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PROJECT
OVERVIEW
When an individual expresses an “investment in a particular object or idea”, they will often identify
as being in its fandom (Schouten & Seregina 2016, cited in Craig & Mcinroy 2018, p.180). With the
introduction of new media, the modern definition of fandom has been adapted to highlight that
they typically indulge in “a personal connection with an aspect of popular culture manifested in
popular media (Duffett 2013, cited in Craig & Mcinroy 2018, p.180). The concept of the fandom has
become a subject of study in its own right (Boyd & Marwick 2011, p.141), particularly when looking
at celebrity studies. It is increasingly popular for celebrities to give their fandoms a nickname, such
as Little Monsters for Lady GaGa or Beliebers for Justin Bieber. To enter such fandoms, there is no
cost and minimal skills are required to participate (Bryant, Sapolsky & Zillmann 1989, p.250) This
low barrier of entry reaps high rewards, as fandoms are becoming sites of skill development,
literacy learning, and identity development (Korobkova 2014, p.17).

However, fans can experience isolation in their fandom. This is where the importance of the online
platform comes into play, as it unites like-minded learners despite geographical location
(Korobkova 2014, p.17). Fans interact with celebrities to obtain career and personal information as
well as find an authentic and emotional attachment to them (Kowalczyk & Pounders 2016, p.345).
This fan perspective has been thoroughly documented through many research papers such as
‘Transforming celebrities through social media’ (Kowalczyk & Pounders 2016) and ‘Online fandom,
identity milestones, and self-identification of sexual/gender minority youth’ (Craig & Mcinroy 2018).
The missing outlook is analysing how celebrities engage with their fans through social media. This
perspective has only been briefly touched on such as in ‘Fan/celebrity interactions and social
media: Connectivity and engagement in Lady Gaga fandom’ (Bennett 2014) and ‘To See and Be
Seen: Celebrity Practice on Twitter’ (Boyd & Marwick 2011). In both these papers, there is a focus
on either one celebrity or one social media network. Therefore, a gap has been identified in
comparing the multiple ways celebrities in the same profession can interact through various social
media platforms.
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Despite the overwhelming online devotion from fans, the aim is not to analyse their interactions
towards One Direction. Instead, this paper will investigate the way One Direction members engage
directly with their fans. Like any celebrity, One Direction “actively contribute to the construction of
their persona through public interaction with fans” (Boyd & Marwick 2011, p.155). At face value, each
member has expressed gratitude for their fans. Usually this is more prominent on their July 23rd
anniversary, tweeting things such as “You are the best fans in the world as you know… Thank you so
much for everything so far” (Horan, cited in Billboard 2016). They even go as far as defending the
image of their adolescent female fanbase, such as Styles’ statement in his 2017 Rolling Stones
interview; “How can you say young girls don’t get it? They’re our future. Our future doctors, lawyers,
mothers, presidents, they kind of keep the world going" (2017, cited in Crowe 2017). However, actions
speak louder than words. The goal of this research paper is to make a comparison of each member’s
methods of nurturing fans online.

There are several ways the One Direction members interact with their fans. Horan reviews and skypes
fans

who

upload

covers

of

his

songs

to

YouTube

(Glamour

2019)

and

Malik

uploads

and

acknowledges fanart to his Facebook (Malik 2019). This can make fans feel extremely valued as their
‘idol’ is admiring their work. Payne hosts question and answer livestreams on his Instagram (Waterlow
2018) and Tomlinson gives candid Twitter updates about his life (TBHonest 2020). This evokes an
emotional response from fans, fostering a deeper connection through insights into their personal life.
Lastly, Styles has been known to give advice to fans via his Twitter direct messages. Styles’ actions
develop trust with his fanbase, showing he gives back and provides input into their life (O’Grady
2019).

By analysing these different approaches to fan interaction, this poses the research question

for this paper; Which One Direction member has the highest online engagement rate with his fans?

This

research

could

be

expanded

to

investigate

the

repercussions

of

that

celebrity

online

engagement has on fans has on other aspects of their ecosystem. If Lady GaGa retweets a fan’s
cover

of

her

song,

is

the

fan

more

likely

to

pursue

their

singing

dreams

because

of

this

encouragement. If Justin Bieber replies to a fan’s comment on his Instagram, are they more likely to
purchase his merch. If Katy Perry does a shoutout to her Melbourne fans on her Youtube, is her
Melbourne tour more likely to sell out. The list could go on. However, these questions are beyond the
scope of one researcher and the resources on hand. Instead, these areas have been identified
to guide future research. Before the research is conducted, a hypothesis has been created. It states
that the member with the most fan engagement will be Horan. This has been predicted through
some brief preliminary research. Horan has the highest rate of Instagram live and stories, which are
often filled with answering fan’s questions (Horan 2020a). Additionally, he participates in the most
digital media interviews, such as “Niall Horan Answers the Web's Most Searched Questions” (WIRED
2019) or ‘Niall Horan answers the questions fans really want to know’ (British GQ 2020) both
uploaded to Youtube. Lastly, Horan outshines his co-members on TikTok with 1 million followers
(Horan 2020b). While Payne is the only other member who participate in all three activities, Horan’s
frequency is his advantage. It will be enthralling to see if this theory proves correct.
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To explore this gap in research, the case study of the One Direction fandom will be used. Auditioning
as soloists, Harry Styles, Louis Tomlinson, Zayn Malik, Niall Horan, and Liam Payne entered X-Factor in
2010. While they were eliminated as solo acts, X-Factor judge Simon Cowell saw potential for a
boyband and placed them in the groups category. Placing third, Malik confirmed “We're definitely
going to stay together, this isn't the last for One Direction” (2010, cited in Sperling 2010). And he was
not wrong. Five albums, seven Brit Awards, seven American Music Awards, six Billboard Awards and
Three Choice awards later (Montplasisir 2019), the world contracted the ‘One Direction Infection’.
Cowell attributed their success to around 200–300 superfans, otherwise known as ‘directioners’;
‘From the second it finished, the fans made it their mission that One Direction were going to become
the biggest band in the world’ (2013, cited in Druce 2017).

The role of social media was undoubtably a colossal factor in the global reach of the band. In fact,
in their 2013 documentary ‘This is Us’, fans say things like, “so I started tweeting and I literally made it
my life… I sent like 16,000 tweets’ (cited in Druce 2017). Twitter has been deemed ‘intrinsic’ to the
band’s success, and some fans claimed it is impossible to show your support for the band without an
account (Kerr 2013, cited in Dare-Edwards 2014, p.521). This is because Twitter was the first platform
where members had their own individual presence and would interact with fans. Soon, their reign
branched out beyond Twitter. Fan accounts were made on every social media platform available.
Notably, Tumblr, Wattpad, and Youtube were invaded by fanfictions and edits. Even after Malik’s exit
in 2015 and the band’s breakup in 2016, directioners kept these fan accounts and have transformed
them into supporting the individual members.

(Entertainment Weekly 2013)
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Before the research is conducted, a hypothesis has been created. It states that the member with the
most

fan

engagement

will

be

Horan.

This

has

been

predicted

through

some

brief

preliminary

research. Horan has the highest rate of Instagram live and stories, which are often filled with
answering fan’s questions (Horan 2020a). Additionally, he participates in the most digital media
interviews, such as “Niall Horan Answers the Web's Most Searched Questions” (WIRED 2019 )or ‘Niall
Horan answers the questions fans really want to know’ (British GQ 2020) both uploaded to Youtube.
Lastly, Horan outshines his co-members on TikTok with 1 million followers (Horan 2020b). While Payne
is the only other member who participate in all three activities, Horan’s frequency is his advantage. It
will be enthralling to see if this theory proves correct.

(Star Style Man 2019
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METHODS &
APPROACHES
The online research will be split into two dimensions: method and researcher presence (Ackland
2013, p.21). Methods consist of qualitative and quantitative data, whereas researcher presence
explores obtrusive and unobtrusive involvement of the researcher (Ackland 2013, p.22). The modes
in which the research will be undertaken include a survey, a content analysis and digital trace data
analysis.

An online survey involves “a standardised questionnaire administered to a sample of the target
population…delivered
considered

an

via

important

email

and

the

methodological

web”
tool

(Ackland
that

2013,

strongly

p.25).

resonates

This

intrusive

with

fandom

mode

is

research

(Bennett 2017, p.1). The survey will be anonymous and has the goal of measuring fan sentiment
towards each members’ fan engagement.

One benefit of surveys is that they can be filled with

both qualitative and quantitative questions. For example, “Which member would be the most likely
to reply if you messaged them” is a qualitative question, used to explore concepts and seek out the
‘why’ behind a question (Ackland 2013, p.22). Whereas “How many members do you follow on
Twitter?” is a quantitative question, working with numbers using statistical techniques (Ackland
2013, p.22). Another benefit of surveys is their ability to be easily circulated online to attract the
target audience (Bennett 2017, p.1). To increase reach, it would be advantageous to enlist the help
of popular One Direction fan accounts to spread the word. Their endorsement brings credibility
and trust to the survey, more than one estranged researcher could accumulate. Once it has been
circulated, the survey can tap into a diverse range of voices that otherwise could be ignored if
promoted on traditional media platforms. Their input into how each member provides value to
them will be a critical insight for the report
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Digital trace data can be roughly defined as “evidence of human and human-like activity that is
logged and stored digitally” (Crowston, Howison & Wiggins 2011, cited in Breuer et. al 2019, p.2). This
quantitative non-intrusive mode will explore the public activity of the members’ profiles. This includes
their likes, comments, and follows – all typically thought of as engagements. The value in this mode is
picking up those reflexive and subconscious engagements that may be overlooked otherwise (QuanHaase & Sloan 2016, p.227). While these are small engagements with fans, these are of great value.
For example, a simple follow can go a long way. It is common for Twitter fan accounts to have
biographies such as: “Best day of my life? 6/8/12 when Liam Payne followed me” (Leeyumniall3r
2014). Apart from creating a connection, it also establishes prestige and credibility of the fan within
the fandom. Therefore, the amount of fan interaction derived from digital trace data will help
discover which member harbours the most engagement with their fans.

A content analysis is an unobtrusive study of recorded communications (Ackland 2013, p.24). It will
be performed on each member’s social profiles post breakup (as this is where the fan base became
segmented) with an aim of analysing qualitative fan interaction posts. One major advantage of this
mode is being able to identify correlations and patterns in our target audience (Bhasin 2020). A
hybrid approach, one that blends computational and manual methods, has been suggested by
scholars to give the best diverse results (Hermida & Zamith 2013, p.39). The computational method
will scan the social profiles for the word ‘fan’, as this word implies, they are talking about or
interacting with their fan base. This will be performed through each platform’s search function. In
comparison, the manual method entails the researcher trawling through posts around the time of
peak fan interactions, such as their anniversary or when new music is released and promoted. A big
difference

between

the

computational

and

manual

method

is

the

types

of

content

they

are

analysing. Computational seems to be concerned with text posts, rather the manual method has
scope to identify image and video content. The content analysis as a whole will provide a deeper
understanding into the types of interaction undertaken by each member.

(Twitter 2014)
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ETHICAL
CONSIDERATIONS
Ethical

guidelines

are

at

the

forefront

of

the

data

collection

for

this

research

paper.

The

researcher needs to be conscious of their own demeanour and perception throughout their studies.
For example, scholars Fielding and Freund have found that adopting the stance of ‘one of them’ in
fan

studies

has

been

advantageous.

Participants

are

seen

to

be

more

welcoming

with

this

approach (2013, p.333). However, a degree of academic manner still needs to be considered for
the

study

to

be

taken

formally.

Additionally,

the

researcher

needs

to

show

respect

for

the

participants. One Direction fans have a stereotype of being ‘crazy,’ ‘obsessed’ and ‘delusional
(Proctor 2016, p.70). It is paramount not to discredit their devotion or disrespect their methods of
expression as this could cause hostility towards the researcher and skew research results.

The Association of Internet Researchers has guided the ethical considerations when it comes to
creating the obtrusive part of the research: the survey. In general, the participants deserve a “high
degree of transparency” (Association of Internet Researchers 2019, p.44) towards how the findings
will be used. This can be approached through a description at the beginning of the survey that
details the researcher’s intentions. Following this, a statement of informed consent, such as “I give
my consent that my answers will be anonymous but the responses I give to this questionnaire may
be

used

in

academic

publications”

(Bennett

2017,

p.3).

An

interactive

box

to

tick

would

be

sufficient in recording their acknowledgement. To open the lines of communication and reinforce
transparency,

it

is

also

recommended

that

the

researcher

provides

contact

information

for

questions during the consent process (Diekema et. al 2013, p.712). Along with an email, their
professional social media links could be included if they are monitored more frequently than
their inbox.

The two unobtrusive methods of digital trace data and a content analysis have their own set of
ethical concerns. Digital trace data can often be obtained in ways where the participants are not
informed

or

are

actively

kept

in

the

dark.

For

example,

researchers

could

use

Application

Programming Interfaces (APIs) to track an individual’s actions from one web page to the next
(Breuer et.al 2019, p.4). They may consent to this tracking without properly reading the terms and
conditions. Alternatively, researchers can obtain the backend of the social media network itself. In
2019, Facebook granted 60 researchers access to their data in order to study the misinformation
and other problematic content on the platform (Funke 2019). While these platforms may have had
initial consent from the individuals, it is important that the researcher reinforces the aims and
purposes of the data collection to gain additional consent. However, the digital trace data and
content analysis will be using data that is publicly available on each member’s social media. There
will be no backend tracking or access, the only tools used will be search engines and search
functions within each social media platform. As this is public information, the members have
willingly given us access to their engagements and posts to be studied.
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