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psychological impacts of this phenomenon on them. The
study delves into the multiple emotional deficiencies
experienced by university students, how emotional
compensation is achieved through symbolic interaction,
and how this symbolic compensation strengthens fan
loyalty, leading to the monetization of the fan economy.
Through a quantitative survey and SPSS data analysis,
the study found that university students reported higher
emotional satisfaction, enriched emotional experiences, and
improved feelings of alienation, security, and interpersonal
relationships after engaging in fan behavior. The process
of idol worship brought significant emotional value,
with idols reflecting self-realization. In turn, this helped
complete the students’ identity construction and clarified
future development goals, fulfilling individual needs.
The conclusion is that the fan economy, to a large extent,
serves as a way for fans to please themselves, improve
themselves, and advance their personal development.
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1. Introduction

In today’s highly developed social media environment, the
fan economy has become an essential component of the
cultural industry, especially for female college students,
where its impact is particularly significant. According to
recent market research reports, the fan economy in China
has demonstrated tremendous growth potential. Data from
iResearch shows that by 2021, the market size of the fan
economy had reached approximately 4.94 trillion yuan.
The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 accelerated the deep
penetration of the internet, particularly in short videos,
live streaming, and other interactive content, further driv-
ing the expansion of the fan economy.

New interactive modes emerged as a result of the pan-
demic, such as online autograph sessions, virtual concerts,
and live broadcasts, which accelerated the rise of the fan
economy. These virtual interactions are more convenient
and cost-effective than traditional offline events, provid-
ing similar levels of engagement. Female college students
represent a unique group, as they are independent actors
to some extent but still rely on familial support while de-
veloping their consumption habits. They occupy a middle
ground between high school students and full-time work-
ing adults, enjoying both familial financial backing and
some degree of independent spending power.

For many female college students, this transitional stage
of life brings uncertainty and a lack of self-identity. At
this critical juncture, idols often fulfill an emotional void,
and the concept of “powering up for love” (supporting
idols through spending) takes root, leading to the rise
of consumerism in the fan economy. Data indicates that
platforms like Weibo, TikTok (Douyin), and Bilibili have
provided convenient channels for fan-idol interaction,
allowing the fan economy to grow rapidly. Reports show
that over 60% of active monthly users on platforms such
as Weibo are female, with female college students making
up a significant portion of this demographic.

Social media has established a strong foundation for the
fan economy, enabling fans and idols to interact through
these platforms, thus forming a new consumption model.
The fan economy among Chinese female college students
is not only a consumer phenomenon but also a medi-
um for expressing and satisfying their emotional needs.
Through their active participation in various fan activities,
they seek to express their emotions and receive responses
that meet their expectations, thus fulfilling their desires
for love and belonging. Additionally, by participating in
fan communities, they find like-minded individuals and
strengthen their sense of belonging.

Through idol interactions, female college students also
mature their views on life and values, leading to a clearer

construction of their self-identity. This paper aims to ex-
plore the underlying emotional needs of Chinese female
college students in the fan economy, how these needs are
fulfilled through interactions with idols and the broader
social and psychological effects of this phenomenon.

2. Literature Review

The concept of “consumerism” in the fan economy has
evolved beyond simple product purchases into a deeper
system of symbolic expression. Fan consumption now
serves as a means for individuals, especially female col-
lege students, to gain identity recognition and confirm
their self-worth. This process of purchasing is not just a
transactional activity, but also a way for fans to redefine
their self-identity through symbols associated with idols.
Consumption becomes a way to establish a reasonable
cultural identity within the fan community. The purchase
of goods or participation in fan activities is no longer
merely about the utility of the products but represents a
spiritual connection with idols, symbolizing happiness and
fulfillment. Through this process, fans not only recognize
their idol’s status but also consolidate their sense of iden-
tity within the fan group, transforming consumption into a
symbolic expression of self [1].

Dong argues that celebrities, through the creation of
carefully constructed personas, stimulate emotional re-
sponses in fans, leading to “emotional marketing” and the
creation of “personalized value” that resonates with fans’
emotional needs [2]. This emotional connection allows
fans to empathize with celebrities, using them as outlets
for their emotional attachment. Dong also explored the
rise of social media and changing consumption habits,
noting that young people face a paradox: while they seek
independence from their families, they often struggle
with feelings of isolation and emotional detachment when
entering society. In this context, idols become emotional
surrogates, filling the void left by incomplete self-identity
[2].

Qiao takes this a step further, arguing that emotional con-
sumption in fan circles is driven by the need for self-iden-
tity and personal psychological compensation [3]. This
highlights the link between consumer behavior and deeper
psychological needs, suggesting that fans’ emotional in-
vestment in idols is a way of seeking personal validation
through group dynamics and capital-driven consumerism
[3].

Zihan Li emphasizes the critical role of emotional labor
in the fan economy, which stems from Arlie Hochschild’s
theory of emotional labor [4]. In the fan economy, fans
not only consume idol-related products but also invest
significant emotional energy, time, and effort in forming



a reciprocal emotional interaction with idols. Li identifies
three key factors tied to emotional labor in fan culture:
time fragmentation, increased individual consciousness,
and the commercial packaging of idols [4].

Yukang focuses on how businesses leverage the fan
economy, utilizing celebrity endorsement strategies and
symbolic brand identities to attract young consumers. By
developing derivatives, operating fan communities, and
conducting emotional marketing, businesses can increase
their revenues by tapping into fans’ emotional attachments
[5]. Huang further analyzes how the emotional labor of
idols can lead to economic gains, but also notes that these
returns diminish as emotional labor increases. Over-par-
ticipation and emotional fatigue can lead to a decrease
in fan satisfaction and negatively impact idols’ revenues,
highlighting the need for a balanced approach to emotion-
al labor [6].

Wan uses the example of “Youth with You 3” to illustrate
how fan-driven consumption is manipulated by group
dynamics, reinforcing Randall Collins’ “interaction ritual
chain” theory [7]. According to this theory, emotions are
the driving force behind social structure and interaction,
as individuals seek shared experiences to confirm their
belonging to a group. In the fan economy, fans exchange
emotional investment for a sense of belonging, further fu-
eling the cycle of consumption [7].

These scholars largely agree that emotional needs in the
fan economy are often related to self-identity construc-
tion, self-recognition, and the desire for belonging. How-
ever, there is still a lack of in-depth exploration of how
emotional deficiencies in specific groups, such as Chinese
female college students, are addressed through fan con-
sumption and idol interaction. Additionally, the compen-
satory effect of symbolic interactions between fans and
idols, and how this drives the fan economy, warrants fur-
ther investigation.

3. Methodology

The sample of this study consists of Chinese female
university students, aiming to explore their participation
behaviors and emotional needs in the fan economy. To
ensure the representativeness and diversity of the sample,
female students from different regions and different levels
of universities were selected as the research subjects. The
sample criteria specified female gender, with ages ranging
from 18 to 27 years, and the participants were full-time
university students in China who had a certain degree of
involvement in idol or fan culture, such as participating in
online voting, purchasing idol merchandise, or watching
idol-related programs. The questionnaire was distributed
via “Wenjuanxing” (a survey platform) over two weeks.
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A total of 120 questionnaires were distributed, and all 120
valid questionnaires were collected. The quantitative data
were processed using SPSS software.

In the questionnaire, several items related to university
students’ psychological experiences addressed negative
emotions (e.g., “initially feeling lost in university life,”
“initially lacking clear future goals”). To facilitate com-
parison with other positively framed items (e.g., emo-
tional satisfaction), this study reverse-coded these items
to ensure higher scores corresponded to more positive
psychological states. Specifically, in the original items,
higher scores indicated negative psychological states (e.g.,
5 indicated extreme confusion), while after reverse cod-
ing, higher scores indicated more positive states (e.g., 5
indicated no confusion).

To examine the changes in emotional satisfaction before
and after engaging in fan activities, this study employed
a paired-sample t-test. This test was used to compare the
emotional experiences of the same group of participants
before and after engaging in fan activities. The data were
analyzed using SPSS software. Through this test, the
study was able to assess whether fan engagement had a
significant impact on the emotional state of university stu-
dents. Descriptive statistical analysis was applied to other
data, with the sample size, standard deviation, and mean
being used to provide descriptive insights into the data.
To examine the relationship between the level of family
economic support and fan behavior, this study employed
point-biserial correlation analysis to assess whether the
level of family economic support had an influence on fan
behavior.

4. Results

4.1 Demographic Variables of the Question-
naire

This study collected a total of 120 valid questionnaires
from Chinese female university students. The age range of
respondents was between 18 and 27 years, with an average
age of 21.3 years. The data were analyzed using SPSS,
primarily employing descriptive statistics, correlation
analysis, and t-tests. The age distribution of the respon-
dents is as follows: 18-20 years old accounted for 31.7%
(n=38), 21-23 years old accounted for 32.5% (n=39), 24-
26 years old accounted for 20.8% (n=25), and those over
27 years old accounted for 15% (n=18). Regarding the re-
spondents’ education levels: undergraduate students were
the majority at 77.5%, followed by junior college students
at 13.33%, and graduate students or higher at 9.17%. In
terms of family monthly income, 36.67% of respondents
came from families with an income between 6,000 and
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10,000 yuan, 30.83% came from families with an income
above 10,000 yuan, 26.67% from families with an income
between 3,000 and 6,000 yuan, and 5.83% from families
with a monthly income below 3,000 yuan.

4.2 Family Economic Support and Fan Behav-
ior

Regarding the question “Do you think your family and
friends provide sufficient financial support?” more than
two-thirds of the respondents (76.67%) believed that their
family and friends provided enough financial support (op-
tions of “agree” and “strongly agree”). However, 23.33%

of respondents felt that the financial support from family
and friends was insufficient. Based on the results from
this question, combined with the data from the question
“Have you ever spent money on products related to an
idol you like,” a point-biserial correlation analysis was
conducted. The analysis showed that the correlation coef-
ficient between “family economic support” and “whether
the respondent has engaged in fan-related spending” was
r=-0.125, p=0.175 (p > 0.05). The results indicate that
there is no significant correlation between family econom-
ic support and fan behavior.

4.3 Paired Sample t-Test Results

Table 1. Results of the paired samples t-test

95% Confidence Inter- Significance
val of the Difference
One- Two-
Mean Standard Standard Lower Upper ¢ Degrees of ailed ailed
Deviation |Error Mean| Bound Bound freedom(df)

p-value | p-value
Initial sense of con-
fusion-Clearer life| , oopaq | 123024 | 013366 | -1.87267 | -1.34009 | -12.015 84 <0.001 | <0.001
goals under the guid-
ance of idols
Initial sense of alien-
ation-richness of in-
terpersonal relation-| -1.46471 | 1.22423 0.13279 | -1.72877 | -1.20065 | -11.031 84 <0.001 | <0.001
ships after becoming
afan
Initial sense of
belonging & securi-
ty-sense of belong-| -0.89412 | 1.63316 0.17714 | -1.24638 | -0.54185 | -5.047 84 <0.001 | <0.001
ing and security after
becoming a fan

Table 2. Paired samples effect size

95% Confidence Interval of the

belonging and security after becoming a fan

Difference
Standardize mea- | Point estima-
andardiz a n . SHma Lower Bound | Upper Bound
sure tion

Initial sen_se of conf_usmn-CIearer life goals un- Cohen d 193224 1303 1501 1011
der the guidance of idols
Initial sen_se of _allenatlon-rlchr_1ess of interper- Cohen d 122423 1196 1473 0915
sonal relationships after becoming a fan
Initial sense of belonging & security-sense of

gmng y Cohen d 163316 -0.547 0.774 0.318

In Pair 1, the mean difference of -1.60588 shows that

post-test scores

are significantly higher than pre-test




scores, reflecting a notable change. The t-value of -12.015
suggests a highly significant mean difference between the
two-time points. With a p-value of less than 0.001, the
result is statistically significant. Additionally, Cohen’s d of
1.23 points to a very large effect size, indicating a strong
practical impact on emotional changes before and after
idol worship. As shown in Table 1 and Table 2.

For Pair 2, the mean difference is -1.46471, again indicat-
ing higher post-test scores. The t-value of -11.031 suggests
a significant difference, further supported by the p-value
being less than 0.001. Cohen’s d is 1.22, showing a large
effect size and strong practical significance between the
two conditions. Refer to Tables 1 and 2 for more details.
In Pair 3, the mean difference is smaller at -0.89412,
though post-test scores remain higher. The t-value of
-5.047, while slightly smaller than the previous two pairs,
still indicates a significant difference, supported by a
p-value less than 0.001. Cohen’s d is 1.63, reflecting a
large effect size. See Tables 1 and 2 for the data.

All the effect sizes across the three pairs range from 1.22
to 1.63, indicating that the differences before and after
idol worship are not only statistically significant but also
have a strong practical effect. Particularly, the effect siz-
es in Pair 3, show a large difference. According to the
paired-sample t-test results, there are significant differenc-
es between the pre-test and post-test scores across all three
pairs, with emotional satisfaction significantly increasing
after engaging in idol worship. This change is both statis-
tically significant (p < 0.001) and has a meaningful effect
size (Cohen’s d > 1), indicating that idol worship has a
strong positive impact on emotional satisfaction.

4.4 Emotional Satisfaction Brought by Idol
Worship

When asked “Do you gain emotional satisfaction from
supporting your idol?”, the respondents’ overall average
score was 3.8 (out of 5), with 85 respondents providing
valid responses. Among them, 69.41% (n=59) selected
“agree” or “strongly agree,” indicating that the majority of
respondents gained significant emotional satisfaction from
their actions in support of their idols.

When asked “Does supporting your idol make you feel
closer to them?”, the overall average score was 3.71 (out
of 5), with 85 valid responses. Approximately 64.71%
(n=55) of the respondents chose “agree” or “strongly
agree,” suggesting that most respondents felt that support-
ing their idol indeed enhanced their sense of closeness to
the idol.

Regarding the question “Has your idol compensated for
some of your emotional needs?”, the overall average score
was 3.73 (out of 5), with 85 valid responses. Approxi-
mately 64.7% (n=55) of the respondents chose “agree” or
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“strongly agree,” indicating that the majority of respon-
dents believed their idol provided important emotional
support in their lives, helping them address certain emo-
tional needs.

4.5 Emotional Value Provided by Idol Worship

In response to the question “Do you believe your idol
helps you cope with negative emotions or stress in real
life?”, the overall average score was 3.73 (out of 5), with
85 valid responses. Approximately 64.71% (n=55) of the
respondents selected “agree” or “strongly agree,” indi-
cating that most respondents believed their idol provided
emotional support in their lives, helping them alleviate
negative emotions or cope with stress.

4.6 Idol Worship and Self-Realization

Regarding the question “Do you think your idol’s guid-
ance has helped you clarify your life goals?”, the respon-
dents’ overall average score was 3.68 (out of 5), with 85
valid responses. Approximately 61.18% (n=52) of the
respondents selected “agree” or “strongly agree,” indicat-
ing that the majority of respondents believe their idol has
helped them clarify their life goals to some extent.

For the question “Does your idol reflect your personal fan-
tasies and help you achieve self-realization?”, the overall
average score was 3.79 (out of 5), with 85 valid respons-
es. Approximately 69.41% (n=59) of the respondents
selected “agree” or “strongly agree,” suggesting that most
respondents believe their idol helps reflect their personal
fantasies and enables them to achieve self-realization.

4.7 Economic Benefits Derived from the Emo-
tional Value Provided by Idols

When asked “Will you acquire more idol-related products
after purchasing certain related items?”, 87.06% (n=74)
of the respondents answered yes. In response to the fol-
low-up question, “Will you support your idol more after
acquiring new products?”, 82.43% of the respondents
(n=74) selected “agree” or “strongly agree,” and none of
the respondents chose “disagree.” This indicates that most
respondents, after gaining emotional value from their
idols, are more likely to continue supporting them, thereby
contributing to the economic benefits of the fan economy.

5. Discussion

5.1 Demographic Characteristics

This study focused on Chinese female university students,
analyzing the fan economy and the emaotional and psycho-
logical needs behind it. Most respondents were aged be-
tween 18 and 23, an age group that Erik Erikson identifies
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as a critical period in human development, where individ-
uals face the task of self-exploration and identity forma-
tion. This stage is crucial for constructing self-identity,
especially for females, whose interactions with emotional
and self-identification aspects tend to be significant during
this time [1].

5.2 The Relationship Between Family Economic
Support and Fan Behavior

The results show that although the majority of respondents
believed that their family and friends provided sufficient
financial support (76.67%), a point-biserial correlation
analysis revealed no significant statistical relationship
between family economic support and fan behavior (r =
-0.125, p = 0.175). This finding suggests that fan behavior
may be, to some extent, independent of family economic
support. In other words, fan behavior is not solely deter-
mined by economic conditions but is likely driven by oth-
er factors, such as personal interests, social influences, or
the appeal of idol culture.

5.3 Identity Construction and the Role of Idols

The results on identity construction show that the respon-
dents’ identity is mainly derived from family, friends, and
school (with proportions of 61.67%, 65%, and 60%, re-
spectively). In contrast, idols play a relatively minor role
in identity construction, with only 33.33% of respondents
considering idols as an important source of their identity.
This suggests that personal identity is primarily shaped
by one’s immediate living environment and lifestyle. Ac-
cording to educational psychology, an individual’s clear
self-awareness largely develops during early childhood,
a period in which family and peer groups have the most
significant influence on identity. As individuals mature
and become more aware of society, their personal identity
framework is already largely established. Social roles and
idols tend to play a supplementary role in this process,
helping to refine identity and guide interests and hobbies

2.

5.4 Changes in Emotional Experiences Before
and After Idol Worship

A paired-sample t-test revealed significant changes in the
emotional experiences of university students before and
after engaging in fan activities. Particularly in areas such
as security, alienation, and confusion, post-fan behavior
scores were significantly higher than pre-fan behavior
scores (p <0.001), with a large effect size (Cohen’s d > 1).
This indicates that fan behavior has a positive influence
on the emotional experiences of the respondents, helping
them gain substantial emotional value and explore life
goals. Additionally, respondents felt a greater sense of

belonging within the fan community, which is consistent
with findings from previous studies [7].

Especially through behaviors such as purchasing endorsed
products and participating in fan voting, respondents
may have gained a high level of emotional satisfaction
from their interactions with idols. This finding supports
the emotional compensation mechanism behind the “fan
economy,” where fans fulfill their emotional needs by
supporting idols and feel a sense of belonging and rec-
ognition through the success of their idols. It reflects the
fans’ recognition of their self-worth, as they compensate
for their emotions by supporting idols through various
symbolic actions, thus bringing joy to themselves. In this
process, fans experience the greatest possible happiness [1,
2].

5.5 Emotional Support and Emotional Value
Provided by Idols

Regarding the role of idols in fulfilling emotional needs,
the majority of respondents (64.7%) indicated that idols
provided important emotional support in their lives, help-
ing them compensate for certain emotional deficiencies.
This finding is consistent with previous research, which
shows that idols are not merely objects of entertainment
consumption but also emotional outlets for fans [2].
Through various symbolic interactions, fans and idols es-
tablish emational connections, enabling empathy between
them. The success and performance of idols often resonate
with fans, allowing fans to project their emotions onto
their idols, fulfilling emotional compensation. In certain
contexts, this may enhance fans’ emotional satisfaction
and happiness.

5.6 Idol Worship and Self-Realization

With regard to self-realization guided by idols, respon-
dents generally agreed that idols helped them clarify their
life goals and reflect their personal fantasies. A total of
69.41% of respondents believed that idols could reflect
their fantasies and help them achieve self-realization. This
is largely because idols, by establishing positive public
personas, successful careers, and values-oriented guid-
ance, offer fans an idealized template. This template helps
fans set personal goals and facilitates their self-realization.
Additionally, the perfect personas constructed by idols
make it easier for fans to empathize [2]. Fans project their
own needs and dreams onto their idols through a pro-
cess of surrogate reinforcement. As idols create a perfect
persona, they simultaneously fulfill fans’ fantasies about
themselves, strengthening the interaction between fans
and idols and forming a two-way emotional interaction.
This aligns with the theory of emotional labor [3].



5.7 Economic Benefits Derived from the Emo-
tional Value Provided by Idols

Regarding the economic benefits derived from the emo-
tional value provided by idols, the majority of respondents
(87.06%) indicated that they would acquire more idol-re-
lated products after purchasing certain items, and 82.43%
of respondents said they would further support their
idols after acquiring new products. This shows that fans,
through purchasing and consuming idol-related products,
not only satisfy their emotional needs but also strengthen
their loyalty to the idol, ultimately driving the continuous
growth of the “fan economy.” Commercial companies
continuously package the personas of idols, while fans
invest more time, energy, and emotion into their idols.
Throughout this interactive process, fans’ individual
awareness grows, their identity construction becomes
more complete, and their connection to idols strengthens,
leading them to invest more in their idols. This behavior
not only demonstrates the positive correlation between
emotional value and economic benefits but also reveals
how idol culture transforms emotional connections into
economic profits [4-6].

6. Conclusion

This study, based on a quantitative research method in-
volving a survey of 120 Chinese female university stu-
dents, explored the satisfaction of various emotional needs
behind the fan economy. These needs include self-identity,
identity construction, security, belonging, confusion, fu-
ture development direction, alienation, and interpersonal
relationships. The results show that idols are not only
objects of entertainment consumption for these respon-
dents but also an important source of emotional support
in their lives. Idol worship significantly enhanced the re-
spondents’ emotional satisfaction, which further illustrates
that fan behavior is not only about idol admiration. More
importantly, it helps them cope with negative emotions
and stress in real life and, to some extent, guides them
in clarifying life goals and achieving self-realization. By
identifying with their idols, fans can empathize with them,
using symbolic interaction to refine their own identity
construction, exploring themselves during a critical peri-
od of self-identity development, and ultimately “pleasing
themselves” through idol worship.

Although most respondents believed that their family and
friends provided sufficient economic support, this study
found no significant statistical correlation between family
economic support and fan behavior. This suggests that fan
behavior is influenced by many factors and is not strongly
related to economic support; instead, it is more driven by
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emotional needs and personal interests.

Additionally, the emotional value provided by idols sig-
nificantly affects fans’ consumption behavior. Most re-
spondents indicated that they would further support their
idols after acquiring idol-related merchandise, which fur-
ther drives the growth of the fan economy and strengthens
fan loyalty. This creates a strong emotional labor inter-
action. Idol culture converts emotional connections into
economic benefits, turning emotional engagement into
wealth, revealing the deep emotional driving force behind
the fan economy.

However, this study has certain limitations. The research
sample was limited to Chinese female university students.
Future research could explore whether there is cross-cul-
tural consistency based on these findings. Moreover, com-
bining quantitative and qualitative research methods to
delve deeper into the multidimensional impact of fan be-
havior will provide a richer perspective for future studies.
Overall, this study provides strong evidence for under-
standing how fan culture interacts with idols, how idols
influence the identity construction of fans, and how vari-
ous emotional needs are met. Idols not only satisfy fans’
emotional needs but also play a key role in self-identity
and realization, while also generating considerable eco-
nomic benefits through emotional connections. These
findings are significant for further exploring the emotional
mechanisms behind the fan economy.
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