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Abstract
One of the most popular music genres among today’s teenagers is K-pop, a genre that
serves as a platform for the representation and redefinition of adolescent identity.
This study aims to investigate the self-perception of adolescent K-pop fans (K-popers)
and to analyze the gradual process of identity formation within this cultural context.
Employing a qualitative research design and thematic analysis, data were collected
through 24 semi-structured interviews with adolescent K-pop enthusiasts and
subsequently subjected to thematic analysis. Findings indicate that engagement with
the K-Pop phenomenon occurs along a continuum of involvement, ranging from
passive music listening to emulation of fashion and makeup styles, culminating in the
internalization of personality traits and value systems associated with K-pop idols.
Throughout this process, fans progressively construct new social personas, which are
expressed both in virtual and real-life contexts. Moreover, most participants strive to
delineate a boundary between genuine interest and obsessive behavior. The results
underscore that K-pop, as a global subculture, not only shapes adolescents’ tastes and
lifestyles but also contributes significantly to their identity formation. Although the
inherent limitations of qualitative research affect the generalizability of the findings,
this study highlights the multifaceted and prominent role of K-pop and its idols as
global cultural-artistic agents in the identity development of adolescents.
Keywords: K-pop, adolescents, identity formation, idol worship, fanaticism.
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Introduction

Music is an inseparable part of human life, and listening to it has always been one of
the most accessible forms of recreation. According to Levitin (2006), music can help
individuals relax, focus their thoughts, celebrate, or even express emotions (as cited in
Foran, 2009). The significance of music is evident across all ages, particularly during
adolescence. Christensen & Roberts (1998) Adolescents spend more time listening to
music than other age groups, which makes music especially meaningful in their lives,
(as cited in Forchu, 2013).

During adolescence, individuals often develop personal preferences for specific
singers or musical groups. Among the most popular genres is Korean pop music, or
K-pop. K-pop has gained widespread popularity among adolescents, to the extent that
traces of it can be found in many social circles; even those who are not dedicated fans
often have some familiarity or experience with the genre. This indicates that K-pop
has become more than just a musical style, it has turned into a significant component
of adolescents, everyday culture.

Adolescence is a critical period for identity formation, and young people actively seek
role models to guide them through life. Traditionally, family members and teachers
served as primary role models. However, in contemporary society, celebrities have
emerged as influential figures in adolescents’ lives. Accessible through media and
social networks, these figures allow adolescents to observe and emulate their lifestyles,
and in some cases, elevate them to the level of idolization. Among these influential
figures, K-pop idols have become cultural role models for many adolescents and can
profoundly impact their identity formation, values, and social behaviors.

Given the prominent role of K-pop in adolescents’ lives and its influence on social and
personal identity formation, studying this phenomenon is of particular importance.
This research focuses on how K-pop groups serve as reference groups for adolescents
and how this process contributes to individual and collective identity formation, as
well as idolization of K-pop stars. The research questions guiding this study are: What
are the characteristics of K-pop fans? Who are the individuals who do not listen to
this genre or speak negatively about it (i.e., hate it)? How do adolescent girls model
themselves after K-pop groups? And how do these girls behave toward K-pop groups
and idols?

Methodology
This study employed a qualitative research approach. Semi-structured interviews were

conducted with 24 adolescent girls aged 15 to 18 from various regions of the country.
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The interviews were held either in person or online, lasting between 30 to 60 minutes
each. Prior to the interviews, participants completed a consent form, and pseudonyms
were used to ensure anonymity. Purposeful sampling was utilized to achieve a diverse
range of data; thus, participants varied in terms of economic, social, religious,
educational, and familial backgrounds to maximize diversity. Data analysis was
conducted using thematic analysis.

Finding

In response to the question of what characterizes K-pop fans, The findings indicate
that adolescent female K-pop fans are balanced and active individuals who respect
norms, support K-pop groups, and avoid extremist behaviors. Regarding who does
not listen to K-pop or “hate” it, participants mentioned adults, boys, and individuals
with different musical tastes, who occasionally show negative reactions. In response to
how adolescent girls model themselves after K-pop groups, participants mostly
referred to drawing inspiration from style, hairstyles, and makeup, while avoiding
idols’ strict dieting practices. Regarding girls’ behavior toward K-pop groups and
idols, it was found that they engage in fandom in a balanced, rational, and non-biased
manner, respond respectfully to criticism, and some fans also pay attention to books,
movies, and other cultural products introduced by idols, which form part of their
fandom experience.

The study shows that K-pop fans are part of a subculture with shared language and
appearance, which may not be easily understood by outsiders. Idols are recognized as
behavioral and taste role models, but fans establish boundaries in their emulation that
are consistent with their personal identity and cultural values. Therefore, K-pop, while
being part of these adolescents’ social identity, is approached with awareness and self-
regulation, preventing extreme fanaticism or idolization.

Although K-pop fans accept idols as role models, they respect their personal choices
and individual identities, and avoid behaviors that could harm their health or sense of
self. According to identity theory, K-pop has become part of their social identity, and
they identify themselves as K-pop fans, yet they set boundaries to maintain alignment
with their values and personal identity. Consequently, extreme idolization or intense
bias is not observed among them, and this balance allows them to preserve their
identity within the K-pop community in a healthy and moderate way.
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