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Abstract

Adult fans of K‐Pop band BTS are part of a diverse and

global fandom that has an evident psychological sense of

community associated with psychosocial benefits such as

increases in wellbeing. This study aimed to investigate if

cyberbullying victimization plays an influential role in the

relationship of BTS fans' psychological sense of community

and wellbeing using an online co‐designed survey adminis-

tered to 183 participants. There was a significant positive

relationship found between psychological sense of com-

munity and wellbeing. The results of a moderation analysis

were interpreted as cyberbullying victimization not having

an influential role in this positive relationship, despite

cyberbullying typically having detrimental effects on inter-

personal relationships and communities generally. It was

concluded that BTS fans' psychological sense of community

may be buffering against the adverse consequences of

cyberbullying victimization and/or competent anti‐

cyberbullying and online safety practices are being carried

out in online BTS fan communities. Implications for anti‐

cyberbullying researchers and cyberbullying prevention

efforts are also discussed.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The meteoric rise and success of the Korean popular music (K‐Pop) group BTS has become an important scholarly

interest, particularly in recent years (Lazore, 2021). This scholarly interest has resulted in many academic

contributions in various academic outlets such as journal special issues on the topic of BTS (e.g., Asia Marketing

Journal), BTS devoted open access journals (e.g., The Rhizomatic Revolution Review: R3), BTS academic conferences

(e.g., BTS: A Global Interdisciplinary Conference), academic networks (e.g., Bangtan Scholars), and a growing body of

BTS related peer review academic articles across many disciplines.

Drawing from concepts and research often studied in community psychology (i.e., psychological sense of

community), social psychology (i.e. social identity), and cyberpsychology (i.e., the role of digital technology), the

findings of this applied research study contribute to a growing academic body that inspects cyberbullying in a

fandom context. Specifically, this study adopts participatory research practices to inspect the role of cyberbullying

victimization in the relationship between BTS fans' sense of community and wellbeing using a psychological

conception of sense of community. An online survey study involving statistical analysis is detailed and the findings

are discussed.

1.1 | The BTS fandom

BTS (Bangtan Sonyeondan aka: The Bangtan Boys) are a highly successful K‐Pop group (alapadma2 et al., 2020) who

have been dominating the worldwide music charts since their debut in 2013. BTS consist of seven members known

as RM, Jin, J‐Hope, Suga, V, Jimin, and Jungkook. Forbes (2021) and various other media outlets have hailed BTS as

the biggest music band in the world. They have sold out large music venues both in Asia and in Western countries

often promoting much of their band activities on social media to reach worldwide audiences (Jin & Yoon, 2016; Kim

& Kim, 2017; Laffan, 2021). BTS are also known for their involvement in global wellbeing campaigns such as the

UNICEF (2017) #ENDviolence campaign.

Aside from BTS's musical talents and concert performances, a significant amount of their success can be

attributed to their official fandom (collectively known as ARMY: Adorable Representative M. C For Youth) who have

supported BTS's rise to stardom (Park et al., 2021). Globally, it has been suggested that there are millions of

individuals who consider themselves to be ARMY around the world (Park et al., 2021). According to the BTS ARMY

Census (Grover et al., 2021), ARMY members make up a diverse collection of adults and children of all ages,

ethnicities, nationalities, and socioeconomic backgrounds. ARMY autoethnographies have intimately documented

that BTS have had a substantially positive influence on their lives (Eaglehawk & Lazore, 2020). Although it is

reasonable to assume that all ARMY are BTS fans, it is important to note that not all BTS fans consider themselves

as ARMY (e.g., “ex” ARMY, some “multis” and casual BTS listeners).

As is typical within some fandoms generally (Kligler‐Vilenchik et al., 2012), BTS fans have a developed sense of

community (Park et al., 2021), which has politically manifested as transnational fan activism (Park et al., 2021;

Yoon, 2019) to promote social justice causes (e.g., Black Lives Matter and #StopAsianHate). In the subsequent

section, the psychological sense of community that is evident among BTS fans is evaluated before discussing how

cyberbullying could be considered as a disruptive phenomenon to this sense of community among BTS fans

generally.

1.2 | Psychological sense of community and wellbeing

A psychological sense of community is an important aspect of the well‐being of individuals who are part of many

fandoms (Chadborn et al., 2018; Obst et al., 2002). It has been suggested that when fans have a shared interest, a
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noticeable sense of community is developed (Obst et al., 2002). For example, in the “Furry” fandom, fans have a

shared interest in anthropomorphism and zoomorphism (Chadborn et al., 2018; Gerbasi et al., 2008; Reysen

et al., 2015) which has been largely attributed to the overall sense of community (Chadborn et al., 2018). This sense

of community has been constructed psychologically for some time now. Sarason (1974) characterized a

psychological sense of community as a perception of similarity and interdependence with others, maintained by

giving or doing for other members of the community, and a feeling that a member is part of a wider dependable and

stable structure.

Some fandom communities are almost entirely facilitated by digital technology, which significantly advantages

the access, capabilities, and wellbeing of members in their communities (Jin & Yoon, 2006; Laffan, 2021; Lee &

Nornes, 2015; Park et al., 2021). These digital technology advantages include increased wellbeing outcomes such

as general health (Welbourne et al., 2009), LGBTQ+ identity development (Jackson, 2017), the experience of

belonging (Blanchard & Markus, 2002; Blanchard, 2007), and an enhanced community members' level of

involvement in the community (Kim et al., 2021).

In addition to the advantages provided by digital technology, having an increased psychological sense of

community has been known to “buffer” against some of the negative consequences attributed to problems

with mental health, disruptive global events such as the COVID‐19 pandemic, and social discrimination

among community members (Hansen & Sassenberg, 2006; Kashy‐Rosenbaum & Aizenkot, 2020; Rui & Guo,

2022; Sargent et al., 2002). This buffer has been suggested by Sargent et al. (2002) to be the psychosocial

factors involved in the intervention and prevention of problematic mental health symptoms such as those of

depressive disorder. Similarly, Hansen and Sassenberg (2006) suggested that individual social identity factors

buffered against subtle forms of social discrimination experienced by LGBTI+ individuals such as

homonegative microaggressions.

The buffer appears to be an effectual component attributed to the role of psychosocial factors in

community wellbeing. However, it could be argued that the buffering hypothesis does not explain how

increased wellbeing can be developed in community contexts. Furthermore, evidence is lacking regarding the

possibility of the influence of other positive psychosocial factors on wellbeing alongside buffering against

contextual negative consequences. Wellbeing is closely related to the development of an individual's social

identity.

An individual's social identity is fundamental in the experience of belonging, similarity, and mutual feelings with

others in an online community (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Kim & Kim, 2017; Laffan, 2021; Lambert et al., 2013).

Tajfel and Turner's (1979) earlier theory of social identity suggests that the development of an individual's social

identity could be explained by processes within their group memberships. Self‐categorization is one of these

processes that describes how an individual can assign themselves to be a group member when their personal and

social identities correspond with the social norms and pressures of that group (Leaper, 2011). Individuals within

these groups may also be socially influenced by their belief in what is being said in that group. As a result of self‐

categorization, individuals experience fluctuations of increased self‐esteem and a more developed social identity

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Individuals who have self‐identified as K‐Pop fans by process of self‐categorization have

reported increased psychosocial benefits such as self‐esteem, happiness, and social connectedness in previous

related research (Kim & Kim, 2017; Laffan, 2021). Additionally, being a member of more than one K‐Pop online

community and being a fan for more than one year were predictors of higher levels of K‐Pop fandom and

subsequently higher wellbeing (Laffan, 2021).

To summarize, the link between the psychological sense of community and wellbeing is evident and of vital

importance for the benefit of members of their online communities. However, less research focus has been given to

the role of cyberbullying, which has become a topic of particular interest in recent years in fandom contexts. In the

next section, cyberbullying is positioned as a toxic behaviour that could have adverse consequences for the BTS

fans who experience it, and as such, subsequently hinders their wellbeing and membership in their online

communities.
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1.3 | Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying has been categorized as toxic behavior (Kwak et al., 2015) defined as the “wilful and repeated harm

inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices” (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015, p. 70).

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) considered cyberbullying as a

global problem whereby one in 10 children worldwide have experienced it (UNESCO, 2019) as well as is reported

among adults (Zalaquett & Chatters, 2014). It is well known that cyberbullying is a detriment to wellbeing (Foody,

McGuire, et al., 2020; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008) and interpersonal relationships (Foody, Samara, et al., 2020;

Peled, 2019). Cyberbullying has been reported across various digital environments such as social networking sites

(Dredge et al., 2014), messaging services (Kashy‐Rosenbaum & Aizenkot, 2020), and online gaming environments

(McInroy & Mishna, 2017).

In the fandom context, there have been multiple media reports on toxic behavior occurring within various

fandoms such as RuPaul's Drag Race (HuffPost, 2020), Star Wars (The Guardian, 2018), SS Lazio (Forbes, 2020), and

general K‐Pop (McCurry, 2019). There has also been an academic inquiry into toxic behavior in fandoms such

as racist discourse among Football fans on social networking site messaging boards (Cleland, 2014), trolling

behavior on social networking sites within various Sci‐Fi fandoms (Bay, 2018), and the “anti‐fans” who carry out

toxic behavior towards fans and idols (Lampe et al., 2010).

Different cultural conceptions of cyberbullying may be a reason for this lack of substantial cyberbullying inquiry

in diverse online fandoms. The well‐studied conceptual use of cyberbullying has arguably stemmed from criteria

devised by Western scholars who often describe “bullying” as negative unwanted behavior that is repeated,

intentional, and carried out whereby there is an imbalance of power between the perpetrators and the victim

(Hinduja & Patchin, 2008; Olweus, 1996). Whereas Tippett and Kwak (2012) argued that this cyberbullying

conception appeared to become a more popularized concept used by researchers and in popular discourse in Korea

from as late as 2012.

Since 2014, there has been an extensive trend of research into the extent of cyberbullying in the Korean

context and among Korean individuals (Kalb et al., 2020; Jung et al., 2014; Lee & Shin, 2017; Lee et al., 2018). In

addition to tackling cyberbullying, the South Korean State also has invested in other cyberbullying prevention‐

related efforts involving K‐Pop artists. An example of this is when BTS was awarded a medal by the South Korean

government in 2018 for their artistry, advocacy, and talent. It has been argued that K‐Pop artists, such as BTS, often

fulfill their roles as cultural ambassadors for Korea (Saeji, 2019), and as such, artists like BTS can adopt secondary

advocacy roles to promote human and societal wellbeing.

Despite cultural differences across cyberbullying conceptions, the Patchin and Hinduja (2015) cyberbullying

conception has advantages for researchers such as encompassing a variety of negative unwanted behavior that

could all be considered “toxic” (e.g., posting negative comments, sharing hurtful pictures). Patchin and Hinduja

(2019) updated the items on the Cyberbullying and Online Aggression Scale to include online abuse for religious

beliefs and ethnicity which are important considerations for individuals in a diverse fandom such as BTS. The

Patchin and Hinduja's (2015; 2019) conception of cyberbullying can therefore be deployed as a suitable indicative

measure of cyberbullying in the present study, as it is likely to comprehensively determine the extent of

cyberbullying behavior among a diverse sample of adult BTS fans.

1.4 | The present study

The main objective of this study is to theoretically inspect the role of cyberbullying victimization in the relationship

between BTS fans' psychological sense of community and wellbeing. The BTS fandom has a psychological sense of

community (Blanchard, 2007; Chadborn et al., 2018; Park et al., 2021; Sarason, 1974) inclusive of diverse online

communities associated with positive psychosocial membership benefits (Kim & Kim, 2017; Laffan, 2021). This
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psychological sense of community has also been suggested to be protective against adverse mental health, negative

behaviors, and adverse global events among community members. Therefore, it is hypothesized that BTS fans'

psychological sense of community will correlate with wellbeing (H1). While there has been plentiful research inquiry

into the adverse influence of cyberbullying on interpersonal relationships (Davis & Koepke, 2016; Foody, McGuire,

et al., 2020; Foody, Samara, et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2018; Spears et al., 2015; Varela et al., 2019) and as detriment

to wellbeing (Foody, McGuire, et al., 2020; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008), there remains a paucity of research into the

extent of cyberbullying and its role in the relationship between psychological sense of community and wellbeing. A

moderation analysis can compute if cyberbullying victimization in some way changes the relationship between BTS

fan psychological sense of community and wellbeing (H2). It is anticipated that the results of this study will be

positioned to address some of this scarcity of research relating to cyberbullying and psychological sense of

community, and by extension, cyberbullying in an online fandom context.

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Design

One of the most optimal research traditions in a community fandom context is considered to be participatory

research (Jenkins, 2013). This research tradition has also been applied in some cyberbullying research contexts (e.g.,

Baas et al., 2013; O'Brien & Moules, 2007). Participatory research often involves both qualitative and quantitative

research methods (Macaulay et al., 2013; Mayoux, 2012) whereby there is a view that all stakeholders including

participants are considered and respected as co‐researchers (Given, 2012).

In this study, a predominantly quantitative online survey in the English language was co‐designed by the lead

researcher and involved several other BTS fans who participate regularly in an online K‐Pop fan community. BTS

fans were invited to view proposed survey questions, suggest alternate questions, and further discuss the aims and

objectives of the research before the execution of the survey. BTS fans expressed initial concerns about the

researcher's use of public BTS images and the sole focus on ARMY members. It was suggested to remove all

photographs of BTS in the survey and allow non‐ARMY members to participate. It is to be noted that BTS fans

stated that there is a distinction between “ARMY members” and “casual BTS listeners” in the fandom and that it

should be reflected in the survey.

Some ARMY members were skeptical about the lead researcher's intentions and the study findings being used

to further demonize the fandom with its “cyberbullying” focus. The researcher was advised to comply with the

Bangtan Scholars (2021) BTS ARMY—Media Tips To Keep in Mind media guidelines when corresponding with the

media about BTS and the fandom. Furthermore, BTS fans viewed cyberbullying as an issue of concern in their

fandom. All feedback was considered and implemented.

Both convenience and purposive sampling methods were carried out to recruit BTS fans via online fan

communities (Reddit, Weverse, and Amino Apps) and social networking sites (Twitter and Facebook). These

sampling methods were strategically employed to correspond with the predominant online presence of BTS fans in

online fan communities and social networking sites. G*POWER estimated that a minimum of 89 participants would

be required to achieve a 95% power estimation with a medium effect size in a regression computation to test H2

(Faul et al., 2009).

2.2 | Participants

The participants were a sample of 183 individuals. The gender identities of the participants were reported

as females (n = 145, 79.2%), males (n = 21, 11.5%), nonbinary (n = 9, 5%), transgender (n = 2, 1.1%), and others,
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including genderfluid and having no gender (n = 6, 3%). The ethnicities reported by the participants were White

(n = 98, 54.4%), Asian (n = 39, 22%), Hispanic/Latinx (n = 15, 8.3%), mixed race (n = 11, 6%), Black/African American

(n = 4, 2.2%), indigenous ethnicities, including Kurds, Aboriginals, Roma, and Irish Travellers (n = 4, 2.2%), and other

ethnicities including Arab and Jewish (n = 8, 4.5%). The average age of a participant was 27.6 years in an age range

of 18–65 years. Participants reported having nationality in 31 different but predominantly Western countries:

United States of America (n = 74, 41.3%), United Kingdom (n = 15, 8.4%), Canada (n = 13, 7.3%), Ireland (n = 9, 5%),

Germany (n = 7, 4%), and all other countries (n = 57, 34%).

Participants reported a category in which they described their BTS fan type: “casual BTS listener” (n = 54, 30%),

“hard‐core” ARMY (n = 49, 27%), “casual” ARMY (n = 42, 23%), “baby” ARMY (n = 12, 7%), “ex” ARMY (n = 12, 7%),

and various other fan categories (n = 14, 8%). ARMY participants estimated how long they have been fans of BTS:

two or three years (n = 37, 20%), four or five years (n = 35, 19%), seven months to one year (n = 26, 14%), six or

more years (n = 18, 10%), and less than six months (n = 15, 8%).

2.3 | Measures

2.3.1 | Demographic information

Participants were asked a series of questions about their gender, age, ethnicity, identification as LGBTI+, how long

they were a fan of BTS, the “type” of BTS fan they currently identified as (e.g., “hard‐core” ARMY, “casual” ARMY,

“baby” ARMY, “ex” ARMY, and casual BTS listener), and the digital technologies they use to engage in their fandom

of BTS (e.g., Twitter, Reddit, Weverse, AllKPop, Amino Apps, Facebook, etc.). “Baby” denotes becoming a recent

ARMY member and not being a “baby age.”

2.3.2 | Cyberbullying victimization

The Cyberbullying and Online Aggression Survey (COAS) (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015, 2019) were employed to

measure the frequency of reported cyberbullying victimization. The COAS contains nine victimization items such

as “Someone posted mean or hurtful comments about me online” and “Someone posted mean names or comments

online about my race or color” which are self‐assessed from zero to three by the participant labeled as

“never”, “once”, “a few times”, and “many times.” As per COAS instructions, the definition of cyberbullying is given

to participants before them answering the questions: “Cyberbullying is when someone repeatedly harasses,

mistreats, or makes fun of another person (on purpose to hurt them) online or while using cell phones or other

electronic devices”. COAS is well known to be reliable for measuring cyberbullying frequency (Patchin &

Hinduja, 2015) and can be recoded for use in multiple regression statistical tests. A Cronbach's alpha reliability test

computed the internal reliability to be 0.85 indicating that COAS for victimization as a continuous variable was

highly reliable for use in the present study.

2.3.3 | Psychological sense of community

The Psychological Sense of Virtual Community Scale (Blanchard, 2007) was employed to measure participants'

psychological sense of community while considering the ubiquity of digital and Internet environments in the K‐Pop

context. This measure has 22 items such as “I think this group is a good place for me to be a member”, “I care about

what other group members think of my actions”, and “Members of this group generally don't get along with each

other” and are self‐assessed on a Likert scale ranging from one (“strongly disagree”) to four (“strongly agree”). The
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internal reliability was computed using Cronbach's alpha scoring of 0.95, which suggests a very high internal

reliability score as a unidimensional measure in the study.

2.3.4 | Wellbeing

The five‐item Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) was used to measure participants' subjective

wellbeing in the current study. Items on the Satisfaction with Life Scale include “In most ways, my life is close to my

ideal” and “I am satisfied with my life” which are self‐assessed on a seven‐point Likert scale ranging from one

(“strongly disagree”) to seven (“strongly agree”). The validity of the Satisfaction with Life Scale as a psychometrically

sound instrument to measure subjective wellbeing has been well established (Pavot et al., 1991). In the current

study, Cronbach's alpha determined the internal reliability of the Satisfaction with Life Scale at 0.88.

2.4 | Ethical considerations

Some community psychologists have advocated for the public sharing of methods and data to: encourage citizen

participation, promote social justice, and foster collaboration and community strengths (Steltenpohl et al., 2019).

There have also been calls for anti‐bullying researchers to embrace more “open science” practices in recent years

(e.g., Noret et al., 2021). However, the fandom context in this study warrants additional specific ethical

considerations that concern such research practices.

In the context of fandom research involving public data, fans have been known to express fear about privacy

violations, report purposive harassment and doxing from “anti‐fans” and others outside of their fandom, and also

worry about misrepresentation issues in the media (Dym & Fiesler, 2020a, 2020b; Park et al., 2021). Such

individuals can also belong to vulnerable groups such as LGBTI+, ethnic minorities, disabled people, and individuals

from disadvantaged backgrounds; for whom the fandom is of great importance to their identity and wellbeing (Dym

& Fiesler, 2020a).

To coincide with the ethical concerns, it was deemed appropriate not to publicly share the raw data in which

the analysis was carried out. However, the survey questions used in the analysis of results can be shared for

additional transparency. The co‐designed survey questions and the poster of results shared in the online BTS

community can be viewed on the Open Science Framework (OSF) here https://osf.io/c9k83/?view_only=

dea7a73717bd4f39ae2b20967baeae46.

2.5 | Procedure and data analysis

Once the online survey link was ready, the researcher placed the link into three BTS online fan communities

known for having adult fans participating. A preliminary summary of the results of this research was then

accessibly “reported back” to the fandom by means of a poster/picture (Stewart & Draper, 2009) which was

shared in the same online BTS fan community where some BTS fans suggested edits for the survey. The BTS

fans were invited to comment on the findings and could also email the researcher with their feedback if they

wished to do so. BTS fan interpretations of the study findings were therefore considered during the write‐up

of the discussion of the results.

Data analysis was carried out using the IBM SPSS software platform. Following this, the imported data set was

cleaned and any missing data were coded appropriately. Before the execution of inferential statistical tests, the

assumptions of these tests were inspected.
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3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Fandom technologies and online spaces

Participants reported a wide range of digital technologies and online spaces where they engaged with other BTS

fans: Reddit (n = 145, 79%), Twitter (n = 123, 67%), Instagram (n = 94, 51%), Weverse (n = 69, 38%), Discord (n = 64,

35%), Facebook (n = 42, 23%), WhatsApp (n = 19, 10%), AllKPop (n = 16, 9%), Amino Apps (n = 12, 7%), Wattpad

(n = 10, 5.5%), Email (n = 9, 5%), and several others (n = 32, 17.5%).

3.2 | Descriptive results

Table 1 shows the descriptive results for the scores on the Psychological Sense of Virtual Community Scale, the

Satisfaction with Life Scale, and the Cyberbullying and Online Aggression Scale.

3.3 | Victimization prevalence

Prevalence for cyberbullying victimization on the COAS was computed when participants responded “a few times”

and “many times” on items in line with the repeated criterion for cyberbullying (Patchin & Hinduja, 2008). The items

were tallied and a new continuous variable for cyberbullying victimization was created for input into a regression.

The prevalence rate of cyberbullying victimization in this sample (n = 183) was recorded as victimization (n = 35,

19%) and non‐victimization (n = 111, 61%). Thirty‐seven participants (20%) chose not to answer questions about

their cyberbullying victimization.

3.4 | Moderation

Before executing a moderation statistical test, it is necessary to determine the relevant statistical assumptions for

multiple regression. Normal distribution of the dependent variable (wellbeing) was detected (Skewness = −0.19,

Kurtosis = −0.72, Kolmogorov–Smirnov =D(131) = 0.07, p > 0.05). There were generally low levels of multi-

collinearity and homoscedasticity detected between variables in the regression. Table 2 shows a correlation

matrix between the three main variables: cyberbullying victimization, psychological sense of community, and

wellbeing.

The choices to determine when variables are entered into the model using ENTER are in line with the

theoretical approach outlined previously. In Step One, the following control variables were input into the

regression: gender (1 = female), ethnicity (1 = White), age, and LGBTI+ identity (1 = not LGBTI+). In Step Two, BTS

fandom variables were added: fan length of time (1 =more than three years) and the number of technologies and

TABLE 1 Participant descriptive results on scales

Measure N M SD Min Max

Psychological Sense of Virtual Community Scale 119 50 13 18 72

Satisfaction with Life Scale 131 19 7 5 34

Cyberbullying and Online Aggression Scale 146 13 3.5 11 33

Note: Participants had the option of not answering questions they did not want to.
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online spaces participants used to engage in community groups (1 =more than three technologies). In Step

Three, cyberbullying victimization and a psychological sense of community were added. Finally, in Step Four, an

interaction variable (standardized cyberbullying victimization scores × standardized psychological sense of

community scores) was added to determine the interaction effects that change the direction or magnitude of

the relationship between these variables (Aoyama et al., 2011; Baron & Kenny, 1986). Table 3 shows the

hierarchical multiple regression results with the interaction variable included.

4 | DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to statistically determine if, and to what extent, cyberbullying victimization has a role in

the relationship between a psychological sense of community and wellbeing among adult BTS fans. To achieve this

aim, this study employed some participatory research strategies and carried out statistical analyses of data obtained

from a partially co‐designed online survey between the lead researcher and BTS fans. In the discussion of results,

contributory explanations and implications of findings for anti‐cyberbullying researchers and cyberbullying

prevention efforts are offered.

4.1 | BTS fan psychological sense of community and wellbeing

The findings of this study indicate that there is a significant positive relationship between BTS fans'

psychological sense of community and their wellbeing (H1). Though this relationship was found to be small to

medium, its significance is worthy of further elaboration. The BTS fandom is diverse and made up of millions

of adults and children around the world (Grover et al., 2021) whereby there is a myriad of circumstances,

factors, and biological determinants that are associated with the wellbeing of the wider BTS fan global

population (Diener et al., 1985).

It could be argued that while it is unlikely that all global BTS fans share the same specific wellbeing attributes

collectively, there is a possibility that one of the shared wellbeing associations among the global BTS fandom is their

psychological sense of community. One other shared wellbeing association is the embracing of digital technologies

and online communities among BTS fans who may not be able to entirely facilitate their fandom in such a capacity

without these devices and spaces.

Drawing from a psychological conception of sense of community (Blanchard, 2007; Sarason, 1974), this study

contributes empirically to scholarly ideas (e.g., Park et al., 2021) such as global BTS fans having collectively shared

values (e.g., fan desires to do “good”). Increases in wellbeing may well be a collective psychological outcome of

these shared values when they are executed collectively online and there is an evident psychological sense of

community. Further empirical investigations into these assertions would be beneficial as confirmatory or contested

evidence.

TABLE 2 Pearson correlation matrix between main variables

Variable 1 2 3

(1) Satisfaction with Life ‐ ‐ ‐

(2) Psychological Sense of Community 0.33** ‐ ‐

(3) Cyberbullying Victimization −0.00 0.06 ‐

**Denotes significance at the 0.01 level (two‐tailed).
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TABLE 3 Hierarchical multiple regression results

Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

Model summary
Step B SE β t Sig. R R2 ΔR2 Sig. F change

Step 1 0.32 0.10 0.10 0.02

Constant 14.8 2.8 5.3 0.00

Gender 4.4 1.7 0.24 2.6 0.01

Age 0.07 0.08 0.09 0.90 0.37

Ethnicity −1.3 1.4 −0.09 −0.93 0.35

LGBTI+ identity −1.9 1.4 −0.13 −1.3 0.18

Step 2 0.35 0.13 0.03 0.21

Constant 15.9 2.9 5.4 0.00

Gender 4.6 1.7 0.25 2.7 0.01

Age 0.06 0.08 0.07 0.72 0.47

Ethnicity −1.2 1.4 −0.08 −0.85 0.40

LGBTI+ identity −1.9 1.4 −0.13 −1.3 0.18

Length of fan −2.2 1.3 −0.16 −1.7 0.09

Digital technologies 0.89 1.3 0.06 0.68 0.50

Step 3 0.47 0.22 0.09 0.00

Constant 8.1 4.2 1.9 0.06

Gender 3.9 1.6 .21 2.4 0.02

Age 0.02 0.08 0.03 0.31 0.75

Ethnicity −0.06 1.4 −0.00 −0.04 0.96

LGBTI+ identity −1.4 1.4 −0.09 −1.0 0.30

Length of Fan −3.7 1.3 −0.25 −2.7 0.01

Digital Technologies −0.62 1.3 −0.04 −0.47 0.64

Cyberbullying
victimization

0.03 0.18 0.02 0.17 0.86

Psychological sense of
community

0.19 0.05 0.36 3.5 0.00

Step 4 0.47 0.22 0.00 0.77

Constant 11.7 13.1 .89 0.37

Gender 3.9 1.6 0.21 2.3 0.02

Age 0.02 0.08 0.03 0.31 0.75

Ethnicity −0.04 1.4 −0.00 −0.03 0.97

LGBTI+ identity −1.5 1.4 −0.10 −1.1 0.29

Length of Fan −3.7 1.3 −0.25 −2.7 0.01

Digital technologies −0.59 1.3 −0.04 −0.44 0.65
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4.2 | The role of cyberbullying

Although previous research strongly asserts that cyberbullying victimization is associated with negative

psychological outcomes and interpersonal relationships (Foody, McGuire, et al., 2020; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008;

Peled, 2019; Slonje & Smith, 2008), the regression results indicate that cyberbullying victimization does not appear

to play a negative role in the relationship between adult BTS fans' psychological sense of community and their

wellbeing (H2). Additionally, cyberbullying victimization barely correlated with either the psychological sense of

community or wellbeing variables despite a 19% victimization prevalence rate computed in the sample.

Despite not appearing to have an influential role in BTS fans' sense of community and wellbeing, the

cyberbullying results in this study may correspond with the community buffering phenomenon and/or the actions

taken by community moderators in online BTS fan spaces.

Although it is well known that a psychological sense of community can buffer against problem mental

health outcomes and social marginalization (Hansen & Sassenberg, 2006; Rui & Guo, 2022; Sargent

et al., 2002), the results of this research may suggest that the buffer can also manifest as some protection

against cyberbullying victimization. Additional empirical investigations into the buffering phenomenon as a

potential protective mechanism against cyberbullying victimization in BTS fan spaces are particularly

welcome to confirm this possibility.

Additionally, previous research has shown that some moderators of BTS fan spaces (e.g., Reddit) are well aware

of and deal with cyberbullying incidences proactively in the online fan community (Lynch, 2020). It may also be the

case that moderators are dealing with cyberbullying incidents competently, which subsequently promotes the

psychological sense of community in online BTS fan spaces. It would be a worthwhile effort for community

psychologists and anti‐cyberbullying practitioners to investigate this other possibility further.

4.3 | Implications for anti‐cyberbullying researchers and cyberbullying prevention
efforts

It may well benefit researchers with an interest in tackling cyberbullying and related efforts to acknowledge some of

the implications of the study approaches and findings.

Employing participatory research strategies was a highly advantageous methodological approach for several

reasons: (1) involving participants in the codesign of the survey demonstrated that BTS fans will execute protective

TABLE 3 (Continued)

Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients Model summary

Step B SE β t Sig. R R2 ΔR2 Sig. F change

Cyberbullying
victimization

−0.26 1.0 −0.13 −0.26 0.79

Psychological sense of
community

0.13 0.24 0.23 0.54 0.59

Interaction variable
(cyberbullying
victimization ×
psychological sense
of community)

0.00 0.02 0.20 0.30 0.77

Note: The dependent variable is wellbeing.
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actions during the research cycle to promote the welfare of BTS (e.g., ensuring the researcher did not use images of

BTS without permission) and promote the welfare of the members in the fandom (e.g., ensuring the researcher

abided by media guidelines when reporting about the fandom); (2) participants suggested categories which were

considered important as survey choice options (e.g., “casual BTS fan” was a category suggested by several fans to

implement and was selected as a popular category for participants to choose); and (3) the participatory strategy of

“reporting back” preliminary findings to the participants in an accessible way (i.e., in this case a poster) was

welcomed and appreciated in the online fan community. It is therefore recommended that anti‐cyberbullying

researchers adopt participatory research practices in contexts whereby fandom intersects anti‐cyberbullying

research.

The study findings and the fandom context particularly implicate the efforts to prevent cyberbullying. Although

the prevention of cyberbullying is generally considered a worthy but ambitious goal (UNESCO, 2019), applying

some of the BTS fan behavior evident in online fan communities may be a particularly fruitful contribution towards

advancing this goal. It is evident that BTS fans have developed an inclusive and diverse fandom largely facilitated by

the use of digital technologies and online spaces. Therefore, BTS fans could be greatly positioned to inform

researchers on how to implement inclusive and diverse online spaces that promote anti‐cyberbullying and online

safety across various contexts (e.g., other online communities). In doing so, anti‐cyberbullying researchers may also

wish to familiarize themselves with the achievements and artistry of BTS who served as the genesis of this global

fandom.

4.4 | Limitations and future directions

There were notable limitations of this study that warrant mention. Although employing some participatory research

approaches was advantageous, it also has potential drawbacks. For example, it was evident that BTS fans attempted

to protect their welfare during the research process and it may have been the case that some participants may not

have offered more accurate cyberbullying data out of fear that the fandom as a whole could be demonized by the

study findings. It is therefore important for future researchers to reflect on their own relationship with the fandom

and the power imbalance a researcher typically holds in their favor when carrying out fandom research.

Another limitation of this study is that the statistical capabilities render the findings as indicative rather than

causal. Although data‐informed insight is of scientific value, other research approaches and perspectives are

necessary to yield useful explanations about behavior in a diverse global fandom. Lastly, a notable limitation of this

study concerns the representativeness of the adult sample. Though it may be somewhat beneficial to have

additional adult representation in a fandom often stereotyped as mostly comprising of just young girls, the study

sample does not represent the global adult BTS fan population.

Future research efforts may not be able to address some of the limitations (e.g., representativeness of a sample)

due to the population size of the BTS fandom. For those who seek to make every effort in doing so, it is particularly

recommended to employ some participatory research approaches which may help identify these issues well before

the execution of a future study.

As the authors of this paper were White, postgraduate degree educated, and living in a Western European

country, it meant that having systemic privileges also contributed to how this study was conceived and executed.

Fandom researchers from different backgrounds and circumstances of less privilege may conceive cyberbullying

victimization conceptually differently; or as part of a wider societal problem (e.g., as a form of systemic racism)

rather than as an extension of the Western criteria for “bullying” (e.g., Olweus, 1996; Tippett & Kwak, 2012). It is

essential that different and more contextual approaches to studying cyberbullying are acknowledged and

considered when drawing conclusions about global human behavior in such a diverse fandom.
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5 | CONCLUSION

Despite these important considerations, the global BTS fandom likely remains as the largest collective fandom in the

world at the time of writing. All the while BTS progress their artistry and continue to dominate the international

music charts, it is likely that the BTS fandom will continue to transform and broaden their psychological sense of

community and wellbeing into a larger “force for good” across society as a whole.
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