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Introduction
 
Weverse is a recently formed South Korean company which has been defining and optimising fan marketing and engagement spheres through Social Media. Formed and originally funded by the larger conglomerate HYBE Entertainment, Weverse was created to capitalise on the growing Hallyu – Korean wave, the recent phenomena of consumption in South Korean culture specifically the entertainment such as music and film that is consumed in other countries.
 
The continuous rapid growth and evolution of Weverse in the music market with new artists joining the platform regularly, new application uses updated often and HYBE continually partnering with new companies to increase the apps reach, means that finding up to date information on published academic journals in English is near impossible. Instead most references and reading is gained from well-established press, music news publishing outlets and HYBE public quarterly share-holder meetings due to the information being the most recent and reliable. 
 
Along with the app based research a study into HYBE and its plans as a conglomerate were important to understand the future of the Weverse application. HYBE being the parent company to the application understanding its growth strategies and the position it is taking in the music and entertainment market is vital for considering and accessing the future of the application and how they want it to grow. So research into prior academic business analysis of other large music conglomerates in both the Western market and Korean market was necessary. This research into both, allowed comparison as to why HYBE had formed the Weverse application unlike its Western counterparts who have no fan specific platforms and instead use standard social media apps and judge the market climate to inform them of any recommendations to make.
 
Overview
 
Hallyu Wave

Due to post-cold-war and the armistice agreement with North (the Democratic People’s Republic of) Korea, the South Korean government pushed countrywide innovation to grow its economy by exporting goods abroad, quickly finding success through companies such as Samsung, LG Group and Hyundai. As the economy experienced rapid growth the government looked at other goods and markets that could also be exported for economic growth. Learning that Western and East Asian countries such as America and Japan were exporting and promoting their countries culture through popular entertainment which then increased both tourism and cultural standing the sector was perceived as the next step in growth for South Korea to develop both the economy and cultural influence.
 
Web 2.0 rapidly connected the world, giving those both inside South Korea and outside easy access to external media. Beginning with K-dramas in the late 90’s which found a viewing audience outside of the country, creating international audiences and fans who began to take an interest in the other entertainment aspects. Consumption of outside influences begun to change music consumption and creation in South Korea and rapidly the South Korean youth created westernised styled groups, the first of which was Seo-Taji and the Boys to find popularity. These groups rapidly grew and many who were part of the scene went on to create the new record labels that would then create the idol industry.

History of Fan Clubs.
 
Fan Clubs have been used around the world as a way to create a space for fans to learn more about their idols and for the label to create an estimate of the fandom demographic. Early examples of large fan clubs are those of artist such as David Cassidy and the Beatles. However these western counter parts never had the phenomenal success of current fan clubs as there was little or no interaction between the fans and the idols or clubs management. The clubs simply were a membership to join in order to receive magazines, gifts or occasional prizes to see the idol. This did not give the feeling of being part of something in the way that the new fan clubs do, they were fundamentally about making money for the record companies and there was no attempt at respect for the fan as individuals or as a group.
 
In K-pop fandom quickly defined groups with fandom names and a close para-social relationship that begun early on in its development. Similar to how we see in western media where men maintain an identity with the football club they support for life the same attachment grew in South Korea for fans to hold identity with the idol they supported. What started as informal fan clubs run by fans themselves hosting idol blogs, fans would produce HQ photos and recordings to be distributed to other fans along with in person celebrations of artist birthdays. These informal fan clubs began to be recognised by the artist’s labels as an endeavour to create a new official route of fan clubs where-in they could produce exclusive content for a fee.
 
These official fan clubs are hosted on web portals such as Naver or the more popular Dauem where many of the unofficial fan clubs were also hosted which made the moving of fans to the offical page a smoother and easier process. As the official ‘fan cafes’ begun it was the only ‘official’ way for fans to communicate, also with acting as a secondary social media site with the artist posting their own updates on the blog along with responding to fans. There was an ease of accessibility for Korean fans as they could join for free via sending in the serial number from album purchases and answering basic questions about the artist. However due to the web portals being Korean, international fans found that it was harder to access especially with the need to write in Hangul in order to answer the questionnaires.
 
From this point the free service would gauge the rough size and investment of the core fan base and from this information a paid year subscription to the artist would be introduced this would include a host of exclusive content as seen in figure 1.
 
These fan clubs quickly became a key part of fandom management for South Korean artists and as the worldwide interest grew it became clear the difficulty of access for non-Korean fans was not only a frustration for said fans but kept a large amount of would be paying audiences locked out from the content. This was losing the companies a large area of potential revenue.

























HYBE introduction
 
HYBE Cooperation formed in South Korea and has been a huge success in the Korean entertainment industry. In the beginning before a company restructure in 2021 HYBE was simply a record company known as ‘Big Hit Entertainment’, this record company had huge international success with the band BTS who themselves were considered a major act in the Hallyu wave (the recent growth of South Korean media included but not limited to music and films being consumed in the rest of the world).
 
Mass consumption of South Korean entertainment worldwide increased hugely with BTS as their popularity surged they became the face of the hallyu wave. This worldwide popularity established Big Hit Entertainment on the global marketplace and the revenue gained financed company development, expansion and encouraged use of further new social media markets. (STASSEN, 2020), culminating into the formation of HYBE Cooperation
 
Registered as a new company early 2021 after Big Hit Entertainment went through the organizational restructuring  by board members and the then CEO Bang Si-Hyuk, restructured  company into an entertainment and lifestyle brand. Taking Big Hit Entertainment from being simply a music label to a wide ranging multi-functional media company, a process they’d been building towards in years prior, and put HYBE in a position to maximise on future media developments.
 
 
Corporate structure
 
The development of HYBE was how the company furthered its ambitions to diversify its income but at the same time dominate the music market. HYBE became a parent company with subsidiary companies in many areas of the entertainment and retail industries including music. Moving forward following what it had already been successfully doing as Big Hit, acquiring small established companies and creating new departments and companies to control more of its income and the market. In this way HYBE continued with Big Hits monopoly of the Korean music industry with the acquisition of three other record labels in South Korea whilst also establishing two new labels all within the HYBE Label sector.
 
The first takeover came with the buy-out of Source Music, with whom Big Hit Entertainment had successfully co-managed a group with. In assessing Hybe’s reason for the buy-out it seemed to be both profitable and to increase their artist stable as Source Music had a very successful girl group on their books called G-Friend. Up until this point HYBE had not had chart success with female groups and G-friend were in the top 10 highest selling female groups in South Korea at the point of HYBE purchasing Source Music. PLEDIS music were Hybe’s next purchase, Pledis notably managed the male group Seventeen who had become the closest competitors to HYBE’s artist BTS (still considered the most successful of the South Korean boy bands). Since their debut in 2015 Seventeen had sold more than 10 million albums. Pledis also managed another very popular female act Fromis 9. Lastly  the  most recent acquisition by HYBE is KOZ Entertainment a small record label mainly focusing on Hip Hop.
 
HYBE has continued with Big Entertainments push into the Western market during the first month of its launch. Acquiring 100% of Ithaca Holdings including SB Projects. SB Projects manages some major Western artists including Ariana Grande and Justin Bieber, also BIG Machine Records (who notably had control of Taylor Swift’s masters from her first 6 albums till 2021). HYBE have used these company buy outs to start an American subsidiary named HYBE America.







Weverse explained

The aim of creating Weverse was to increase profitability, ensuring the revenue from fan purchases was not going to outside companies, the revenue that would normally be processed by a third party company (record stores, gig venues etc). By selling all artist products and ‘Weverse exclusive’ merchandise directly to fans, the profit all stays entirely with HYBE rather than losing a percentage to an external retailing company for sales. 

This social media app targets direct fan interaction in using an app to engage with the artists in this new way which has previously only been done on a platforms such as Twitter enables HYBE to collect fan information and personal statistics through questionnaires hosted on the app. This is a marketing goldmine which can directly influence business decisions. It gives clear indicators on the popularity of artists, merchandise and new initiatives. The app generates profit (with $95.95 million made in Q4 2020), patrons can pay extra to join exclusive clubs and receive exclusive content,  often involving personal details and messages from artists not available elsewhere (Smith, 2021).

In late 2018 / early 2019 during the diversifying of the company sales HYBE structured and created 3 new subsidiaries. beNX being one of the most successful as a innovative development company, early development was with the management of Big Hits artist social media, and fan shopping platforms which released a new shopping site for BTS fans along with a new fan site named Armypedia, making use of the fans own nickname for themselves. During this stage they were also developing what would come to be Weverse.

Weverse the application was then launched in June 2019 alongside the Weply e-commerce store in July 2019, this was later re-branded to become simply Weverse shop. During the media coverage of the launch the apps under the Weverse umbrella were described to be a one stop shop for fans with the tag line “We create a space to entertain and delight each and every fan, a world that brings fans and artists closer than ever before.”. REF

The application was curated to take over the role of the fan cafes as the original signed artist’s exclusive contract with the Daeum Café was due to expire. Big Hit was beginning to move to become an insular and in-house focused label and so the Weverse development and launch was structured to house the revamped fan club. 

The app had a slow build as many fans who were comfortable with the previous version of the fan club along with the fact they had already paid the year’s subscription so many originally boycotted the change. This was also partly because of the emotional attachment fans attributed to the previous fan club site as it had been the place for years, as a place they had interacted with their idols. HYBE as a company used brute force to bring over the fans as they purposefully wiped the previous site Armypedia and had the artists posting so frequently on the Weverse site the fan had no choice but to follow if they didn’t want to be left out of the latest postings.

During this time as Big Hit was restructured into HYBE and the continued label acquisitions, the artist roster hosted on the site grew with artist acquisitions and new signings. from pu a massive user base rapidly growing from its inception to in HYBEs shareholder end of 22 report boasting of 53.9 million users with a culminative 330million posting that very year. 

Naver & V-Live

As the app built its userbase HYBE continued its acquisitions and partnership that would attribute more usage and user base to the app. As previously discussed the web portal Naver purchased a 49% stake in the subsidiary where within the joint partnership they would transfer the ownership of another fan-interaction platform V-Live. The on-line streaming platform was vital to strengthen the company’s high standing position in the every growing fan-economy.  

Using this new joint venture with the Naver Cooperation, Weverse were able to purchase a stake in one of South Korea’s “big 3 record labels’ YG, purchasing a 19% stake in the company in order to have exclusive rights on the merchandising and distribution deals for YG artists,  also bringing the YG artist roster on to the application as well. 

With the separate shop application, HYBE through Weverse has achieved its aim to keep fan spending in house, revenue that would have been lost to record stores, gig venues, online stores and other third parties is now kept within the company. Weverse acts as the one stop shop for fans selling traditional merchandise such as albums 










































Key issues and performance



Revenue model

Being part of such a huge conglomerate of companies within the HYBE umbrella has given Weverse advantages one of which has led to its partnership with companies its parent company has acquired in order to streamline its branch out into live-streaming concerts. Also to utilise the labels which have become sister companies to create a large artist roster compiled of Western and South Korean artists to exploit and market within the platform.

This drive for revenue coined “indirect artist involvement” would see the use of an artist's name and image on mascots without the need for any direct involvement from said artist in the process. This process minimises artists time and input and creates a new revenue stream. This was seen as a huge benefit in South Korean culture due to a 2-year mandatory military service, most noticeably with major artists such as BTS and Seventeen.

Livestream concerts

During the Covid pandemic Weverse as a company was in a strong situation unlike most others, because of its partnership (now part of Weverse via acquisition) with V-live an already popular live stream platform. Using V-lives platform they hosted concerts during the pandemic selling tickets ($46.10) along with fan cams and have now continued to do so for Seoul based concerts so fans from other countries can also watch the live concerts. A recent example of this profitability happened In June 2022, BTS held a virtual concert ‘BANG BANG CON The Live’ where tickets started at $46 and the concert generated $20 million in ticket sales with over 756,600 viewers from 107 different countries

Fan Club

On a yearly subscription basis fan’s can sign up to receive a fan club card along with benefits on the app such as fan club only content. They also receive exclusive opportunities to purchase fan club only merch and virtual concert tickets. The membership prices varies from artist to artist and which tier you choose but it is between $22-$155 a year. 

Key activities 

The activities that Weverse focus in on are to engage fan communities “We create a space to entertain and delight each and every fan, a world that brings fans and artists closer than ever before.”
The platforms main goals are to engage fans and bring them closer to the artist is a means to exploit fans for data and capital. With these activities they can bring about all these aims in a singular platform.

Fan- artist

The fan direct to artist activities is the foundation of the Weverse platform from which the ability to create all other activities are created from. By focusing on creating and nurturing the para-social relationship between the artist and fan offering exclusive content, and a platform where fans can feel like they are more likely to be noticed by the artist and have a one on one interaction with them they in turn become more connected and involved. 

A survey of 400 respondents was undertaken in South Korea to explore the one sided or parasocial relationship between fans/fan groups and idols trying to understand how the relationship affected both parties (Chung & Cho, 2017). Its results showed how a celebrity relationship could for a fan create loyalty which in turn can lead to higher levels of spending from the fan. So building loyalty between artist and fan increased sales/revenue. This is a positive within the marketing and advertising industry as a whole, but is more impactful within the music industry ‘A fan economy is one in which the value resides in the artist-fan relationship’.

Fan – fan

On other social media platforms where you have to search to find your fan community and then become part of  fandom hierarchy with so much noise from other users of the site it is hard to create a community that is only focused on the artist. It creates a space where there are so many voices that it is easy to feel disconnected to the fandom as a whole. In comparison on Weverse though it tends to lack casual fans of an artist those who use the app tend to be the most dedicated, that sets the example and fuels future dedication from other fans. With the app segregating different fan communities the discussion on the app are only artist related giving a tight grasp on the fans actions as they fuel each other to become more invested. Here within these groups the intensity of devotion becomes normalised.

Merchandise

Within the music industry a large percentage of profit is generated through sales of physical copies of albums and singles and merchandise. The profits gained from these sales are often split between multiple vendors and third parties so the record company loses a proportion of the revenue generated. Third party retailers are estimated to take approximately 30% of profits from the sale of CDs (Vinson, 2006) this is a considerable cut and HYBE’s procedures to eliminate that loss are a big part of their success..

Creating and establishing exclusive merchandising platforms means that there are less division of revenues, giving a higher net profit for the company. Although Western artists often have their own store fronts for fans to purchase merchandise, the opportunity for a shop to be integrated with artist to fan social media apps gives fans more engagement with the merchandise as it is released and also makes it simpler for fans to buy enabling the outcome of higher sales.

Key resource

Weverse is now in a situation where they have exclusive access to all the artists under HYBE label so they have exclusive rights to exploit the artist in merchandise and in live streams. Weverse also use the app to farm user data which is vital in today’s media marketplace, demographics on your core consumer groups are key in being able to maximizing your marketing.

HYBE subsidiary

Weverse being a subsidiary has the opportunity for growth that any other similar platform would not be able to achieve without the luxury of similar support. The platform itself was made at a loss for the company intentionally, however due to HYBE resources they were able to fund its creation which has become and overwhelming success. Along with its creation came access to one of the biggest artist in the world, BTS. Weverse had a head start with BTS as the group already had over 100 million followers across their multiple platforms around the world. If the Weverse app had only hosted just BTS it still would have had a large user base, however with the interaction from all of HYBE’s many labels it is able to have an even greater userbase. 

With HYBE’s notoriety in the South Korean business market many other large companies are seizing the opportunity to partner with them, hoping to also find growth in new markets and with sites such as Naver. These businesses being created for a South Korean market would find it hard to expand into other territories however by partnering with Weverse they are able to benefit from secondary markets with a proven strategy instead of investing into a new market that may not succeed for them. 

User data 

One of Weverse biggest resources which gets very little attention is the huge amount of user date it is able to legitimately compile. One of the largest parts of business today is the user data that they are able to compile and then exploit in ways of targeted advertisement. Weverse partnered with Databricks and was able to streamline its data collection which in turn has been able to be used to compile information relevant to business decisions driven by data provided from fans. This means that it is not only easier for them to market to their current audience but they are able to easily identify groups which their platform and parent company artists should focus on outside platform marketing.

Competitor landscape and total market share

Weverse is in the position of market dominance in its field, its old competitors the other fan club hosting platforms have either merged with Weverse as is the case of Naver or had the majority of its artist moved to Weverse in the case of Daem. With no Western companies investing in this type of platform and its competitors in its home market no longer as relevent, it is able to continue its ever expanding growth. The current direction of its expansion is into the Western market as it already has a standing in the West with k-pop artists, instead bringing in artists who are part of the western music business into the app to bring in a new audience.

Its customers have no other company to choose between that is producing the same overall service, the only other similar competitor in western markets being Twitter. However Twitter lacks the ease to purchase from the artist directly, fans having to leave the site to purchase merchandise, sign up for newsletters and more. With Weverse focusing on being a one stop shop for both fans to interact with artist but also for artist to connect, engage and sell to, it as a whole company is its own unique selling point.

The collaboration with the Western artists on Weverse came after Warner Music Group, purchased a 5.9% share in HYBE valued at 433 Million dollars at the beginning of 2021. Alongside an announcement of a partnership with Inthtica which holds the investment and management company of Scooter Braun. This demonstrates that these long-standing and successful Western labels see that joining HYPE and in turn having their artists on the Weverse platform is beneficial to their businesses.

Recommendations and conclusion

Weverse has in in short time as a direct to fan business come to define and dominate the space by not only focusing on fan-artist interaction but also fan-fan interaction. By incorporating all fan online activities alongside producing offline events and selling merchandise they have achieved their goal of becoming a one-stop shop that fulfils all a fans needs. This strategy has led Weverse to becoming both a popular application and a profitable business.

HYBE taking the tried and tested business strategy that the big 3 record companies in the west used to create their monopoly over the market by acquisitions of smaller companies to grow their own has made it so Weverse has in-turn grown with the conglomerates expansion and benefitted from these partnerships

When looking at the future of the Weverse it’s hard to see what they will expand into due to the apps already wide range of business activities however when looking at their current assets it is clear they are continuing to try and break further into the western market by hosting new artists that are popular with non k-pop fans. By doing so they will in turn hopefully become recognised not just as a Korean artist focused company but as the sole way for fans to connect with their artists. 

Alongside this announced in its summer shareholders meeting they are looking to expand Weverse into the live market with more of it artist hosting concerts that will have the opportunity for fans to both attend in person and on-line. With the recent negativity surrounding  Ticketmaster and live nation and HYBE continued moves to become more insular we could see as Weverse grows more of a standing an investment into moving towards ticket sales and distribution alongside tour promotion and operation. This move for the company would both make sense for Weverse as it expand to cover more fan services but also HYBE as they grow their conglomerate to encompass the whole entertainment sphere.
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