  nods

resonate  more  than

spend  p rov i ng  b rands

unde r s tand  the  I P  and

va lue  the  commun i t y .

I T  S T A R T S  W I T H
T H E  M O M E N T

Expe r ien t ia l  i s  no  l onge r

an  add-on  i t ’ s  a

campa ign  ancho r .  Soc ia l

RO I  and  und i v ided

at ten t ion  make  rea l

wor ld  moment s  cen t ra l

to  marke t i ng  s t ra tegy .

D E S I G N  B E Y O N D
T H E  C O N T E N T
C A P T U R E

The  bes t  expe r ien t ia l

ac t i va t ions  ba lance

sha reab le  pho to

moment s  w i th  emot iona l

depth—creat i ng  la s t i ng

engagement  t ha t  t u rn s

a t tendees  i n to

advocates ,  no t  j u s t

con ten t  c rea to r s .

RIGHT CROWD,
RIGHT MOMENT,
RIGHT MESSAGE

Cu l tu ra l l y  re levan t

ac t i va t ions  re sonate .

Poo r l y  ta rge ted

expe r iences  r i s k

back lash .  A l ign  even t

des ign  w i th  aud ience

iden t i t y ,  no t  f l ee t i ng

t rends ,  to  p ro tec t  b rand

equ i t y  and  d r i ve  impact .

 “Expe r ien t ia l  has  evo l ved  i n to  a  s t ra teg ic  l ead  channe l  whe re
aud ience- f i r s t  des ign ,  cu l t u ra l  re levance ,  and  emot iona l  de ta i l  now

dr i ve  campa ign  impact ,  advocacy ,  and  measu rab le  RO I . ”

https://zoescaman.substack.com/p/the-fan-industrial-complex-live-from


PA N E L L I S T:
A N D R E W  PA R T R I D G E
C O - F O U N D E R  &  C E O
A N I M E  L I M I T E D

PA N E L L I S T:
J O N AT H O N  C O L L I S  
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R
J N C  N I N A  G M B H

M O D E R AT O R :
J A M E S  G AT E S
F R E E L A N C E  W R I T E R  
&  A N I M E  S P E C I A L I S T

P A N E L L I S T :
K E R R Y  K A S I M  
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,  
U K  &  I R E L A N D  
A N I M E  L I M I T E D

EVERYTH ING ,
EVERYWHERE

PANEL 5:

PA N E L L I S T:
M A D I S O N   S A LT E R S  
P U B L I S H E R
J - N O V E L  C L U B ,  A  K A D O K AWA  
W O R L D  E N T E R TA I N M E N T  C O M PA N Y
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Anime



T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E

1 2 43
Takeaways

1 2 43
EXPANDING THE
FRAME, NOT JUST
THE FANBASE

An ime ’ s  g rowth  l i e s  i n  i t s

d i ve r s i t y .  S t ra teg ic

pa r tne r sh ips  and

unexpected  p lacement s

a t t rac t  new aud iences ,

wh i l e  au then t i c  l oca l

engagement  keeps  co re

fans  amp l i f y i ng  the

message .

T R U S T  I S  T H E  N E W
T E A S E R

When  aud iences  a l ready

know the  s to r y ,

marke t i ng  sh i f t s  f rom

bu i ld i ng  an t i c ipa t ion  to

ea rn ing  t r u s t  by

honou r i ng  fan  know ledge

th rough  au then t i c i t y ,

qua l i t y ,  and  emot iona l

connec t ion .

R E S P E C T  E A R N S
A C C E S S

Success  requ i re s

cu l t u ra l  d ip lomacy ;

ba lanc ing  fan

expecta t ions  w i th

Japanese  I P  con t ro l .

T r u s t ,  con tex t ,  and

repu ta t ion  mat te r  more

than  budget  i n  ea rn i ng

long- te rm  access .

COMMUNITY IS
THE PRODUCT

I n  sa tu ra ted  marke t s ,

l o ya l t y  s tems  f rom

d ia logue .  Ongo ing

commun i t y  engagement

th rough  v i s ib i l i t y ,

t ranspa rency ,  and  sha red

spaces  de l i ve r s  more

las t i ng  impact  t han  one ,

o f f  t i t l e  announcement s .

“An ime ’ s  expans ion  shows  tha t  i t ’ s  l ong- te rm  pop  cu l t u re  g rowth  i s
d r i ven  by  deep ,  au then t i c  commun i t y  roo t s  bu i ld i ng  con f idence  and

acce le ra t i ng  mass  adopt ion ”

https://zoescaman.substack.com/p/the-fan-industrial-complex-live-from


C H R I S  H E W I T T
E X E C U T I V E  E D I T O R
E M P I R E  M A G A Z I N E

I N T E V I E W E R :
A N D Y  G I B B O N S
F R E E L A N C E  
E N T E R TA I N M E N T  
J O U R N A L I S T

F A N D O M ,  F O R M A T ,
A N D  T H E  F U T U R E  O F
F I L M  J O U R N A L I S M
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FIRESIDE 
CHAT



1 2 43
Takeaways

MAKE MOMENTS
WORTH RETELLING

Pe r sona l  expe r iences

c rea te  emot iona l  impact

tha t  adve r t i s i ng  can ’ t .

Memorab le  s tun t s

become s to r i e s  fans

re te l l  and  bu i ld s  l a s t i ng

b rand  equ i t y  t h rough

nar ra t i ve ,  no t  j u s t

spend .

F R O M  T E A S E R S  T O
T I C K I N G  C L O C K S

F i lm  marke t i ng  has

sh i f ted  f rom yea r  l ong

ro l l ou t s  to  la s t  m inu te

sp r i n t s ,  fo rc i ng  b rands

and  pub l i she r s  to  adapt

to  t igh te r  t ime l i nes ,

fas te r  app rova l s ,  and

rea l  t ime  ag i l i t y .

B U I L T  O N  V I B E S ,
B E F O R E  T H E
A L G O R I T H M

Emp i re  g rew d ig i ta l  by

fo l l ow ing  c rea t i ve  i n s t i nc t

no t  t rend  fo recas t s .

Au then t i c ,  un f i l t e red

con ten t  bu i l t  l o ya l

aud iences  l ong  befo re

p la t fo rms  demanded  i t ,

p rov i ng  cu l t u re  moves

fas te r  t han  s t ra tegy .

FLUENCY OVER
FOLLOWER COUNT

I n  f i lm  marke t i ng ,

au then t i c i t y  mat te r s .

Fans  spo t  i n s i nce r i t y  fa s t

and  success fu l  c rea to r

pa r tne r sh ips  requ i re

genu ine  pass ion  and

deep  know ledge ,  no t  j u s t

reach  o r  pe r fo rmat i ve

engagement .
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C H R I S  H E W I T T
E X E C U T I V E  E D I T O R
E M P I R E  M A G A Z I N E

I N T E V I E W E R :
A N D Y  G I B B O N S
F R E E L A N C E  
E N T E R TA I N M E N T  
J O U R N A L I S T

THE BIG PICTURE: 
Key Themes and Takeaways
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1. Authenticity Trumps Quick Wins

2. The Death of Passive Consumption

3. Emotional Equity Builds Brand Value

4. Creators Are Cultural Partners

5. Relevance Rewards the Bold

6. Marketing Compression
23



312
Fandoms Are
Long-Term Bonds

 

Missteps Invite
Backlash

 

Entering fandom spaces
without understanding the
rules or values is seen as
disrespectful. Authenticity
means doing the work, not
just adopting the language.

Engagement often spans
over a decade marketers
must treat fandoms as
relationships, not one-off
activations.

Local Context
Matters Deeply

Each platform and territory
has its own cultural logic.
Understand the rules or risk
being shut out.

1. Authenticity Trumps 
Quick Wins
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312
Play Culture Is
Mainstream

Three-Way
Conversations Win

 

Communities thrive when
audiences speak with each
other, not just with creators
platforms must enable multi-
directional interaction.

Gamified, creative
participation is now a
standard expectation, not a
novelty. Especially among
adult consumers.

Digital Worlds Are
Activation Hubs

UGC platforms like Roblox
offer experiential reach at
scale; blending play,
commerce and community
seamlessly.

25

2. The Death of Passive
Consumption



312
Emotion Extends
the Campaign

Experience
Extends Shelf Life

Campaigns anchored in
meaningful experience travel
further and last longer
through retellings,
community buzz and offline
memory.

Moments that surprise and
move people last longer than
ads. Fans share experiences
that resonate and emotion
builds longevity where
impressions don’t.

Proof Beats
Promotion

Experiential acts as tangible
proof that a brand gets it. It
shows, not tells, garnering
fandom respect, making
belief visible and brand love
real.

26

3. Emotional Equity Builds 
Brand Value



312
Fluency Beats
Formal Training

Let Creators Stay
Creators

Restricting their voice
weakens campaigns. Let
them “cook” within strategic
guidelines. Give them room
to lead and the results feel
native and credible. 

Platform natives such as
creators, streamers, and
community managers
outperform traditional
marketers in audience trust
and execution.

Fans Notice
Everything

Amateur experts hold
grudges. Credibility is fragile
brands must get it right the
first time.

27

4. Creators Are 
Cultural Partners



312
Surprise Sparks
Amplification

Crossover Culture
Is the Growth
Engine
Fans live in overlapping worlds.
Bold collaborations across
categories (anime x fashion,
gaming x beauty) unlock new
tribes and relevance without
diluting core identity.

Unexpected moves when
rooted in insight cut through
cultural noise. Safe doesn’t
travel. Smart, strange, timely
ideas get talked about.

Cultural Timing Is
Everything

Right message, wrong
moment? It flops. Brands
that tune into emotional
context, what audiences are
feeling, not just buying will
win attention and affinity.

28

5. Relevance Rewards 
the Bold



312
Timelines Have
Changed for 
Good

Culture Is
Oversaturated

Audiences are stretched
across too much content cut
through now requires
emotional relevance and
timing.

Studios now market films in
weeks, not months
demanding faster strategy
and stronger impact.

Community
Counters
Fragmentation
Building long-term fan
engagement is the antidote
to short-term attention crises
brands that invest see
sustained results.

29

6. Marketing 
Compression



Building Belonging, Not Just Hype

Pop Culture Marketing is no longer about visibility, it’s about
belonging.

Whether you’re activating IP, launching a creator campaign,
or crafting a physical experience, the brands winning
attention now are those who earn emotional equity, not just
impressions.

As timelines shrink and attention fragments, one truth holds:
fans remember how you made them feel. The future of
marketing in pop culture isn’t louder. It’s closer.
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Summing Up
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Eve r yone  who  a t tended  the  summi t ,  we  know you r  t ime  i s  more  p rec ious  t hen  eve r  so  thanks  fo r  choos ing  to

spend  i t  w i th  u s  and  be ing  such  a  g rea t ,  i nc l u s i ve  and  engaged  c rowd .   See  you  nex t  t ime

THE SUMMITEERS
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