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Abstract

This study focuses on potential creators in online ACG fan communities who regularly browse, collect, and follow fan works and have creative ideas, but have not yet started creating. The project explores whether reducing Perceived Difficulty through visual and interaction design can help these users take their first step towards fan creation.
Based on research into lurking, legitimate peripheral participation, micro-creation, self-regulated learning, and fan creative practices, the project developed FanSprout, a high-fidelity WeChat Mini Program prototype. It uses a gradual creative path from Collect and Micro-creation to Creative Seed, WIP, and Works. The design also supports private creation, flexible pauses, inspiration collection, and ready-made visual materials to reduce both operational and psychological difficulty.
User testing collected 21 valid responses through a five-point Likert scale questionnaire. The results showed that most participants could understand the main functions and supported the ideas of recording small creative thoughts, creating at their own pace, keeping content private, and returning to unfinished work. However, problems remained in the homepage layout and some visual metaphors. Overall, the project suggests that lowering Perceived Difficulty can support potential fan creators in beginning and continuing their creative process.
Keywords: ACG fan communities, potential creators, lurking, Perceived Difficulty, fan creation, visual communication design
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Making Fan Creation Easier to Start: Reducing Perceived Difficulty for Potential Creators Who Lurk in ACG Fan Communities

1. Project Focus and Context
Fan creation is a way for fans to express their interest in and understanding of original works. As fan activities have moved from fan-made publications and offline communication to online platforms, the ways people take part in fan culture have also become more varied. Creating and posting works are not the only forms of participation. Browsing, collecting, discussing, and developing ideas around favourite characters and stories are also common activities in online fan communities.
This study focuses on potential creators in online ACG fan communities who have spent a long time browsing, collecting, and following fan works but have not started creating their own works.
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Figure 1-2: Doujinshi creators and participants at Comic Market, illustrating fan creation as a form of participatory cultural practice. Source: Event Marketing.
In this study, “potential creators” does not refer to all lurkers. It specifically refers to those who have already had an interest or idea about creating fan works but have not yet taken action.
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Figure 3: The participation gap identified among potential fan creators, from browsing and saving fan works to having creative ideas but rarely beginning creation. Source: Author’s own research.
However, moving from liking and viewing fan works to having an idea and actually creating something does not always happen naturally. This leads to an important question: what makes it difficult for lurkers in fan communities to start creating for the first time? Carvalho and Moreira (2022) show that amateur creators can experience perceived difficulty beyond technical problems. Even when the actual technical requirements are not high, the feeling that a task is difficult can still stop people from starting. Mazzantti (2025) also suggests that barriers for amateur creators can come from psychological factors beyond technical skills, such as self-doubt and a perceived sense of task burden. Based on the context of ACG fan communities, this study therefore asks: if design can reduce the perceived difficulty experienced by lurkers, can it help them take the first step towards creation? This question forms the starting point of the Design-Easy direction in this project.
[image: ]
Figure 4: The research problem and Design-Easy direction developed from the Perceived Difficulty of beginning fan creation. Source: Author’s own design.


2. Research and Design Development
At the beginning of the research, lack of confidence, fear of judgement, and social pressure were considered as separate reasons for not creating. However, developing each issue into a separate design direction would make the project cover psychological, social, and creative ability at the same time. This would move away from the main goal of helping potential creators actually start creating. These issues were therefore brought back under the idea of Perceived Difficulty. The research question also changed from “why do people not create?” to “how can people who already have creative ideas take the next step more easily?”
Wyndow (2003) describes lurking as participatory non-participation, suggesting that viewing community content can itself be a form of participation. Lave and Wenger (1991) explain that newcomers can take part through observation as a form of legitimate peripheral participation.
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Figure 5：Lave and Wenger’s Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (1991), which informed the project’s understanding of gradual participation from peripheral involvement towards more active creative practice.
Ghosh and Aragon (2014) also show that observation can support participation in fan communities. These studies led to the idea that a process-based design focused on collecting and organising content may help reduce perceived difficulty for fan community lurkers.
Zimmerman (2002) explains that self-regulated learning supports the ability to pause and restart tasks. 
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Figure 6：Zimmerman’s cyclical model of self-regulated learning, which informed the project’s consideration of pausing, reflecting and returning to unfinished creative work.
Duffy (2020) points out that fan creation often happens in interrupted and fragmented periods. Based on these ideas, giving users control over when they pause and restart their creative process may reduce perceived difficulty. This project takes inspiration from Finch and Spirit City and uses visual metaphors such as plants and greenhouses to create an Experience Easy approach. The main idea is to allow users to pause and return to their creative work freely.
Lucero (2023) discusses lightweight micro-creation in fan communities. Fiesler et al. (2017) suggest that micro-creation can provide an entry point for newcomers. Based on this, the project uses the gradual path of Micro-creation → Creative Seed → WIP to lower the starting barrier.
Thomas (2024) suggests that fan creation can involve reusing and changing existing content. Hambly (2016) identifies rewriting as a common starting point for fan creation. The project therefore refers to A Tiny Sticker Tale and Are.na, turning inspiration into digital materials that users can rearrange through a Capture, Arrange, Connect process.
Baym (2018) argues that personal satisfaction is an important motivation for fan creation. Hellekson (2021) points out that many fan works are created without being made public. Based on these ideas, FanSprout keeps content private by default and does not require users to publish their work, creating a private creative mode.
Reyman (2019) argues that fans can gradually build their visual and aesthetic understanding through active participation. Booth (2022) suggests that ordinary participants are also able to create fan works. This project therefore uses ready-made visual components to reduce difficulty while helping users develop their aesthetic understanding through practice.

3. Critical Analysis of Process and Outcome
The project has developed from an early user journey and functional framework into an interactive high-fidelity WeChat Mini Program prototype, currently named “FanSprout”. During the early stage, the main focus was deciding what functions were needed. As the project moved into prototyping, the main design question became whether these functions could help users move from scattered ideas towards their first creative work. This resulted in a gradual path of Collect → Micro-creation → Creative Seed → WIP → Works. Users are not expected to produce a complete fan work immediately.
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Figure 9：Design intention: Creation does not need to begin with a complete fan work.
Ease of use is first addressed by lowering the barrier to the first action. Inspiration Field simplifies the first step into browsing, picking up, and recording inspiration. Paper Puppet Theatre provides ready-made characters and scenes, allowing users to make small changes to existing visual materials instead of starting from a blank page. My Inspiration helps users move from collected inspiration to Creative Seeds. Users place their inspiration into digital soil, marking the change from simple collection to the creative process. Inspiration Desk allows users to drag and organise separate ideas, although the way different pieces of content are combined is not clear enough and still needs written guidance.
Creative Greenhouse uses a plant metaphor to visualise unfinished work. It refers to the visual feedback used in Forest but removes the idea that interruption causes the plant to die. 
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Figure 10：Critical adaptation of the virtual growth metaphor: Forest visualises progress through virtual trees but uses loss when a focus session is interrupted, while FanSprout retains the growth metaphor without punishing pauses. 

Bad Weather and Hibernation Cabin treat pauses as a normal part of creation, reducing extra psychological pressure. Token works as a small helper within the interface rather than a virtual pet that needs constant care, so it does not create another task for the user. Works Garden keeps a visual record of creative progress while avoiding turning statistics into performance targets. However, the homepage contains many entry points, making the order of functions difficult for new users to understand. The plant metaphor in the Greenhouse also needs written explanation and may create extra learning difficulty.
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Figure 10：Operation Easy in the FanSprout prototype: (a) Inspiration Field; (b) Paper Puppet Theatre; (c) My Ideas; and (d) Inspiration Desk. Source: my prototype.
User testing was needed to examine whether the prototype could actually reduce perceived difficulty. The author worked with a programming partner to develop the Mini Program for fan community lurkers. On 5 September 2026, participants were recruited through Xiaohongshu and offline contacts. They watched a remote demonstration video of the Mini Program lasting 13 minutes and 59 seconds and then completed a Wenjuanxing questionnaire on their phones. Each participant received RMB 15 as compensation.
After removing one invalid response from a participant who did not finish the video, 21 valid responses were collected. The average completion time was 14 minutes. The questionnaire contained 20 questions using a five-point Likert scale and examined two main areas: ease of operation and ease of experience (see Appendices 1, 2 and 3). Most participants were aged 21 to 25. Most had been involved with fan culture for four to ten years, and more than half were students. In addition, 85.71% matched the main characteristics of fan community lurkers, meaning that the sample was closely related to the target user group.
For ease of operation, the overall understanding score of the Mini Program was 3.92, and the understanding rate for each functional page was above 80%. A total of 95.24% of participants could distinguish the main functions of collecting, growing, works, and organising. More than half felt that the overall process from recording inspiration to developing a work was easy or very easy. At the same time, 95.24% agreed that the Token assistant was helpful. However, only 57.14% could clearly identify the action entry points on the homepage. This supports the earlier design concern that the complex homepage layout creates an extra recognition burden for first-time users. Although the main functions were generally clear, the information layout of the homepage remains a weakness of the prototype.
The testing also provided positive evidence for ease of experience, which refers to reducing psychological perceived difficulty. A total of 85.71% agreed that small and incomplete creative ideas were worth recording. 71.43% felt more relaxed because they were not required to make their work public. 76.19% agreed that users could create at their own pace and also recognised the value of Bad Weather and Hibernation Cabin in accepting pauses in creation. 95.24% believed that permanently keeping their content would make them more willing to return and continue creating. Users with lower levels of interaction in fan communities showed particularly positive responses to the value of the product.
Overall, the testing suggests that the prototype reduced the understanding barrier for most users. The main functions and metaphor system could generally be understood by the target users. On the psychological level, private saving, allowing pauses, and avoiding pressure to produce were supported by the testing results. These design choices helped reduce the psychological pressure of creation for fan community lurkers and supported the main goal of reducing perceived difficulty. However, the homepage still creates problems in recognising entry points, and some metaphors still require written explanation. These issues have not been fully solved by the current design.
4. Reflection and Future Development
Through early research, user journey development, case studies, and high-fidelity prototype iterations, this study developed a clearer understanding of what “Easy” means in this project. At first, the lack of creation among lurkers was mainly linked to confidence, judgement, and other external pressures. Later research returned the focus to Perceived Difficulty. To help potential creators begin, the aim is not to change the user but to make the first action and the creative process feel easier. This understanding also changed the meaning of “completion” in FanSprout. A complete Fan Work is not the only valid result. Collect, Micro-creation, Creative Seed, and WIP are all treated as meaningful parts of creation.
There are still clear limitations. The homepage has too many entry points, and only 57.14% of participants could identify them clearly. The interaction of Inspiration Desk is difficult to understand, while the plant metaphor in Greenhouse also creates some confusion. Participants suggested adding short explanations and beginner guidance. The statistics shown on the Me page may also encourage users to focus too much on how much they have completed. The user research also has limitations. There were only 21 valid responses, most participants were recruited through Xiaohongshu, and participants experienced the prototype through a demonstration video rather than direct hands-on use.
Future development will first address these problems. The hand-drawn collage visual style will be kept, while the homepage layout will be simplified and short instructions will be added to reduce the learning difficulty created by the metaphors. Functions such as tag organisation, automatic saving, and material customisation can then be developed in stages. Throughout future development, the project will continue to follow its main principles: users should not be pushed to create, and they should not be required to make their work public.
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