
Authentic Self Branding on Social Media and Its 
Effects on Global Culture Flows:  

a case study of K-pop group SuperM 

by 

Zoe Wong 

B.A., Simon Fraser University, 2017 

Extended Essay Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Arts 

in the 

School of Communication (Dual Degree Program in Global Communication) 

Faculty of Communication, Art and Technology 

 

© Zoe Wong 2020 

SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY 

Summer 2020 

 

 

Copyright in this work rests with the author. Please ensure that any reproduction  
or re-use is done in accordance with the relevant national copyright legislation. 



ii 

Approval 

Name: Zoe Wong 

Degree: Master of Arts 

Title: Authentic Self Branding on Social Media and its 
Effects on Global Culture Flows: a case study of 
K-pop group SuperM 

Program Director  Katherine Reilly 

 Aleena Chia 
Senior Supervisor 
Assistant Professor 

 Katherine Reilly 
Program Director 
Associate Professor 

  

Date Approved: August 31, 2020 
 



iii 

Abstract 

The integration of social media in the entertainment industry has changed fan/celebrity 

relationships and practices. Celebrities’ presentation of authentic self-images is 

especially important for fostering emotional attachment and forming parasocial 

relationships for fanbase maintenance. This is particularly important for the Korean pop 

culture industry where globalization is the industry’s ultimate goal. This capstone project 

aims to explore how K-pop celebrities use social media to promote authentic self-

branding that attracts global audiences through examining specific forms of authenticity 

that members of the K-pop group SuperM uses on their personal Instagram accounts 

and the fan/celebrity interactions that result from the posts. Findings of the study show 

four qualities of authenticity as well as four aspects of culture that are prominent in the 

posts. Taking this into account, this paper argues that the authenticity and self-branding 

presented in SuperM’s Instagram posts inherently promotes Korean and K-pop culture, 

which in turn has the potential to affect fans’ cultural identities and offer a counter-culture 

flow that challenges cultural imperialism from the West  

Keywords:  K-pop; Cultural Hybridization; Authenticity; Social Media; Cultural Identity; 

Global Culture Flow 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

Since the beginning of the Web 2.0 era, a term referring to internet platforms that 

emphasize participation and social interaction, the world has been fascinated by the 

Internet’s ability to provide a space that not only allows people to connect with others, 

learn information, and gain knowledge regardless of location and time, but also its ability 

to foster participation from its users and enable the sharing and production of 

knowledge, information, and culture. In this era, the use of social media has become a 

normative practice, effectively changing the way people navigate relationships with 

others. In the academic field of fans studies, this means that scholars are interested in 

how the use of social media changed celebrity/fan practices. Topics such as digital 

platforms, especially social media, and its effects on celebrity/fan relationships, 

marketing practices, notions of authenticity in the online space, and influencer culture 

have grown in popularity over the past decade and a half. In the Western context, 

scholars such as Baym (2018), Marwick, and boyd (2011) are interested in finding out 

how social media has changed the way that celebrities are expected to maintain 

relationships with audiences and promote a sense of authentic self on social media. 

These days, the use of authenticity to positively promote and present oneself online in 

order to foster both virtual and real-life relationships is a practice that is taken up not only 

by celebrities, but by ordinary people in day-to-day life as well. Indeed, as Banet-Weiser 

(2012) and Marwick (2013) argue, authenticity has become tool for branding, not only for 

commercialized products, but also to brand oneself in attempts to appeal to others.  

With social media use becoming ubiquitous in the Web 2.0 era, South Korean 

(hereafter Korean) popular culture also saw the development of their own ‘2.0’ era with 

Hallyu 2.0. The term ‘Hallyu’ is the romanization of the Korean word 한류, meaning 

‘Korean Wave’. Hallyu 2.0, or the ‘New Korean Wave’, points to the current time period 

beginning from 2010 to present and is characterized by the global reach of Korean 

popular music (hereafter K-pop), through social media platforms (Jin & Yoon, 2016; 

Jung, 2015; Lee, 2015; Kuwahara, 2014). The main factor in the globalization of Hallyu 

2.0 has been cited as the industry’s strategic use of social media as a means of 

promotion, distribution, and consumption of its products. Similar to Web 2.0, industry 
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practices and fan/celebrity relationships being built were also changing because of the 

integration of social media, with notions of celebrity authenticity becoming an especially 

important point of attraction for K-pop fans around the world. Over the past decade, the 

topic of Hallyu has seen an increase of academic literature written through the lens of 

political economy, globalization, transnationality, culture, and power relations. However, 

unlike in the Western context, there is currently still a lack of studies surrounding K-pop 

celebrities practical use of social media in relation to branding and authenticity.  

Having been a member of the K-pop fan community for over 10 years, I have 

witnessed firsthand the beginning and growth of the Hallyu 2.0 era. Starting from when 

K-pop first began to enter the global market with Wonder Girls appearing as the opening 

act for American group Jonas Brothers’ concert tour in 2009 to Psy’s megahit single 

Gangnam Style taking the world by storm through YouTube in 2012, until today, when K-

pop concerts have been held in almost every major country in the world, including the 

United States, China, France, Canada, Mexico, Spain, Malaysia, and the Philippines, 

just to name a few. Through my participation and observations in online K-pop fan 

communities, I have seen the exponential power and cultural influence that K-pop has in 

the global arena, especially in the age of social media, where fans of all backgrounds, 

cultures, and ethnicities have access to Korean cultural content that is presented to them 

by members of idol groups whom they look up to and adore. With Hallyu quickly 

reaching out across the globe and leaving noticeable cultural influences on those who 

invest in it, it is therefore important to recognize and study the particular ways in which 

K-pop influences culture identities and dynamics through the use of social media. Thus, 

relating this to Western studies of celebrity, social media, and branding authenticity, this 

study aims to explore how K-pop celebrities use social media to promote authentic self-

branding that attracts global audiences through examining specific branding methods 

that K-pop group SuperM uses on their personal Instagram accounts, and the 

fan/celebrity interactions that result from the posts. Findings show that majority of the 

posts on these accounts do not make any reference to the celebrity’s work, but rather, 

show their personal lives instead, effectively branding their authentic selves as a selling 

point to fans while unknowingly promoting a unique K-pop culture that is embedded in 

their posts. Taking this into account, this paper discusses how K-pop celebrities’ 

authenticity and self-branding on social media inherently promotes Korean and K-pop 

culture, which in turn, affects fan’s identity construction and global culture flow. 
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Chapter 2.  
 
Literature Review 

2.1. Celebrity Practices on Social Media  

 Traditionally, before social media was a normative practice, audiences had no 

direct access to celebrities unless they physically went to seek out the celebrity by 

attending official events such as concerts or meet and greets. Otherwise, audiences 

were only able to see and learn about celebrities through their official work, such as 

movies, TV appearances, music, and commercials, and even then, the image of the 

celebrity that they are given access to is only the performative aspect that is deliberately 

presented as an official ‘public image’. However, with the development of social media, 

celebrities now have a channel to directly engage with fans, and fans have been given 

seemingly direct access to celebrities’ private lives through what is shared on these 

platforms. Along with the many changes that a technologically mediated society has 

brought, one that is of particular interest to the area of fan studies is the idea that social 

media has changed celebrity practice, and that this in turn has changed the relationship 

that famous people have with audiences and fans (Baym, 2018; Alperstein, 2019; 

Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016). In Playing to the Crowd: Musicians, Audiences, and the 

Intimate Work of Connection, Nancy Baym (2018) argues that the way music is 

consumed and musicians are viewed these days have changed since the integration of 

social media practices. In the past, when the main way for fans to see and connect with 

musicians was through going to a venue to attend their concert, participation and 

communication was restricted due to the restraints of physical distance. However, social 

media removes these barriers of communication and provides a direct channel for fans 

and artists to connect (Baym, 2018).  

 A defining quality of social media is that it allows anyone with access to connect 

to others with ease and immediacy, regardless of limitations of time and location. This 

has allowed celebrities to connect with their fans on a more personal and direct level 

through sending out intimate thoughts and messages on platforms such as Twitter, 

uploading candid photos on Instagram and Snapchat, or sharing tidbits of their daily lives 

that audiences would otherwise never have access to. This affordance of social media 
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platforms creates a type of ‘public privacy’ in which celebrities “publicly perform their 

private lives and selves in abundance on social media” (Jerslev & Mortensen, 2018, 

p.158). Relating to the music industry, Baym argues that this has changed the dynamics 

of musician/audience relationships and practices. Whereas previously, the main 

attraction of musicians was through the work that they produced, now audiences expect 

more from musicians than just quality music and performances. What once was an 

industry based on the authenticity presented in music and talent, has now shifted to one 

that relies on making connections and building relationships through presenting an 

authentic self. The emergence of social media has allowed a means of communication 

that imitates the ways in which we communicate with people we know in our daily lives. 

With this, fans are able to interact directly with famous people, creating a greater feeling 

of intimacy (Alperstein, 2019).  While celebrities and musicians used to sell the image of 

being unattainable and mysterious, the ubiquity and immediacy of social media have 

caused audiences to expect that musicians and famous people be “constantly 

accessible, especially on social media, offering unique and intimate moments to their 

fans” (Baym, 2018, p.2).  

The sharing of private lives relates to a dramaturgical metaphor coined by Erving 

Goffman which describes the ‘frontstage’ and ‘backstage’ views of social situations in 

which ‘frontstage’ refers to the area of information that is official and public, whereas 

‘backstage’ is where real, candid, and intimate information is shared (Goffman, 1959; 

Marwick & boyd, 2011; Alperstein, 2019). In the case of famous people on social media, 

the ‘frontstage’ may refer to posts that are made on official accounts managed by 

entertainment agencies that share information about the artist’s work, while the 

‘backstage’ would be posts that the artists themselves make on their personal social 

media accounts, sharing personal thoughts and information pertaining to their private 

lives away from work. Fans want backstage access to artists lives because having this 

information that is seemingly otherwise unattainable gives a sense of exclusivity, 

intimacy, and authenticity, as if the fan is in a such a personal relationship with the artist 

that they can share private information. The desire for celebrities’ personal information 

can also be attributed to Social Penetration Theory which explains that “human 

relationships develop through revealing the self, and this process primarily occurs 

through self-disclosure; the voluntary sharing of personally relevant information such as 

feelings, thoughts, values, and beliefs" (Kim & Song, 2016, p.571). Contrary to concert 
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venues and in person meet and greets which provide fans a one-time fleeting encounter 

with a famous person, social media allows for an “open-ended [accumulation] of 

message exchanges over time that come to feel like a relationship” (Baym, 2018, p.164). 

The way that famous people are using self-disclosure and the sharing of their private 

lives to build relationships with fans is a practice that is often seen in social media 

influencer culture, and scholars such as Crystal Abdin (2018) would even agree that 

traditional celebrities are adopting the promotional methods used by digital celebrities 

and social media influencers to further promote themselves online. 

In her book Internet Celebrity: Understanding Fame Online, Abdin differentiates 

between traditional celebrities and online celebrities. While traditional celebrities are 

those who become known through traditional channels of media such as music, film, and 

television, and through recognition of some type of trade or talent such as acting or 

singing, Internet celebrities are those who gain fame from the ground up through the 

spread of their content online. These may include ordinary people who are made known 

through viral videos or memes as well as, and more prominently, those who gain 

‘influencer’ status online by growing and maintaining a base of followers through various 

social media platforms (Abdin, 2018). Complementary to this, Marwick and boyd (2011) 

offer a conceptualization of the word ‘celebrity’ in which the term is used to describe a 

‘performative practice’ which involves “ongoing maintenance of a fan base, performed 

intimacy, authenticity and access, and construction of a consumable persona” (p.140). 

This means that rather than seeing celebrity as a title that is bestowed upon a particular 

person due to their characteristics or achievements, celebrity is something that anyone 

can practice and engage in by treating social connections online as building a fan base 

and maintaining fan management by presenting oneself as a consumable commodity. 

However, Abdin argues that internet celebrities are different from traditional celebrities in 

that they are more ‘human’. Internet celebrities and influencers rely on showing their 

authentic selves on social media and building trust through showing their real 

personalities. This makes them seem more relatable and trustworthy compared to 

traditional celebrities who seem historically seem to be sitting in a high up, unreachable 

place. Unlike traditional celebrities who usually gain fame due to a talent that they 

possess, influencers are not promoting talent such as singing or dancing. Instead they 

promote themselves, their lifestyle, personality, beliefs, and values as a brand. Today, 

influencers command some of the highest marketing power when it comes to selling 
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products. For example, one of China’s top social media influencers, Li Jiaqi, once 

collaborated with e-commerce company Alibaba for a livestream event on November 

11th, which is known as ‘shopping day’ in China. The event attracted over 36-million 

viewers and generated over $145millionUSD in sales (Huang, 2020). Relating back to 

Baym’s argument that the development of social media has led celebrities to build 

relationships with fans online, and considering the fact that the entertainment industry’s 

main goal is to generate revenue and boost sales, it is no surprise that traditional 

celebrities such as actors and musicians have followed in the footsteps of social media 

influencers to promote themselves online. With this in mind, we must also consider that 

one of the most prominent ways of promotion that celebrities have adapted from 

influencer culture is through the branding of authenticity.  

2.2. Branded Authenticity  

 The general understanding of authenticity describes something that is real, 

genuine, and true to its origins. However, according to Marwick (2013), authenticity is 

not something that can be qualified by one action or post that someone takes or includes 

in their social media. You cannot be deemed as authentic just by posting a photo of what 

you ate for lunch on Instagram. “Rather, authenticity is judged over time, in that people’s 

authenticity is determined by comparing their current actions against their past for 

consistency” (Marwick, 2013, p.120). In the context of social media, authenticity can be 

understood as something users build over time when they consistently present their 

intrinsic selves online through the sharing of daily life, including activities they partake in, 

as well as thoughts, interests, values, and beliefs.  

 In Sincerity and Authenticity, Lionel Trilling (1972) describes authenticity as a 

display of hidden inner life while sincerity is seen as being truthful and honest without 

pretense. While both of these aspects are important for influencers and celebrities on 

social media, it is difficult to display sincerity through posts and digital content. 

Authenticity on the other hand, can be shown by, as previously mentioned, sharing of 

daily life. “Techniques used by influencers to craft an authentic self-presentation, such 

as circulating selfies, posting original and creative content, shooting videos that operate 

with the code of dialog immediacy and live atmosphere, or interacting directly with 

followers have been studied with a focus on techniques used to project an authentic self 

to an external party” (Audrezet, deKerviller & Guidry Moulard, 2018, p.2). Of these 
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methods, the most prominent that we see is the circulation of selfies and original creative 

content. In the realm of photography, authentic photos are usually deemed so if they are 

“captured in a seemingly casual way” with “snapshot aesthetics” (Gannon & Prothero, 

2016, p.1861). Selfies can be situated within a category of everyday life photography 

which has representational qualities that allow it to achieve ‘expressive authenticity’. 

Gannon & Prothero explain, 

Lobinger and Branter (2015, p.1848) find that this perceived expressive 
authenticity is achieved when “people evaluate the visual representation as 
being true to the nature of the depicted person”, and [can be] conveyed in 
a number of ways: where the situation captured is perceived as non-
staged, particularly everyday situations or travel photos; where the photo 
does not appear to have been edited in any way so as to undermine its 
sincerity; and where the photo is showing a situation of authentic social 
enjoyment and experiences rather than what might seem like artistically 
constructed images. (Gannon & Prothero, 2016, p. 1861) 

Indeed, selfies and snapshot photos of everyday life are useful in building an authentic 

image because they are typically seen as a real representation of one’s life and true to 

that person’s nature (Lobinger & Brantner, 2015). Authenticity is an important quality that 

influencers and celebrities need to consider when using social media to make 

connections with fans and audiences. When a celebrity posts a seemingly ‘authentic’ 

photo that shows their personal life, they are also sharing their preferences, values, 

beliefs, and culture. Audiences see these aspects and may feel a connection to what is 

being expressed, therefore fostering emotional attachment. The more authentic a 

person, post, or image seems to be, the stronger connection the individual feels towards 

the celebrity or influencer (Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016).  

 The notion of authenticity is a peculiar topic in celebrity studies in relation to the 

field of marketing. In Baym’s book, she discusses the work and effort that musicians now 

need to put in to stay available to fans on social media. She describes this work as 

‘relational labour’ and ‘commodification of intimate life’ where artists must put in labor to 

sell themselves and their personal lives to fans through social media. As social media 

platforms reshape the relationship and expectations of celebrities from fans, the labor 

structures of the celebrity have also changed in which it “increasingly includes an 

expectation that people use always-on media to turn their selves into products and 

personal relationships into career opportunities” (Baym, 2018, p.10). Not only are 

celebrities now expected to be available on social media, but in order to stay relevant 
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and profitable, they must also work to create authenticity online by constantly presenting 

their personal lives to the public. As celebrities present their private selves on social 

media, they are essentially creating a persona and selling it to the public in the form of 

self-branding.  As Marwick (2013) writes, “the idea of turning yourself into a brand is now 

presented as an essential Web 2.0 strategy, and is firmly instilled in modern business 

culture” (p.164). However, the fact that authenticity is considered a major aspect of self-

branding makes the act contradictory in itself. As Self-Determination Theory describes, 

intrinsic motivations are considered authentic because they derive from one’s innate 

satisfaction, resulting in behaviors that can be seen as true to oneself. On the other 

hand, extrinsic motivation is seen as inauthentic because the behaviors that result from 

these motivations are derived from the expectation of personal rewards or punishments 

(Audrezet, de Kerviler, & Guidry Moulard, 2018; Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016). Taking 

this into account, we must then consider whether or not the notions of authenticity 

displayed on social media by celebrities as a result of self-branding can really be 

considered as truly ‘authentic’.  

In her book Authentic TM: The politics and ambivalence in a brand culture, Sarah 

Banet-Weiser offers an alternative by differentiating between authenticity and branded 

authenticity in that branded authenticity is a deliberate process undertaken in order to 

sell a brand, and therefore a commodified product, whether that be a physical product, a 

person as a commodity, or otherwise. Banet-Weiser (2012) argues that authenticity has 

become commodified and used for branding and that instead of being the traditional 

understanding of authenticity that values “uniqueness, original expression, and 

independence from the market”, authenticity is a carefully crafted art that is used to help 

sell products to consumers (p.80). In our capitalist society, everything is about promotion 

and sales, and so, branding has become a ubiquitous part of everyday life. We have 

learned to recognize logos, jingles, products, colours, and even scents by their brands. 

Branding, however, is different than simply promoting a product. When we talk about 

branding, we are talking about the promotion of immaterial things such as feelings, 

values, and personalities in order to invoke an associated experience in relation to a 

product (Banet-Weiser, 2012). Therefore, when we recognize a brand through logos, 

jingles, products, colors, scents, etc. we also associate these indicators with emotions 

and stories that have been engraved in our minds by branding. For example, when we 

think of Disneyland, we immediately associate the magic castle and mickey ears with 
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emotions of joy and cheer and are reminded of fun times spent with family and friends. 

This is due to the incredible branding work that Disney has done to make the public truly 

believe Disneyland to be ‘the happiest place on earth’.  

 Banet-Weiser notes that beginning from the 20th century, branding practices have 

shifted to a nurturing of a producer-consumer relationship that is viewed as more of an 

exchange than a top-down approach. This shift is largely demonstrated in the way that 

companies, influencers, and celebrities use social media to interact with consumers and 

audiences and encourage them to engage, creating a more ‘authentic’ image for the 

brand. As Banet-Weiser (2012) writes, “brand cultures facilitate “relationships” between 

consumers and brander and encourage an affective connection based on authenticity” 

(p.37). As previously mentioned, Baym argues that the labor of musicians has shifted to 

one that relies on building relationships with audiences through social media. Relating 

this to Banet-Weiser’s take on branding, we can see that the work musicians and 

celebrities do online to maintain relationships and foster authenticity is also a type of 

self-branding. In order to stay relevant in the market, celebrities must commodify 

themselves and develop a personal brand to attract fans (Baym, 2018).  

 Prior to the Web 2.0 era, however, the notion of authenticity surrounding 

musicians in the Western context was very different. As Baym (2018) mentions, 

musicians used to operate with an air of mystery surrounding them, and the focus of 

authenticity was not on the musicians’ personal lives as people, but on the stories and 

emotions that they conveyed through their music. However, when we compare this 

history of authenticity in the music industry to the context of Korean popular music, we 

can see that the notion of authentic music does not apply. Instead, notions of self-

branding on social media and authenticity of the celebrities themselves are especially 

important. This, I argue, is due to two main reasons: Firstly, K-pop music has always 

traditionally been criticized as an inauthentic copycat of American pop music and 

therefore fans of K-pop are not attracted to qualities of authenticity in its music, but 

rather in the artists themselves. And secondly, the global popularity of K-pop, dubbed as 

Hallyu 2.0, was made possible due to its extensive use of social media for promotion, 

dissemination, and consumption, and thus the practices of authentic self-branding 

comes naturally as a must for K-pop celebrities if they wish to be relevant in the global 

market.  
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2.3. A Brief History of Hallyu Studies 

 The term ‘Hallyu’ or the ‘Korean Wave’ refers to the spread and popularization of 

Korean popular culture such as film and television dramas, music, and online games 

overseas. The term was first coined in 1998 by Chinese media to describe the popularity 

of Korean dramas in China (Lee, 2015; Kim, 2013). In the early stages of Hallyu, Korean 

television dramas such as Winter Sonata and Jewel in the Palace gained attention 

overseas, particularly in surrounding East Asian regions such as China and Japan. Later 

on, with the debut of Korean idol groups such as H.O.T. in the late 1990’s and Super 

Junior and TVXQ in the early 2010’s K-pop also began to make its way into the global 

market. As the phenomenon of the Korean Wave is a relatively new concept, the field of 

Hallyu studies also does not have a very long history. While Hallyu began in the 1990’s, 

critical English-language literature surrounding the topic did not appear until much later. 

In their chapter on the history of Hallyu studies, Yoon and Kang mark the beginning of 

Hallyu studies in 2006 when “Keith Howard edited a volume on Korean pop music”, but it 

was not until 2008 when Chua and Iwabuchi released one of the first critical English 

language books on the subject titled East Asian Pop Culture: Analysing the Korean 

Wave (Yoon & Kang, 2017, p.3; Lee, 2015). 

 In their account of the history of Hallyu studies, Yoon and Kang (2011) analyzed 

seventy-six research articles and divided them into three time periods to identify the 

keywords that were most used during each phase in order to find “certain patterns 

trending in authors’ theoretical positions” (p.11). In the first period from 2004-2010, the 

topics of globalization and Asia came up the most, as researchers were interested in 

ideas surrounding globalization as the Korean cultural market began to reach out of the 

local to the global. However, as we will discuss more in detail later on, the beginning 

stages of Hallyu saw a focus of content spreading in the Asian regions of the globe, and 

so the ‘globalization’ discussed during this stage was not so much an East-to-West 

global flow, but an East-to-East inter-Asian flow (Yoon & Kang, 2017). In the second 

phase from 2011-2013, Yoon and Kang state that the term ‘cultural hybridity’ became a 

common topic of discussion as the notion of the one directional flow suggested by the 

theory of cultural imperialism was challenged by the theory cultural hybridization through 

the meshing of cultures from the East and West. This period saw notable works of 

scholars such as Dal Yong Jin and Woongjae Ryoo, who’s research focused extensively 
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on cultural hybridization, glocalization, and transnationality. Finally, the last phase 

between 2014-2016, and extending to present day, focuses on social media and 

multiculturalism, as the use of social media became normalized and Hallyu gained 

traction in its spread through digital online channels. These last two phases on Hallyu 

also marks the transition of Hallyu to Hallyu 2.0, which is the phase in which social 

media, self-branding, and authenticity become most relevant and also the phase in 

which this study is most interested in.  

2.4. Transitioning from Hallyu to Hallyu 2.0  

While Hallyu is used to describe the globalization of Korean popular culture, the 

beginning stages of Hallyu were not so much a global phenomenon. Between the early 

1990’s – mid 2000’s Hallyu was very different from the phenomenon surrounding groups 

like BTS, SuperM, and BlackPink that we see today. Rather than K-pop being the center 

of international dissemination for the Korean culture industry, the first wave of Hallyu 

was owed to the popularity of Korean dramas in surrounding Asian countries (Jung, 

2015). As this period saw the first signs of globalization of an otherwise peripheral 

culture, many scholars were interested in learning the reason behind the popularity of 

Korean dramas in non-Korean communities. One of the most viable reasons that 

scholars agreed upon was the theory of ‘cultural proximity’ which deduces that the 

culture and values that are presented Korean dramas are similar to those in surrounding 

Asian countries (Lee, 2015). For example, values surrounding community, harmony, 

family, kindship, and traditional familial gender roles in many East Asian countries are 

based off of Confucian values, and familiarity of these values presented in Korean 

dramas are attractive to not only local Korean consumers, but to other consumers from 

East Asia and Southeast Asia as well (Lee, 2015). In an age where Western culture was 

quickly monopolizing the sharing and spread of entertainment media, the familiarity 

found in Korean dramas was particularly attractive, as this regional sharing of pop 

culture products created a sense of community and common experience that could not 

be provided by American popular culture (Shim, 2006). While cultural proximity provides 

a solid explanation for the first wave of Hallyu and the inter-Asian popularization of 

Korean dramas, the 2010’s saw a shift in trends and preferences of global Korean pop 

culture consumption as social media led to the development of Hallyu 2.0. 
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In the 2010’s Korea saw a huge advance in technological development which, 

according to Dal Yong Jin (2016), afforded the globalization of K-pop and the beginning 

of a new phase of Hallyu dubbed as Hallyu 2.0. During this time, as Korea was rapidly 

developing its digital technologies and social media was beginning to make its way to 

becoming an essential part of social life, K-pop industries saw the opportunity to reach 

out to global communities and promote K-pop to audiences overseas through social 

media and content sharing platforms such as YouTube and Twitter during a time when 

other entertainment industries in other countries had not yet made that transition to 

online promotion (McLaren & Jin, 2020; Jin, 2016; Lee, 2015). In “The social 

mediascape of transnational Korean pop culture: Hallyu 2.0 as spreadable media 

practice”, Jin and Yoon provide three main points which define Hallyu 2.0 in comparison 

to the first wave of Hallyu. First, Hallyu 2.0’s main focus is on the K-pop industry and idol 

performers as opposed to Korean dramas and actors. Second, “Hallyu 2.0 is 

characterized by the significant role of social media in media production and 

consumption” (Jin & Yoon, 2016, p.1278). And lastly, in comparison to the first stages of 

Hallyu which mostly spread to other East Asian countries, Hallyu 2.0 has a much wider 

global reach, with avid fans and consumers not only in North American countries, but in 

Europe, South America, Australia, and across Asia as well.  

While defining what it means to be an internet celebrity, Abdin (2018) notes that it 

is important to understand that the definitions of ‘internet celebrity’ and ‘celebrity’ may 

differ depending on the context of the culture. Such is the case with Korean pop culture. 

In K-pop, although boy and girl groups sing, dance, and produce music, there is a 

differentiation between ‘singers’ and ‘idols’. In K-pop, idols are representative of all 

rounded icons of music, dance, visuals, fashion, and culture. Idol groups are not 

discovered, but instead created through a system of auditions, recruitment, training, and 

styling. Management companies create idol groups with full control of the group’s 

members, image, music, and other aspects, and “oversaw the scouting, auditioning, 

training, styling, producing, and managing” of the idol groups (Elfving-Hwang, 2018, 

p.192). As a result, K-pop groups are often criticized for being inauthentic and 

manufactured. The music that is produced in K-pop often lacks meaning, opting instead 

for catchy tunes and repetitive and easily memorizable lyrics (often in English to appeal 

to a global audience). As discussed before, the appeal of a product to a consumer lies in 

the level of authenticity that the product appears to have. Before the era of social media, 
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musicians were often praised for the authenticity that they emanate in their music 

through self-written songs and meaningful lyrics that tell the stories of the singer. This 

has changed in recent years. As noted by Baym (2018) in the previous section on 

authenticity in the Western music industry, the notions of authenticity have shifted from a 

focus on authentic music to authentic people. Baym argues that in order for musicians to 

sell their music, they must present their authenticity in a different form through social 

media, allowing audiences to relate to the artists in order to relate to their music. 

However, despite this shift in where the authenticity comes from, the focus of the 

Western music industry is still on the music itself. Music is the commodified product that 

is being sold, and the authenticity of the artists aids in highlighting the quality of the 

artists’ music. For K-pop, this is a different story. Since K-pop is seen as a highly 

manufactured industry, the music that it produces is seen as highly inauthentic. The 

focus of authenticity in K-pop, therefore, is not in authentic connections to its music and 

lyrics, but rather to the K-pop artists themselves. What K-pop sells is not K-pop music, 

but K-pop idols as a commercialized product. The fact that in Korea, K-pop band 

members are not called singers at all, but instead are referred to as ‘idols’ implies a 

focus on the K-pop artists as people with high levels of social influence rather than as 

musicians. 

With the age of social media conveniently growing alongside the rise of K-pop, 

we can evidently see that K-pop has turned to social media as an essential means for its 

promotion. As Joanna Elfving-Hwang (2018) writes in “K-pop idols, artificial beauty and 

affective fan relationships in South Korea”, “central to the popularity of the K-pop idol as 

a lasting cultural product lies in the cultivation of parasocial relationships, and the 

participatory cultural practice that K-pop fandom relies on”, and that “aside from direct 

marketing, entertainment management companies utilize various parasocial interaction 

avenues to cultivate real and lasting affective parasocial relationships between fans and 

idols”  (p.193-194). Indeed, K-pop idols being available and interacting with fans on 

social media is a defining characteristic of K-pop. As exemplified by JYJ group member 

Kim Jaejoong’s “Best Celebrity in Social Media” award win at the 2012 Shorty Awards 

and BTS’s 188 weeks at #1 on Billboard’s social 50 chart, which ranks the most popular 

artists on Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, and Wikipedia, breaking Justin 

Beiber’s 163-week record back in February 2020 (Rutherford, 2020). Taking all this into 
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consideration, it is easy to see the importance of social media as a tool for marketing in 

the K-pop industry.  

Through the integration of social media, Hallyu 2.0 became one of Korea’s 

biggest industries, and now receives large amounts of government support to help 

globally promote K-pop as a form of soft power and build ‘Brand Korea’ (Kuwahara, 

2014). In 2008, Korea’s export of cultural products surpassed its imports (Maliangkay, 

2015), and “in recent years, Korea has become the top non-Western county that 

meaningfully exports almost all of its cultural forms” (Jin, 2016, p.5). Today, Korean 

cultural products are being exported all over the world, from overseas K-pop concerts to 

Korean cosmetics brands such as Tony Moly, The Face Shop, and Nature Republic, and 

television series both in terms of broadcasting rights and production formats. For 

example, Korean variety show Grandpas Over Flowers (꽃보다 할배; Kkotboda Halbae) 

has exported production rights first to the USA and then subsequently to China, Turkey, 

and the Netherlands (The Korea Times, 2020), and TV dramas such as The Good 

Doctor (굿 닥터; Gut Dakteo) have been remade for American television. A large part of 

Korea’s successful globalization of its cultural products, specifically K-pop, is due to its 

strategic use of hybridization of Korean and Western cultures to create a new, unique 

form of K-pop culture.  

2.5. Hybridization and Creation of a K-pop Culture  

For the first time, K-pop has penetrated the global market on a large enough 

scale that it has gained attention for its potential to challenge West-dominated culture 

flows. In the academic field, the rapid rise of K-pop has led to great interest in finding out 

the reasons why K-pop has become so popular in countries outside of Korea. One of the 

most popular theories behind the globalization of K-pop is its use of hybridized qualities 

to attract global audiences. Here, the term hybridity refers to a mixing of cultures to 

create a unique form that retains local flavors of both original cultures. In the case of K-

pop we see the creation of Korean cultures influenced by Western culture, causing a 

unique set of styles, visual aesthetics, attitudes, and practices that are unique to K-pop. 

At the beginning, it was thought that in order for K-pop to be accepted in the West, all 

aspects of Korean culture needed to be removed, making it culturally neutral enough to 

be accepted by all cultures (Lee, 2015). However, this theory of cultural neutrality was 
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proved untrue in 2012 when Korean singer Psy’s song Gangnam Style exploded in 

global popularity, becoming the first ever video to reach 1 billion views on YouTube. 

Gangnam Style was in no way culturally neutral. Aside from the English lyrics ‘Hey, sexy 

lady’, the song was entirely in Korean, making it difficult for non-Koreans to understand. 

Even for those who do speak Korean, the lyrics of Gangnam Style make niche 

references to the type of people found in the district of Gangnam in Seoul, South Korea, 

which only locals would be able to fully understand. However, the catchy tunes and 

bizarre, but memorable dance offered a refreshing glimpse of ‘Korean-ness’ that proved 

to be extremely popular amongst non-Koreans.   The success of Gangnam Style offers 

the possibility that a peripheral country has the potential to become ‘“an influential 

cultural mediator and creator in the midst of global cultural transformation”’ (Jin & Yoon, 

2014, p.1279).  

In the study of globalization, the media imperialism school argues that the term 

globalization equates to the Westernization or “Hollywoodization of the world” in that the 

flow of media and culture is only one-directional: from core to periphery; from West to 

East (Lee, 2015, p.11). While this theory is highly criticized for not taking into account 

the complexity of culture flows and information exchange that globalization involves, 

there is no denying the fact that Western media, especially Hollywood has incredible 

power in the global market. However, in a space where only one form of media and 

entertainment is offered and dominates, people will often turn to other sources to seek 

out alternatives, which is one of the reasons why a hybridized K-pop culture has become 

so attractive to global audiences. K-pop, which is defined by its hybrid attributes is 

appealing to global audiences because they are able to find familiarity in the 

incorporated western elements such as music style and English lyrics, but at the same 

time is offered refreshing exposure to new components that are not available in Western 

cultures such as distinct K-pop aesthetics and group-cantered values. As Ingyu Oh 

(2013) explains in “The Globalization of K-Pop: Korea’s Place in the Global Music 

Industry”, K-pop uses a G-L-G strategy to globalize its popularity. Oh argues that 

producers of K-pop takes something that is already popular globally (American pop 

culture), localizes it, and then sells it back to the global market (Oh, 2013).  

In the process of hybridizing for the global market, K-pop has developed its own 

culture which is evident in both the production process and the product itself. The 

production of a K-pop group is a process that is distinct to Korean culture. It is a known 
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fact that K-pop is a highly manufactured industry. While in the American music industry, 

talented singers are discovered by record labels and given the opportunity to release 

their music through the label, the K-pop industry is structured much differently in that K-

pop artists are selected by the entertainment company though auditions or street casting 

and put through a training process where they must learn to become an idol. Not only 

are idols trained on musical skills such as singing and dancing, but they must also take 

lessons in various other fields such as acting, foreign languages, and etiquette. The 

training process for an idol is extremely difficult. Some people may train for over 5 years 

before having the chance to debut, and many give up even before then. The grueling 

training process that K-pop idols must go through before officially becoming a celebrity 

places an emphasis of the hard work that individual must put in to achieve their dream of 

debuting in a K-pop group, which reflects a key characteristic of authenticity. As well, in 

K-pop, the group unit is very important and there is a large emphasis on relationships 

between group members, reflecting ideals of collectivism based on traditional Korean 

values. During the training process, members of idol groups often go through years of 

training together, building up an intimate family-like bond between the members. 

Through these people-centered values, we can see that although many K-pop songs are 

produced, written, and choreographed in collaboration with American artists, it is evident 

that Korean culture is still retained in the K-pop production process through the distinct 

production of the K-pop idols themselves.  

Aside from the production process, K-pop culture is most evident its visual 

aspects, such as in its ideals of masculinity, beauty standards, and its distinct K-pop 

fashion. As Sun Jung (2011) argues, Korean masculinities are presented in a hybrid 

manner which he defines as chogukjeok (초국적), meaning transnational. This 

transnationality, as Jung (2011) describes, has “the tendency to retain national 

specificity while deploying it as part of a transborder and multinational cultural figuration” 

(p.163). For the case of K-pop, hybrid masculinities are presented in the binaries of 

kkotminam (꽃미남) which means flower-boy visuals and jimseungdol (짐승돌) which 

translates to beastly idol (Jung, 2011; Anderson, 2014; Maliankay & Song, 2015). 

Jimseung means ‘beast’ in Korean and dol is derived from the word ‘idol’. The term 

refers to male idols who present strong ‘beast-like’ personas, mostly through the 

representation of physical strength, showing off muscular bodies. These ideals are 

derived from Western masculinities which favor physical strength as a signal of a 
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capable man. Contradictory to jimsengdol is the term kkotminam. Kkotminam literally 

translates to ‘beautiful flower boy’, with kkot meaning ‘flower’ and minam meaning 

‘beautiful man’. Flower boy visuals are one of the defining visual aspects of male K-pop 

idols and is identified by a soft masculinity presented in fair skin, long hair, and delicate, 

feminine features. This ideal of masculinity derives from the seonbi (선비), who were 

traditional scholars from the Goryeo and Joseon eras of Korean history. The seonbi 

studied Confucian texts to gain wisdom and did not partake in any physical activity, 

valuing emotional and mental intelligence over physical strength. The softer 

masculinities represented by seonbi are considered to be ideal Korean masculinities that 

represent “traditional virtues [such as] politeness, integrity, faithfulness, loyalty, and 

cultural-scholarly attainment” (Jung, 2011, p.27). Hybridizing these masculinities from 

the West and the East, K-pop idols are expected to be flexible when it comes to 

presenting their own masculinities and must negotiate the two ideals in different 

situations (Anderson, 2014). For example, many idols will keep flower boy visuals in 

terms of their face and makeup, but show off a sexy, muscled physique.  

      
Figure 2.1. SuperM Lucas showing 

beastly idol masculinity  
Credit: Instagram photo taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBAkLh5B_ 
vs/?igshid=1b5zj444qscf0 

Figure 2.2.  SuperM Lucas showing 
flower boy visuals 

Credit: Instagram photo taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CAmNuw 
8hd2I/?igshid=afqpyqg0zmpk 
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In line with the flower boy image, Korean men, especially idols are also known for 

their use of makeup. Korea’s beauty and cosmetics industry has gained unparalleled 

amounts of global recognition in the past couple years. Korean cosmetics brands have 

branched out to a global market and ‘K-beauty’ has succeeded in becoming its own 

brand. Not only are cosmetics and beauty products a trend for women, but in Korean 

culture, it is also normal for men to use cosmetics, especially idols and influencers. In 

fact, many K-beauty brands are endorsed by male idol groups. For example, the global 

brand Nature Republic was endorsed by popular boyband EXO for 8 years, before being 

taken over by another boyband, NCT 127. In K-pop, it is standard for male idols to apply 

heavy makeup that includes foundation and concealer, heavy eye makeup, lipstick/lip 

gloss, and strongly drawn eyebrows, which helps to emphasize their flower boy visuals.  

Going hand in hand with K-beauty is Korean fashion. With K-pop being such a 

visual industry, many Korean fashion trends are influenced by K-pop idols and K-

dramas. K-pop idol’s showing their fashion styles in music videos, work, and everyday 

fashion has had a significant positive impact on Korea’s fashion industry (Maliangkay, 

2015). Although the clothing styles are still derived from Western fashion, Korean and K-

pop fashion still differ from Western fashion trends through slight differences in the way 

that clothing is worn and matched as well as in colour preferences. In January 2020, 

fashion magazine Harper’s Bazaar published an article titled “10 Korean Fashion Trends 

Which Will Become Bigger in 2020”. The article cites a number of fashion trends that are 

distinctly apparent in Korean Fashion including athleisure, monotone, oversized tops, 

logos (especially brand name logos), and lots of accessories such as jewellery, hats and 

bags (Tan, 2020). These trends, along with some other classic K-fashion trends such as 

bright colours and patterns, skinny jeans, ripped jeans, and dress shirts under a knit top 

are classic representations of K-pop fashion. Of great importance to K-fashion, is the K-

pop idols that endorse these fashion trends. K-pop idols are significant trendsetters for 

Korean fashion, and many fans and media pay particularly close attention to what idols 

are wearing, not only for work and stage costumes, but on a day to day basis as well. 

One especially important fashion occurrence for idols is airport fashion. In Korea, airport 

fashion is something that the media and fans pay extra close attention to. Upon arrival at 

the airport in Korea, K-pop idols are bombarded by hordes of fans and reporters with 

cameras hoping to record every detail of what the idol is wearing that day.  K-pop idols 

and celebrities are often judged, criticized, and praised for the fashion that they pick to 
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wear at the airport, and these fashion choices mark popular trendsetters for the Korean 

fashion industry.  

 
Figure 2.3. Examples of men’s street fashion from Seoul Fashion Week 
Finch, A., March 25, 2020. The Best Street Style From Seoul Fashion Week Fall 2019. Retrieved 
from https://www.vogue.com/vogueworld/slideshow/seoul-fashion-week-fall-2019-street-style 
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Chapter 3.  
 
Case Study 

3.1. Case Study of SuperM’s Personal Instagram 

 Taking into account notions of celebrities’ social media use, self-branding, and 

authenticity, this study aims to pinpoint the ways that K-pop idols use social media to 

promote authenticity as part of a self-branding technique to attract global audiences, as 

well as examine the cultural aspects behind this self-branding by looking at the social 

media posts from the personal accounts of the members in K-pop boyband SuperM. In 

August 2019, SM Entertainment announced plans for a ‘K-pop supergroup’ that was to 

make its debut in the United States in collaboration with American record label, Capitol 

Music Group. The group consists of 7 members that are borrowed from existing idol 

groups under SM Entertainment. Members include Baekhyun and Kai from EXO, a 

group with massive popularity in China, Taemin of SHINee, who’s group and solo work 

is immensely successful in Japan, and Taeyong, Mark, Lucas, and Ten from NCT, who 

had already made their American debut in the later half of 2018. Prior to their debut, the 

group was dubbed and promoted as the ‘Avengers of K-pop’, implying that each member 

has their own strengths and are already popular on their own, but when they come 

together they create a supergroup that will change the global K-pop industry (Benjamin, 

2019). SuperM was created with the intention of promoting to the international market, 

especially the United States. In addition to the members of SuperM already having a 

large international fanbase due to their promotions with their original groups, the group 

also includes three foreign members, Chinese-Canadian member Mark, Thai member 

Ten, and Hong Kong-Chinese member, Lucas, appealing to international audiences 

even further. This makes the group ideal for this study, as their creation was not only 

intended for a global market, but their global positioning also affords a massive 

international fanbase that is largely maintained through digital technologies. As the main 

purpose of this study is to look at K-pop artists’ authenticity branding on social media in 

the context of a global market, SuperM’s international activities and fanbase makes them 

a prime representation of the larger global K-pop market.  
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3.2. Methodology 

 For this study, data was collected from the personal Instagram accounts of the 

SuperM members. Here, a ‘personal’ account is differentiated from an ‘official’ one. 

While SuperM’s personal accounts are verified by Instagram to ensure that they are the 

authentic accounts of the celebrities themselves, personal accounts are presumed to be 

run by the artist themselves and are used for more personal purposes, whereas the 

‘official’ SuperM account, while still verified, is a company-run account used for 

promotional and work-related purposes. Out of the seven SuperM members, five 

members, consisting of Baekhyun (@baekhyunee_exo), Taemin (@lm_____ltm), Kai 

(@zkdlin), Lucas (@lucas_xx444), and Ten (@tenlee_1001), have personal Instagram 

accounts. Data was collected from these five accounts in two different forms, the first 

being the posts from the accounts themselves, which was in the form of either a photo or 

a video along with a caption, and second was the comments made by fans and followers 

that were left on the posts. Two separate two-week time periods were selected as the 

timeframe for data collection, and all the posts within those timeframes were collected 

from the five accounts. The two time periods were selected for their consistency with 

SuperM’s promotional periods, as it is expected that posts and interaction rates will be 

higher during these times as compared to periods of the group’s inactivity. The first time 

period is between October 1st – October 15th, 2019, which is consistent with the weeks 

before and after the group’s debut on October 4th, and the second time period is 

between February 1st - February 15th, which a period of time right in the middle of 

SuperM’s world tour.  

 These two time periods for data collection yielded a total of 138 posts. As 

Instagram allows posts to be made with multiple images, each image was counted as a 

separate post, as the contents of the images all differed from one another. After the data 

collection process, using a qualitative analysis approach, each post was analyzed and 

sorted into the categories of authentic and inauthentic to separate those posts that 

showed qualities of authenticity and self-branding and those that did not. Using the 

previously discussed notions of branded authenticity, Goffman’s metaphor of ‘backstage’ 

vs ‘frontstage’ where backstage is the area in a social situation that grants ‘exclusive’ 

access to intimate, private information and conversations, and Trilling’s differentiations 

between authenticity and sincerity where authenticity is defined as a display of hidden 
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inner life, provide the basis of this study’s operationalization of authenticity (Goffman, 

1959; Trilling, 1972). A post was categorized as authentic when it showed authenticity of 

the artists, including any posts that seemingly come across as from the artists 

themselves, and not from professional sources or promotional purposes as well as those 

that show the artist’s backstage intimate personal life away from work duties.  

 After the initial categorization process, the posts that were deemed authentic 

were further analyzed, coded, and sorted to determine the specific methods of 

authenticity that were being used in the posts. Once the specific categories of methods 

appeared, one post from each category was selected at random, and 200 random 

comments were pulled from each post to further observe the comments for signs that the 

authenticity in the posts from SuperM has an effect on the fans/followers interacting with 

the posts. After the analysis process for authenticity was completed, all the 138 posts 

were analyzed and coded once again using the discussion of K-pop culture in chapter 2 

to observe any indicators of Korean/K-pop culture that may be apparent. After this 

process was completed, 200 random comments were once again pulled from one 

random post from each category for further analysis to see whether or not any cultural 

influences have affected the fans.  

 Here, is it important to note the limitations of this study. One minor limitation is 

the fact that only 5 of the 7 SuperM members have personal Instagram accounts, which 

factors into the representability of the dataset to SuperM as a whole. Another larger 

limitation is a language barrier presented in the data collected from the comments. 

Because comments on the posts are made by fans all around the world, there are posts 

made in various languages. Moreover, some of the comments made did not contain 

words or text at all. Therefore, for the purposes of this study, only the comments in 

English and Korean in the dataset were selected for analysis. The reasoning for this is 

that SuperM’s debut was focused on the English-speaking market, as showed by the 

collaboration with Capitol Music Group and the inclusion of English language songs in 

their album. In addition, English is the universal language, and most interactions online 

between foreign fans and the group happens in English. Korean was selected as the 

second language for analysis because Korean is the mother-tongue of the group. 

Intergroup interactions are mostly in Korean and it is also the language that the group 

originally uses to and is most comfortable communicating with.  
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Chapter 4.  
 
Findings and Analysis  

4.1. Indicators of Authenticity  

 After the initial categorization of authentic and inauthentic, 105 photos of the 

original 138 in the dataset were deemed to have authentic qualities. The coding and 

further categorization of the photos in the ‘authentic’ category revealed four different 

aspects in which authenticity is displayed in SuperM’s social media posts: 1. Revealing 

of personal relationships, 2. Selfies, 3. Photos of everyday life and activities, 4. Candid 

photos. These categorizations are very similar to the methods of authentic self-branding 

that were discussed in the section 1, in that they are all tools used to reveal more 

personal aspects of the artist’s life, giving fans desired ‘backstage access’ into what the 

artist is like outside of a work setting. Together, these five authentication tactics provide 

a seemingly wholistic view of the artist’s private life and insight into the artist’s inner 

thought processes, preference, values, and beliefs and fosters the building of intimate 

relationships with fans.  

4.1.1.  Revealing of Personal Relationships 

 Members of SuperM often exhibit their relationships with other people through 

their Instagram posts and interactions, showing their relationships with family members, 

friendships with other celebrities, and intergroup relationships. While the main way that 

relationships are shown is through posts of the SuperM member with the people around 

them. Relationships, especially ones with other celebrities and their own group members 

are also perceived through comments and replies that the member and other celebrities 

make on each other’s posts. According to Marwick and boyd (2011), celebrities often 

show off seemingly private relationships on social media, which allows fans to feel like 

they have access to the ‘backstage’ of the celebrity’s life. Through seeing celebrity’s 

interactions with one another through photos, videos, comments and replies, audiences 

feel like they are able to understand the dynamics of a private and intimate relationship. 

The fact that celebrities interact with one another on social media without the “thought of 
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fans, press, or managers” create a sense of intimate access to the people who are 

virtually eavesdropping on the conversation (Marwick & Boyd, 2011, p.152).  

This form of seemingly private conversation is displayed in Lucas’ post on 

February 10th, 2020 where he shared photos of himself at an LA Lakers basketball 

game. Seeing this post, fellow member Kai commented on the post (in Korean) saying 

“Why didn’t you go with me?” to which Lucas replied, “Because hyung was sleeping!” 

(the word ‘hyung’ (형), literally meaning ‘older brother’ is used in the Korean language as 

a term for men to address an older male friend or relative with whom they share a close 

relationship). 

  
Figure 4.1. Lucas’ (@lucas_xx444) post from a basketball game and interaction 

between Kai and Lucas in the comments 
Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8anJx5BFWa/?igshid=xe15kewctdn4 

This brief interaction shows an intimate relationship between the members on two levels, 

the first is that by asking why Lucas didn’t go to the basketball game with him, Kai is 

implying that the two share a friendship in which they are close enough to take part in 

leisurely activities together outside of work duties. Secondly, Lucas’ remark that Kai was 
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asleep reveals a private and intimate bit of information that only those close enough to 

Kai would be able to have access to. This conversation, while solely between the two, 

takes place in a public domain, giving fans full access to an otherwise private 

conversation, and reinforces the fact that the relationship between the two members is 

authentic, and that their bond continues beyond what is expressed in the media, on 

stage, and at official events.  

 Another form of relationship that was displayed through SuperM’s Instagram 

accounts were familial ties. On October 12th, 2019, Kai shared a series of photos of him 

spending time with his niece and nephew. In 

one of the photos, Kai is pushing his niece as 

she sits inside a children’s toy with joyful 

laughter on her face. In another, Kai 

seemingly being bombarded with hugs and 

kisses from his niece as well as his nephew, 

with whom he is wearing a matching hat. 

Many celebrities, especially in Korea, choose 

to keep the identities of their family members 

hidden for privacy reasons. Kai’s post of his 

niece and nephew allow fans an insider 

glimpse at a more private part of his life. As 

well, through this display of an uncle-

niece/nephew relationship, Kai is showing 

fans a side of him that vastly differs from his 

tough, charismatic stage persona, revealing a 

more paternal and caring personality which 

can be assumed to be closer to his 

authentic self as compared to who he is 

onstage. In fact, many of the comments 

from fans on this post mention that Kai is a 

wonderful uncle and is sure to be a great father when he has children of his own.  

Figure 4.2. Kai (@zkdlin) playing 
with his niece and 
nephew 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B3grdC1HE-
d/?igshid=qqm0bg0jiwj8 
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4.1.2.  Selfies 

 Selfies were another common form of authenticity that appeared on SuperM 

members’ Instagram accounts. Our earlier discussion of expressive authenticity as 

described by Gannon and Prothero (2016) describes selfies as photos with 

representational qualities that show the captured person’s true nature. Selfies are, as the 

name provides, a representation of self, and are therefore a powerful tool to convey 

authenticity. The selfies that are posted on 

SuperM’s Instagram accounts presented 

themselves in two different aspects. The first 

are selfies that show the member outside of a 

work setting, and the second are ones that 

show the members during work, but in a 

backstage setting. While selfies taken in a 

backstage setting convey authenticity through 

showing the fans what goes on backstage 

during work events, selfies taken outside of a 

work setting present an even stronger sense 

of the celebrity as being a real, authentic 

person. As a selfie is taken by the person 

captured in the photo themselves, the visual 

representation of the celebrity in the selfie 

presents a different side of themselves 

compared to what they look like in official 

posters, photoshoots, and onstage. For 

example, on October 10th, 2019, Kai posted a 

series of selfies of himself on a beach at 

night. In the selfies he is seen with no makeup, contrasting what he usually looks like 

during official work schedules. The selfie is taken from a lower angle pointed upwards, 

capturing Kai in a conventionally unattractive pose. These types of selfies not only show 

what Kai likes to do when he is not working, but also makes him seem like a regular 

person. The fact that his selfie does not show off the perfect visuals that a K-pop idol 

usually has, but instead shows a rather ugly side of himself with no makeup, makes Kai 

seem more modest, approachable, and real as compared to the traditional perception of 

Figure 4.3. Kai’s selfie on the 
beach 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B3d8nsQno
8q/?igshid=4qfa671cnxo 
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celebrities in which they are placed on a pedestal and are seemingly on a level that 

regular people have no hopes of reaching. This approachability is one of the critical 

factors of K-pop’s popularity and is what sets K-pop idols apart from Western celebrities 

(Maliangkay, 2015).  

4.1.3.  Daily Life and Activities 

 The third category of posts that showed qualities of authenticity were posts that 

showed the artists daily life and activities such as photos and videos of travel, food, and 

scenery. These photos show what the artist is doing in everyday life and reflect their 

interests and aesthetics through visual representation. According to the previous 

discussion of self-determination theory, “authenticity involves an individual’s 

engagement in intrinsically motivated behaviors” (Audrezet, de Kerviler & Guildry 

Moulard, 2018, p.3). Intrinsic motivations are considered a signifier of authenticity 

because they result in actions that stem from one’s own desires and passions rather 

than actions taken for personal gains. When SuperM share posts of their daily activities 

outside of work, they are showing images and activities from their daily life that stem 

from intrinsic motivations. These images differ from posts that purposely show and 

promote an endorsed product in that they reflect who they are in terms of interests, 

giving the audience an idea of their personal preferences.  

During the first time period of data collection, SuperM was in LA for their 

American debut, and in the second period, they were travelling through parts of Canada 

and the United States for stops on their world tour. During these periods, the members 

posted many photos of places and things that they saw while sightseeing in different 

cities. Each member partook in different leisurely activities and the visual style of each 

member’s posts differed as well. For example, on February 10th, Taemin posted a photo 

of himself posing outside of Lili Lakich’s Neon Studio & Gallery in Los Angeles, where 

the artist is famous for her neon sculptures. Through this photo, fans are not only able to 

learn about Taemin’s interests in art, but also see his aesthetic preferences through the 

way his photo is framed. In another example, fellow member Ten posted a series of 

travel photos on February 5th, right before SuperM’s concert in Vancouver, Canada on 

February 6th. The posts showed multiple sightseeing spots around the downtown 

Vancouver area, including the iconic steam clock in Gastown. This series of photos 

documents Ten’s day of sightseeing as a tourist in Vancouver and allows fans to digitally 
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travel along with him, seeing what he has seen during his travels. For those fans who 

live in the cities that SuperM travels to, these photos are especially important in building 

authenticity and strengthening the fan/celebrity relationship, as seeing the idols travel 

and go sightseeing in their home city further increases the feeling of intimacy and 

connection between the idol and fan.   

                                   
 

 

 

4.1.4. Candid photos 

 The last category of authentic presentation in SuperM’s Instagram posts is 

candid photos. These are photos taken by friends or people around SuperM while the 

members are travelling, working, eating, shopping, and just going about their lives. 

These photos seem like they’re taken in a very candid way while the artist is in the 

middle of doing something, which reflects a very real, unedited and unposed side of the 

artist. Photographs that have a snapshot quality convey authenticity in the same way the 

selfies do. Rather than professional, artistic photos, candid photos carry a sense of 

capturing something real and ‘in the moment’ (Lobinger & Brantner, 2015). As candid 

Figure 4.4. Ten’s (@tenlee_1001) 
photo from  Vancouver, 
Canada 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8NqVlWlLAC
/?igshid=17v78j4v1ov0 

 

Figure 4.5. Taemin (@lm_____ltm) 
posing outside of 
gallery in LA 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8aqD8oHs
my/?igshid=hhacfg0sfz07 
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photos are taken in the moment without prior planning or posing, they are similar to 

selfies in that they also carry expressive authenticity. By being candid, the photos are 

seen as a representation of the person’s true nature and is “a true expression of the 

[subject’s] personality, values, and beliefs” (Lobinger & Brantner, 2015, p.1850).  

 In SuperM’s Instagram posts, candid photos captured moments that show fans 

what it would look like if they were in the company of SuperM as friends, acquaintances, 

or coworkers, again, giving fans a glimpse of a side of SuperM members that are only 

available to those who are in close contact with them. One photo that Baekhyun posted 

on October 4th, 2019 show him and Lucas enjoying their time in swimming a pool, while 

another that Ten posted on February 13th, 2020 shows him looking at something off 

camera while walking down a street outside. These photos position the viewer as 

someone behind the camera as if they are right there with the SuperM members as they 

are going about their lives, which increases the feeling of authenticity perceived as well 

as the sense of intimacy that derives from these types of candid photos  

                       
 

 

 

Figure 4.7. Candid photo of 
Baekhyun 
(@baekhyunee_exo) 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B3NpJDpnp
8L/?igshid=16phm08g9icmd 

 

Figure 4.6. Candid photo of Ten 
Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8iBCy3la
7i/?igshid=15qzzy9d1gukc 
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4.2. Effects of Authentic Self Branding on Audiences 

 While the four categorizations of authenticity found in SuperM’s Instagram posts 

show that notions of authenticity are present, the observation of the posts alone can only 

conclude that SuperM’s Instagram accounts present authentic qualities. In order to 

further observe whether or not this authenticity has any effect on the audience, we must 

also analyze the reactions of the users consuming these ‘authentic’ posts, and observe 

how, if at all, the authenticity presented in the posts affect the way that fans respond to 

SuperM on Instagram. Analysis of the data collected from the random sample of 

comments show that the way SuperM presents their private lives on Instagram may 

have an influence on the way that fans perceive their relationship with the artists. In our 

previous discussion of branding and authenticity, Baym (2018) argues that the 

expectations for authenticity in the music industry have changed because of social 

media and that rather than presenting authenticity through their music, fans want to see 

authenticity of the musicians themselves by learning more about their personal lives. 

And as we have concluded from the previous discussion of authenticity and self-

branding, the presentation of authentic self through social media fosters an intimate 

relationship between the producers and consumers in which consumers feel like they 

are emotionally invested and connected with the producer. These parasocial 

relationships, a term that we will explore in further detail later on, are the indicators that 

authentic self-branding is successful, as the authentic self that one is presenting online 

has caused audiences to feel like there is a real relationship between themselves and 

the person who is promoting that authentic self-branding.  

 We can see these forms of relationships forming in the comments left by fans on 

SuperM’s Instagram posts. Firstly, the content of most of the comments collected are 

related to the SuperM members themselves and not to their work, indicating that the 

posts have successfully facilitated the shift of focus from SuperM’s work to SuperM as 

authentic people. Second, and more importantly, SuperM’s successful use of 

authenticity to form relationships with fans is indicated in the way that fans write their 

comments in first person to the SuperM members, addressing them as if they know each 

other on a personal level. Many of the comments speak to the SuperM members 

directly, asking them questions as if to engage the member in a conversation. For 

example, one of the comments on Taemin’s Instagram post writes, 
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how are you? Does your hand still hurt? I miss you 

From the way that this user is writing, it is evident that there is a demonstration of a 

relationship. The questions being asked implies that the user feels like there is a 

possibility of receiving a reply from Taemin, writing as if they are leaving a comment 

directly to the SuperM member and expecting him to read it. As well, the question about 

his hand also hints at the prerequisite that this user knows that Taemin’s hand had been 

hurting in the first place, implying a perceived connection between the two. Not only are 

fans showing a perceived relationship with SuperM members by making comments 

about the member’s personal lives and asking them questions, but they are also sharing 

personal information about their own lives to SuperM as well, which indicates that the 

fan feels enough of a personal connection to the member that they are able to 

reciprocate the sharing of ‘backstage’ information by opening up about themselves as 

well. In a comment to Kai, one user writes,  

@zkdlin Covid_19 had been found in Myanmar. If so…Could I be 

anything? I want to see you before I die. I was so scared. 

Here, there are a number of indicators of a perceived relationship. First, the fact that this 

user chose to ‘@’ Kai directly shows that this comment she is making is meant to be 

addressed directly to him and implies a conversation between Kai and the user. In 

addition, we can see that this user has opened up their own feelings to Kai, sharing the 

current events that are happening in her life, as if speaking to a friend, and sharing their 

own feelings, including vulnerabilities such as fear. 

 From the types of comments such as the two examples above, it can be 

assumed that SuperM’s use of authentic self-branding on their Instagram posts is 

effective in building relationships with fans and forming bonds that allow fans to feel 

connected and invested on an emotional level. Taking into account the fact that these 

perceived relationships and emotional connections are purely one-sided on the part of 

the fans, we must then consider the effects that these interactions with SuperM have on 

the fans themselves. Identity construction through cultural and commercial consumption 

is something that is often discussed when talking about social media and branding. It is 

argued that people’s identities are influenced, constructed, and reconstructed through 
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interactions with others online. Taking this idea into the context of this case study, it is 

therefore important to also examine the aspects of culture that are apparent in SuperM’s 

posts to see where or not there are signs of Korean culture being spread to global fans 

through the consumption of and interaction with the posts.  

4.3. Finding K-pop Culture in SuperM’s Instagram 

 After the first round of analysis all 138 posts in the dataset were analyzed once 

again to determine the different aspects of K-pop culture that are apparent in the posts. 

As described in the earlier section, K-pop is a very visual industry, and so, using the 

signifiers of K-pop culture discussed previously, a total of 4 aspects of K-pop were found 

within SuperM’s posts: 1. Group centered values, 2. Korean language, 3. Korean 

masculinities, and 4. K-pop fashion. 

4.3.1.  Group Centered Values 

 In relation to the revealing of personal relationships as a way of showing 

authenticity, the group centered values that are presented in SuperM’s posts indicate 

that these relationships are a reflection of traditional Korean culture. A distinct quality of 

K-pop is that it is largely group focused. As mentioned, the value of authenticity in K-pop 

is focused not on authentic music and lyrics, as seen in traditional values of authenticity 

for the music industry in the West, but is instead, on the artists as authentic people. 

Given the way that K-pop groups are produced in that their journey to debut is a difficult 

and long process full of hardship and endurance, and that this journey is one that 

members of a group embark on together during training, the group unit has become an 

important feature of K-pop. Unlike the West, where solo artists dominate over groups, in 

Korea there are very few idol soloists. These group centered values and the focus on a 

good relationship between group members is based off of traditional Confucian values 

and Korean collectivist ideologies which emphasize family relationships. In K-pop, 

members of a group are often regarded as a family unit, with fans dubbing roles for the 

members such as mom and dad of the group. As well, relationships between individual 

members are also regarded with heavy importance, and members will often be ‘shipped’ 

together. ‘shipped’ or ‘shipping’ is derived from the word ‘relationship’ and is used to 

express fans’ passion and desire for the relationship, romantic or otherwise, between 
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two celebrities. These close relationships are displayed in SuperM’s Instagram posts 

through posting of photos, as well as in written captions and interactions.  

 On October 6th, 2019, both Taemin and Kai 

posted the same photo on their respective Instagram 

accounts. The photo shows the two of them in the 

backyard of their LA lodgings with their arms around 

each other’s shoulders, one fist each raised towards 

the sky. Kai and Taemin are known to be best friends 

since their pre-debut days. Although Taemin made his 

debut earlier with the group SHINee and Kai a couple 

years later with EXO, they have publicly made known 

their close relationship, and many fans enjoy seeing 

the two together. This photo, showing the two posing 

together as they are in the middle of preparing for a 

debut in the same group reinforces the strong 

friendship between the two, and shows that the 

group members within SuperM have a strong bond 

as well.   

 

Aside from group centered values between SuperM group members, member 

Ten also showed a high regard for his relationship with members from his other group, 

WayV. As mentioned before, SuperM is a group that consists of members all from other 

existing groups, and therefore all members must assume roles as both members of 

SuperM as well as their original groups. This may pose as a worrying situation for fans 

who are loyal to the original groups, but through his Instagram, Ten has reassured fans 

of his good relationship SuperM, but at the same time, still remembers his WayV 

members. On February 3rd, while on tour with SuperM, Ten posted a photo of himself 

and WayV members and captioned the post “KINDA MISS YOU GUYS”. Seeing this, 

WayV member Xiaojun, who was missing from the photo, commented “My weak heart 

was broken”, and so Ten subsequently posted a photo on February 5th showing himself 

and Xiaojun, tagging him and writing the caption “@djxiao_888 miss u too lol”, showing 

Figure 4.8. Taemin posing 
with Kai 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B3RJ
jKrH6ky/?igshid=1a7h5sb9xa8c9 
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the close relationship and playful nature between the members, and highlighting the 

group centered values that are distinct in K-pop culture.  

                             
 

4.3.2. Korean Language 

 Language is one of the biggest markers of culture. Aside from the language itself 

signifying a particular culture, words, slang, and popular phrases used in a language 

also hold cultural meaning and signify particular cultural practices. The influence of the 

Korean language is strongly evidenced in the comments of the posts on SuperM’s 

Instagram accounts. Because SuperM is a Korean group, their main language of 

communication is in Korean. Seeing this, fans have taken to Instagram comments to 

connect with SuperM members in their native language. Many of the comments from 

foreign fans will be written in romanized Korean, using the English alphabet to spell out 

Korean words. These comments in romanzied Korean are not full sentences, but often 

are one or two words borrowed from the Korean language that have become popular 

among K-pop fans. Fans have left comments using words and phrases such as 

“kiyowoo” (귀여워), meaning ‘cute’, “Fighting Haeyadwae” (화이팅 해야돼), literally 

meaning ‘you have to fighting’, and ‘oppa’ (오빠) meaning ‘older brother’. These fans 

Figure 4.10. Ten’s photo with 
Xiaojun 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8M9QH
ylnh_/?igshid=1c9zwbugoa4lf 

 

Figure 4.9. Ten’s photo of WayV 
members 

Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8IrZgjlyFc/
?igshid=j5h64e41qtew 
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commenting using Korean words show not only the influence of the Korean language 

itself, but also of the culture behind the meanings of the words as well. For example, 

while ‘fighting’ is an English word, in Korean culture it is used as an expression of 

support and ‘you have to fighting’ connotates to ‘keep going! You can do it!’. As well, the 

word ‘oppa’ meaning older brother is a term of endearment that females use to address 

an older man with whom they are close with. Such forms of address are a prominent 

feature of Korean culture and exists for all types of relationships. For example, a man 

will call a close older female ‘noona’ (누나, pronounced noon-ah), or a man will address 

a close older male friend as ‘hyung’ (헝).  

In addition to using romanized Korean, some fans have also commented on 

SuperM’s Instagram posts using Korean characters. For example, one user, comments 

on Taemin’s Instagram post using Korean characters. However, this user is not Korean, 

as evidenced by the Japanese text in her Instagram biography, as well as by the 

abundance on grammar mistakes in her comment. It is likely, then, that this fan has 

learned how to write Korean so that she may better communicate with Taemin in his 

native language. The fact that fans have adopted the Korean language, as well as 

romanized Korean words and phrases to use in their daily activities on social media 

signifies the influence of Korean culture from interactions with K-pop products through 

social media posts, as well as from consumption of Korean cultural products in general. 

4.3.3.  Korean Masculinities 

 As an industry based on visual appeal, masculinities are an important aspect of 

K-pop culture. Looks are very important in the K-pop industry, and many idols are 

selected not because of their talent, but because of their handsome features. In a K-pop 

group, each member will usually take on a role such as leader, vocal, or dancer, and it is 

not uncommon for groups to also have a member that is in charge of ‘visuals’. The 

visuals for men in K-pop culture, however, are vastly different compared to standards in 

the West. As mentioned in the earlier section, Korean masculinities are based on hybrid 

qualities that encompass ‘flower boy’ visuals that are pretty, soft, and feminine, as well 

as ‘beastly’ qualities that represent physical strength in a muscular body (Anderson, 

2014; Jung, 2011). The flower boy image reflects Korean ideals of masculinity that 

derive from the historically high prestige of Confucian scholars and reflect traditional 
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Korean cultural values, while the expectations of the ‘beastly’ masculinity come from 

American ideals of physical strength. K-pop, in its nature, is defined by its hybridity, 

combining Korean cultures with Western cultures in order to gain global appeal and 

acceptance in the transnational market. In the context of visual appeal, K-pop also does 

the same in hybridizing the two vastly different ideals of masculinities and creating a 

definition of masculinity that is distinct to K-pop culture.  

 These binaries of K-pop masculinity are also represented in SuperM’s Instagram 

posts. Through the selfies that the members post, it is evident that they possess flower 

boy visuals with soft, feminine features. However, at the same time, they also juggle the 

expectations of being ‘beastly’ by showing a more manly side as well. Two photos that 

Ten posted on October 10th, 2019 and February 15th, 2020 show how he juggles the two 

contradicting masculinities and encompasses both sides of the ideals as a transnational 

K-pop idol. The first photo features Ten’s flower boy visuals. Here, Ten looks beautiful, 

showing off a small face with a pointed chin, light skin, and delicate features in a winking 

pose that is typically associated with femininity. The second photo, however, Ten 

contrasts this femininity by revealing his shirtless upper body, showing off his broad 

shoulders, muscular back, and thin waist, features which are typical of an inverted 

triangle body shape desired for men and is associated with physical strength and athletic 

ability.  

                      

Figure 4.12. Ten’s beastly idol image 
Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8lwhPtlkbf/?ig
shid=lrsojukhx51y 

 

 

 

Figure 4.11. Ten’s flower boy visuals 
Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B3d9z4mFmg
U/?igshid=18liysbdiri52 
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4.3.4.  Korean Fashion 

 The final notion of culture presented in SuperM’s Instagram posts is Korean/ K-

pop fashion. While borrowed from Western fashion trends, K-fashion carries its own 

unique styles that makes it distinctly Korean. While individual pieces of clothing may 

seem no different than what is worn in western fashion, it is the distinct way that clothing 

is worn and matched that makes up Korean Fashion. An article on Vox titled “K-pop’s 

popularity is starting to shape fashion worldwide”, describes the global popularity of K-

pop fashion and notes that fashion that is represented in K-pop products and endorsed 

by K-pop idols is gaining popularity in the global market (Nittle, 2018). The mixture of 

textures and bold colours, along with “vivid hues, sensual fabrics, and showy patterns” 

are representative of K-pop fashion, which has been influencing global fashion trends as 

a result of the rise of social media (Nittle, 2018). Through constantly seeing these idols 

on social media, fans are influenced by the way that the idols dress and will wish to 

imitate these fashions styles as a method of feeling closer to the celebrity. According to 

the Vox article, after Korean boy band BTS member Suga appeared wearing a checked 

shirt by Virgil Abloh, the searches for that shirt increased by 120% (Nittle, 2018). These 

fashion styles are also emulated in SuperM’s posts, showing off their unique K-pop 

styles through fashion trends such as oversized hoodies and jackets, skinny jeans and 

tight pants, heavy emphasis on makeup and K-beauty including eye makeup and 

flawless skin, as well as vivid colours with pattern and logos. 

Korean fashion trends, along with the other above three mentioned aspects of K-

pop and Korean culture, while not distinct to SuperM’s Instagram and may be found in 

any Korean cultural and pop culture products, presents the idea that fans interaction with 

SuperM’s posts may lead to cross border cultural influences makes these aspects of K-

pop/ Korean culture found in the posts important in observing how K-pop has the 

potential to challenge the hegemonic culture flow from the West.  
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Figure 4.14. Lucas showing K-beauty 
Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8cZQ8yBzXO/
?igshid=1w9e864zlwirw 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.13. Kai showing K-fashion 
Credit: Instagram post taken from 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B3jIhKuHYYh/?ig
shid=7z4nrx18k1ko 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Discussion 

Cultural Identity Construction through Interactions on 
Social Media  

 The concepts of authenticity, culture, and identity are all closely related in that 

the performance of authentic self-branding on social media is also a performance of 

identity. The need that people feel to present an authentic self is an important aspect of 

“identification, socio-cultural participation and membership” (Leppanen et al., 2015), as 

the meaning of authenticity, as our case defines, is to present one’s true self to others 

online through factors including culture, beliefs, social factors, physical environment, 

preferences, race, ethnicity etc. (Marwick, 2013). By doing so, one is sharing their own 

identity with others through revealing their authentic selves, and one of the more 

prominent aspects of identity that is revealed in the case of SuperM’s Instagram posts, is 

cultural identity.  

 Despite some contradicting beliefs surrounding the concept of identity and its ties 

to biology, it is argued that identity is not a fixed, intrinsic concept. Rather, identities are 

negotiable and changeable, and can be influenced by a host of factors that include 

relatively fixed social categories such as race and ethnicity, but also external factors 

such as daily interactions with social surroundings, consumption patterns, and intake of 

media texts and products. On the internet, there is a plethora of personalities that are on 

display from others for users to take in while constructing their own identities (Tse, et al., 

2018), as social media’s interactive qualities facilitate close interaction with a variety of 

other people’s identities that may influence the negotiation of one’s own identity 

(Williams & Ho, 2016). Contemporary mass media and social media are an especially 

prominent source of cultural identity construction for fandoms. As Henry Jenkins, (as 

cited in Misailidou, 2017) writes, “fans construct their cultural and social identity through 

borrowing and inflecting mass culture images”. This concept is especially important for 

the global K-pop fandom because with no other direct means of access to K-pop 

celebrities and products, fans’ only way of interaction with and consumption of K-pop 
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comes from social media. And within these forms of social media, one of the major and 

most direct sources of cultural images are from the K-pop celebrities themselves.  

 As argued by Baym (2018), social media has changed the way that musicians 

present themselves to the public. The way that celebrities have adopted social media 

influencer marketing methods as a way to present branded authenticity to their 

audiences can be seen as a commercialization and commodification of celebrities 

themselves. The concept of ‘celebrity’, as described by Tse, et. al (2018), theorizes the 

term as “a system of rationalization through which audiences are encouraged to see 

celebrities’ personalities as legitimate, [and] culturally valuable” (p.143). In other words, 

as commodified product, celebrities also hold cultural value.  As audiences take in these 

celebrities as a cultural products, they are able to identify with the commodified body of 

the celebrity (Cho, 2015), including the celebrity’s self-branding consisting of not only 

their commercial preferences, but also their values, backgrounds, cultures, and 

identities, which in turn influences the consumption patterns and cultural identification of 

the audiences as well.   

 Taking the above concepts of cultural identity construction relating to fandom and 

social media into account, we can tie these ideas back to our previous discussion of K-

pop, hybridization, globalization, and cultural imperialism. The concept of hybridization in 

K-pop has been a longstanding arena of debate within academic studies. As many 

scholars, as well as the discussions of K-pop throughout this paper have argued, K-pop 

has successfully created a hybridized culture which appeals to global audiences and has 

the potential to bring Korean cultural influences to a global level, challenging the 

dominant flows of cultural imperialism from the West. The possibility of K-pop providing a 

counter-culture flow can be attributed to the notions of identity construction mentioned 

above. As fans around the world interact with K-pop via social media, they take in 

cultural influences which affect their own identity construction. While this theory may not 

yet be evident in all parts of the world, it is evident that Korean cultural influences have 

made their way into peripheral countries where Korean and K-pop cultural products are 

prominent.  

 In “Consuming the Other: Israeli Hallyu Case Study”, Lyan and Levkowitz (2015) 

explore the reception of Hallyu in Israel and discuss how and why Israeli people have 

adapted K-pop cultures into local Israeli culture through consumption of K-pop products. 
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Lyan and Levkowitz argue that those who consume K-pop culture in Israel have adapted 

the cultural elements from Korean popular culture products into Israeli culture as a result 

of seeing K-pop as the ‘other’. When exposed to a different culture, one is required to 

perform self-identification, which causes them to see the difference between the local 

culture and the foreign culture. By looking at K-pop as the ‘other’, foreign consumers see 

what their own cultures, or other available cultures are lacking by finding elements that 

they desire in K-pop (Lyan & Levkowitz, 2015). For example, it is often noted that K-pop 

is well received because it offers a refreshing change to the sex, drugs, and violence 

that is prominent in Hollywood products, and is easier for non-western consumers to 

relate to (Hogarth, 2013). Because it is difficult for foreign consumers of K-pop to have 

direct access to the original culture due to limitations of location and distance, foreign 

consumers, in this case the Israeli K-pop fanbases, can only take what they see in the 

media and localize, recreate, and adapt it to fit into their local cultures. Again, here we 

see that the Internet and social media play a tremendous role in granting overseas fans 

access to Korean cultural products, as there are very limited other ways of accessing 

this content.  

 How does this, then, all fit in with the case of SuperM, branding authenticity, and 

social media? Through the case study, we can see the ways in which the members of 

SuperM present their authentic selves and personal lives and identities on social media. 

The creation of Hallyu itself was supported by the Korean government and is meant to 

be a global cultural product. Through the use of branded authenticity, SuperM has 

turned themselves into commodified cultural products, and with the number of followers 

they have built connections and relationships with through social media, are able to act 

as lifestyle models for these fans (Elfving-Hwang, 2018). In presenting their private 

selves on social media, SuperM facilitates the forming of what Horton and Whol (1956) 

call parasocial interaction, in which the consumer of mediated content feels a deep, 

imagined connection to the subject of that content, viewing them as friends, family, or 

even lovers. These parasocial interactions lead to perceived parasocial relationships in 

fandoms, which describe a one-sided relationship between the fan and celebrity. We see 

this form of relationship taking place on SuperM’s Instagram accounts as a result of 

branded authenticity when fans communicate with SuperM in first person as if they have 

a close relationship. Borrowing from John Caughey’s theory of imaginary social 

relationships, Alperstein (2019) argues that when fans build connections with celebrities 
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and see them as significant players in their lives, fans will often want to mimic the 

attractive qualities that are presented by the celebrity. As Alperstein (2019) writes, 

“implied in this model is a causal link between the celebrity’s physical appearance, 

talents, or special abilities, the values they express and the attitudes they convey and 

the individual who seeks to bring their own self-image in line with that of the celebrity 

role model” (p.43). This suggests that when fans build imagined social relationships with 

celebrities, they are using the celebrities as a mirror to shape their own identities as well. 

In the case of K-pop and SuperM, as the physical appearance, talents, values, and 

attitudes they convey to fans are culturally Korean, it therefore makes sense that those 

global fans who are interacting with and consuming SuperM’s celebrity images are also 

affected by the hybridized K-pop culture presented in SuperM’s social media.  

Conclusion  

 Once again noting Baym’s argument, we can see that social media has brought 

about many changes in the way that celebrities interact and maintain relationships with 

fans. Because social media affords a space fans can access celebrities directly 

regardless of time and location, celebrities are now expected to make themselves 

available on social media, not just in terms of work, but their private lives as well. 

According to Baym (2018), the notion of authenticity in the music industry has shifted its 

focus from finding authenticity directly in the music, to appreciating the authenticity of the 

artist’s work through learning about their authentic selves. For celebrities on social 

media, authenticity is an attractive trait that allows fans to feel emotionally connected to 

the celebrity. Celebrity’s use of social media to present themselves online and build 

connections with fans in order to maintain a fanbase and boost commercial value is a 

form of branding which Banet-Weiser (2012) calls branded authenticity, where 

authenticity has become commercialized tool used to invoke a sense of connectivity 

between the brand and the audience so that the consumer becomes attached and 

emotionally invested. Adapting these theories into the case of K-pop, this paper explored 

the ways that K-pop group SuperM used branded authenticity to build relationships with 

fans across the globe.  

 The study revealed four different types of authenticity displayed in SuperM’s 

Instagram posts: 1. Revealing of personal relationships, 2. Selfies, 3. Everyday life and 

activities, and 4. Candid photos. A further analysis of the comments from users revealed 
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that the effects of this branded authenticity has successfully aided in creating parasocial 

relationships between fans and the SuperM members. As authenticity is closely linked to 

identity and culture, SuperM’s Instagram accounts were further observed to reveal four 

different aspects of culture imbedded in the posts: 1. Group centered values, 2. Korean 

language, 3. Korean masculinities, and 4. Korean Fashion. As our discussion on cultural 

identity construction revealed, celebrities are a major source for fans to base their own 

identity construction. As SuperM uses branded authenticity to build strong ties with fans, 

fans feel a deep emotional connection with the SuperM members. The parasocial 

relationships that are being built here have a strong emotional and cultural influence on 

the fans. As fans interact with SuperM’s social media, they are also interacting with the 

different Korean cultural aspects in SuperM’s posts. Taking the theory that mass media 

consumption and the commodification of celebrities as cultural entities has an effect on 

cultural identity construction into account, it can then be implied that SuperM’s display of 

authenticity on their Instagram accounts also promotes Korean culture that has the 

potential to affect fan’s cultural identity construction. When K-pop fans around the world 

interact with Korean cultural products through social media and use this influence to 

build their own cultural identities, we are able to see a counterflow of culture taking 

place. Contrary to the beliefs of the cultural imperialism school where it is thought that 

global culture flow is a one-way channel for Western culture to inject its way into 

peripheral countries, we can see that the effects that mediated culture presented through 

the social media accounts of K-pop idols such as SuperM do have a positive effect on 

the cultural identities of global fans. As presented by the case of K-pop in Israel, it is 

apparent that when K-pop culture makes its way into foreign countries, its hybridity 

allows fans to easily adopt and adapt Korean culture into their local culture, creating a 

new, K-pop influenced hybrid culture of their own. As K-pop and Hallyu have become a 

global phenomenon, and social media has allowed people from all over the world to take 

in and become invested in Korean popular culture, it is then important to recognize the 

potential that K-pop has in re-centering globalization by offering a counter-culture flow 

that not only challenges cultural imperialization from the West, but also opens up the 

possibility for multidirectional culture flows and creation of hybrid cultures.  

 



44 

References 

Abidin, C. (2018), Internet Celebrity: Understanding Fame Online (Society Now), 
Emerald Publishing Limited. https://doi-org.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/10.1108/978-1-78756-
076-520181002  

Alperstein, N. M. (2019). Celebrity and Mediated Social Connections Fans, Friends and 
Followers in the Digital Age. Springer International Publishing. 

Anderson, C. S. (2014) That’s My Man! Overlapping Masculinities in Korean Popular 
Music. In Kuwahara, Y. (Ed.) The Korean Wave: Korean Popular Culture in 
Global Context (pp. 117-131). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Audrezet, A., de Kerviler, G., & Guidry Moulard, J. (2018). Authenticity under threat: 
When social media influencers need to go beyond self-presentation. Journal of 
Business Research, 117, 557–569. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.07.008 

Banet-Weiser, S. (2012). Authentic TM : The politics and ambivalence in a brand culture. 
NYU Press. 

Baym, N. (2018). Playing to the Crowd: Musicians, Audiences, and the Intimate Work of 
Connection. NYU Press. doi:10.18574/nyu/9781479896165.001.0001 

Benjamin, J. (2019, August 7) SuperM ‘The Avengers Of K-Pop’, Unveiled By SM 
Entertainment And Capitol Music Group. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/ 
jeffbenjamin/2019/08/07/super-m-the-avengers-of-k-pop-unveiled-by-sm-
entertainment-and-capitol-music-group/#50116a0c6138 

Cho, M. (2015). Meta-Hallyu TV Global Publicity, Social Media and the Citizen Celebrity. 
In Lee, S. & Nornes, A. M. (Eds.), Hallyu 2.0: The Korean Wave in the Age of 
Social Media. (pp. 154-171). University of Michigan Press 

Elfving-Hwang, J. 05 Mar 2018, K-pop idols, artificial beauty and affective fan 
relationships in South Korea from: Routledge Handbook of Celebrity Studies 
Routledge. doi:10.4324/9781315776774-12  

Gannon, V. & Prothero, A. (2016). Beauty blogger selfies as authenticating practices. 
European Journal of Marketing, 50(9/10), 1858–1878. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/ejm-07-2015-0510 

Goffman, E. (1959) The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday Anchor Books.  

Hogarth, K. (2013). The Korean Wave: An Asian Reaction to Western-Dominated 
Globalization. Perspectives on Global Development and Technology, 12(1-2), 
135–151. https://doi.org/10.1163/15691497-12341247 



45 

Horton, D. & Wohl, R. (1956) Mass communication and para-social interaction: 
Observations on intimacy at a distance. Psychiatry 19(3): 215–229. 

Huang, A. (2020, March 9). Who is millionaire Li Jiaqi, China’s ‘Lipstick King’ who raised 
more than US$145 million in sales on Singles Day?. South China Morning Post. 
https://www.scmp.com/magazines/style/news-trends/article/3074253/who-
millionaire-li-jiaqi-chinas-lipstick-king-who 

Jerslev, A.  & Mortensen M. (05 Mar 2018) Celebrity in the social media age from: 
Routledge Handbook of Celebrity Studies Routledge 
doi:10.4324/9781315776774-10  

Jin, D. (2016). New Korean Wave: Transnational Cultural Power in the Age of Social 
Media. University of Illinois Press. 
https://doi.org/10.5406/illinois/9780252039973.001.0001 

Jin, D., & Yoon, K. (2016). The social mediascape of transnational Korean pop culture: 
Hallyu 2.0 as spreadable media practice. New Media & Society, 18(7), 1277-
1292. 

Jung, E. (2015). New Wave Formations: K-Pop Idols, Social Media and the Remaking of 
the Korean Wave. In Lee, S. & Nornes, A. M. (Eds.), Hallyu 2.0: The Korean 
Wave in the Age of Social Media. (pp. 73-89). University of Michigan Press 

Jung, S. (2011). K-pop, Indonesian fandom, and social media. Transformative Works 
and Cultures, 8. https://doi.org/10.3983/twc.2011.0289 

Jung, S. (2011). Korean masculinities and transcultural consumption: Yonsama, Rain, 
Oldboy, K-Pop idols. Hong Kong University Press. 

Kim, J. & Song, H. (2016). Celebrity's self-disclosure on Twitter and parasocial 
relationships: A mediating role of social presence. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 62, 570–577. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.03.083 

Kim, Y. (2013). The Korean wave: Korean media go global. London: Routledge, Taylor & 
Francis Group.  

Kowalczyk, C. M., & Pounders, K. R. (2016). Transforming celebrities through social 
media: the role of authenticity and emotional attachment. Journal of Product & 
Brand Management, 25(4), 345–356. https://doi.org/10.1108/JPBM-09-2015-
0969 

Kuwahara, Y. (2014). Introduction. In Kuwahara, Y. (Ed.) The Korean Wave: Korean 
Popular Culture in Global Context (pp. 1-9). Palgrave Macmillan.  

Lee, S. (2015). Introduction. A Decade of Hallyu Scholarship: Toward a New Direction. 
In Lee, S. & Nornes, A. M. (Eds.), Hallyu 2.0: The Korean Wave in the Age of 
Social Media. (pp. 1-28). University of Michigan Press 



46 

Leppänen, S., Møller, J. S., Nørreby, T. R., Stæhr, A., & Kytölä, S. (2015). Authenticity, 
normativity and social media. Discourse, Context & Media, 8(C), 1–5. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2015.05.008 

Lobinger, K., & Branter, C. (2015). In the Eye of the Beholder: Subjective Views on the 
Authenticity of Selfies. International Journal of Communication, 9, 1848–1860. 

Lyan, I. & Levkowitz, A. (2015). Consuming the Other Israeli Hallyu Case Study. In Lee, 
S. & Nornes, A. M. (Eds.), Hallyu 2.0: The Korean Wave in the Age of Social 
Media. (pp. 212-228). University of Michigan Press 

Maliangkay, R. (2015). Uniformity and Nonconformity the Packaging of Korean Girl 
Groups. In Lee, S. & Nornes, A. M. (Eds.), Hallyu 2.0: The Korean Wave in the 
Age of Social Media. (pp. 90-107). University of Michigan Press 

Maliangkay, R. & Song, G. (2015). A sound wave of effeminacy K-pop and the male 
beauty ideal in China. In Choi, J. & Maliangkay, R. (Eds.). K-pop: the 
international rise of the Korean music industry. (pp.164-177). Routledge. 

Marwick, A. (2013). Status Update: Celebrity, Publicity, and Branding in the Social Media 
Age. Yale University Press. 

Marwick, A., & Boyd, D. (2011). To See and Be Seen: Celebrity Practice on Twitter. 
Convergence, 17(2), 139–158. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856510394539 

McLaren, C. & Jin, D. (2020) “You Can’t Help But Love Them”: BTS Transcultural 
Fandom, and Affective Identities. Korea Journal, 60(1), 100-127. doi: 
10.25024/kj.2020.60.1.100  

Misailidou, E. (2017). Social media fandom: The construction of identity in the cases of 
"The 100" and "Once Upon A Time" Tumblr communities. 2017 Wireless 
Telecommunications Symposium (WTS), 1–11. 
https://doi.org/10.1109/WTS.2017.7943539 

Nittle, N. (2018, December 4). K-pop’s popularity is starting to shape fashion worldwide. 
Vox. https://www.vox.com/the-goods/2018/12/4/18124626/k-pop-bts-fashion-
melon-music-awards-jin-birthday  

Oh, I. (2013). The Globalization of K-Pop: Korea's Place in the Global Music Industry. 
Korea Observer, 44(3), 389–409. 

Rutherford, K. (2020, March 2). BTS Break Record For Most Weeks at No. 1 on Social 
50 Chart. Billboard. https://www.billboard.com/articles/business/chart-
beat/8549956/bts-break-social-50-chart-record 

Shim, D. (2006). Hybridity and the Rise of Korean Popular Culture in Asia. Media, 
Culture & Society, 28(1), 25–44. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443706059278 



47 

Tan, S. (2020, January 2) 10 Korean Fashion Trends Which Will Become Bigger In 
2020. Harper’s Bazaar Singapore. 
https://www.harpersbazaar.com.sg/fashion/korean-fashion-trends-2020/  

The Korea Times (2020, April 22). Remakes of Korean TV shows gain popularity in US, 
Europe. The Korea Times. https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/art/2020/04/688_ 
288311.html 

Trilling, L. (1972) Sincerity and Authenticity. Cambridge, Harvard University Press.  

Tse, T., Leung, V., Cheng, K., & Chan, J. (2018). A clown, a political messiah or a 
punching bag? Rethinking the performative identity construction of celebrity 
through social media. Global Media and China, 3(3), 141–157. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2059436418805540 

Williams, J. P. & Ho, S. (2016). "Sasaengpaen" or K-pop Fan? Singapore Youths, 
Authentic Identities, and Asian Media Fandom. Deviant Behavior, 37(1), 81–94. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2014.983011 

Yoon, T. & Kang, B. (2017) Emergence, Evolution, and Extension of “Hallyu Studies”. In 
T. Yoon & Jin D. (Eds.) The Korean Wave: Evolution, Fandom and 
Transnationality. (pp.3-23). London. Lexington Books. 


