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 In the last 20 years, Internet usage has increased with the rise of high-speed connection, 

Web 2.0, and mobile technology.  In 2000, 73% of youth from the United States logged on the 

Internet, and by 2007, the percentage increased to 93% (Roberts, Henriksen, & Foehr, 2009).  

Globally, between 2000 and 2008, there was a 290% increase in Internet usage (Tapscott, 2009).  

These numbers show that many people, especially adolescents, are logging on and using the 

Internet. 

 Since this current generation of youth in developed nations are considered digital natives, 

also known as Net Generation, it is not surprising that adolescents are usually the ones exploring 

current and new technological trends (Black, 2009).  These young digital natives are using the 

Internet to communicate and engage with others through social media and networking sites, to 

watch videos and other media, and to explore their own identities and how they fit into the 

world.  Unfortunately, many parents and adults have expressed concerns with their children and 

other young people frequently utilizing the Internet, and many of the adults feel disassociated 

from young people and their online activities (Dretzin & Maggio, 2008).  Many parents worry 

about online predators, fearing that their children are involved in dangerous online activities, and 

think, along with other adults, that the young people are exposing too much personal information 

online. 

 Although these concerns are not something to ignore, by taking an asset-based approach 

with youth development, parents and youth development professionals could view the Internet as 

an asset to enrich individual's social, mental, and creative development.  Research has noted how 

a niche culture like those in the anime, manga, and video games subcultures have proven to be 

positive for individuals involved (Black, 2009; Fukunaga, 2006; Chambers, 2012).  In fact, there 

are several articles focusing on how educators could use animes, mangas, and video games as a 
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way to promote literacy in adolescents (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003; Frey & Fisher, 2004; 

Schwartz & Rubinstein-Avila, 2006; Steinkuehler, 2010).  Black (2009) demonstrated how these 

interests help improve English language skills for English-as-Second-Language students, with 

the opposite effect happening in Fukunaga's (2006) article where anime, mangas, and video 

games encouraged young adults to learn the Japanese language and culture.   Black (2009), 

Chandler-Olcott and Mahar (2003), and Warburton (2010) discussed that these subcultures 

promoted online communities in the form of social media and networking and similarly fostered 

fan-based creations such as fanfiction, fanart, and fan websites.  These articles focused on small 

samples because the subject is very niche; regardless, they explore how anime, mangas, and 

video games can be beneficial to literacy and online development. 

History of Anime and Manga 

Anime is a shortened term for Japanese animated films and cartoons, and manga is known 

as Japanese comic books and graphic novels.  Most Americans think that the target-audience for 

these two mediums is for children.  When early animes like Astro Boy were introduced to the 

United States, they came in a censored form (Chambers, 2012).  In the 1970s and 1980s, few 

animes such as Lupin III and Robotech developed a cult following in the United States; however, 

this changed in the 1990s when many anime series like Sailor Moon, Dragon Ball Z, and 

Pokemon became popular and mainstream (Chambers, 2012).  As anime became popular during 

the 1990s, so did mangas when publishers like TokyoPop began to license and translate series in 

the late 1990s (TokyoPop, n.d.).  Decreasing manga sales in Japan also caused manga publishers 

to shift their target market to the United States (Schwartz & Rubinstein-Avila, 2006).  With 

popularity garnered by anime and manga markets, the video game market saw a boost in 

popularity.  For instance, in 1997, a Japanese role-playing game (JRPG) called Final Fantasy VII 
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was credited by many gamers and fans to be the first JRPG to make a breakthrough outside the 

Japanese video game market, even surpassing the sales of previous installments of the series like 

Final Fantasy IV and Final Fantasy VI (Chidley, Deacon, Driedger, & Laver, 1997; Palangio, 

2007). 

Animes, mangas, and video games became popular with the rise of the Internet during the 

late 1990s and the early 2000s because fans used the Internet to learn about new series by "word 

of mouth" (Fukunaga, 2006).  Not only did the fans use the Internet to find new titles, they also 

used the Internet to gain access to animes, mangas, and video games that were translated and 

distributed by fans because United States publishers and media distributors did not release many 

of the sought after titles (Chambers, 2012).  Even to this day, some fans prefer the fan-released 

ones because they may find the translations to be more faithful to the original Japanese version; 

whereas it is not uncommon for United States publishers and distributors to censor and change 

the contents much to fans' displeasure (Fukunaga, 2006). 

Why Anime, Manga, and Video Games Are Popular 

Why do many fans enjoy animes, mangas, and video games from Japan?  Compared to 

American cartoons and comics, animes and mangas have distinctive art styles, feature stronger 

character developments and relationships within the series world, showcase many social issues, 

and have plot lines that are deeper and more engaging (Fukunaga, 2006).  Consider American 

cartoons like Rugrats and DuckTales -- these cartoons generally focused on simplified plots that 

are contained in a single episode.  On the other hand, anime series like The Vision of Escaflowne 

focused on a complex plotline that is stretched over the course of 26 episodes, which follows the 

main character's, Hitomi Kanzaki, adventures into another world, where she meets new people, 

watches battling giant robots and nations going into war, experiences romance in the form of a 
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love triangle, and matures into an adult amidst all her adventures.  Such elaborate plotlines and 

character developments are not uncommon in Japanese animes, mangas, and video games, and 

these appeal to fans.  Another appealing aspect to consider is that animes, mangas, and video 

games cover many genres: action-adventure, historical, fantasy, romance, cooking, sports, slice-

of-life, and many others.  In fact, there is even a genre called hentai which is animated 

pornography, and another genre called yaoi which focuses on same-sex relationships geared 

towards the adult female audience.  With such a broad-range of choices, there is a little of 

everything for many types of fans, and it goes even further when fans become involved in their 

favorite series through a creative output called fanworks or transformative works (Organization 

for Transformative Works, n.d.). 

Youth Development of Fan Interests 

As youth transition from childhood to adolescence, their cognitive functions increase, 

their mental capabilities become more complex, and they begin to think abstractly (Arnett, 

2013).  These changes allow them to appreciate more intricate plotlines and characters they 

encounter in animes, mangas, and video games, and their interest deepens when they began to 

think more creatively with these interests.  On the Internet, these young fans discover fanworks, 

which are creative works created by fans based on a specific fandom, which can derive from any 

entertainment sources like books, films, television shows, video games, and real life and 

historical events (British Library, 2011; Warburton 2010).  There are fandoms for anime, manga, 

and video game fandoms.  Even western (United States and European/non-Japanese) animation, 

film, book, comic, and video game have fandoms.  For an example, Pokemon is an anime and 

JRPG-based fandom, and Harry Potter is a western book-and-film-based fandom.  Fans take the 

characters and plots shown in these series and create their own stories (fanfictions or fanfics), 
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artworks (fanarts), magazines (fanzines), videos (fanvids), soundtracks (fanmixes), websites 

(fansites or fanshrines), and costumes (cosplaying) (Fukunaga, 2003). 

Brief History of Fanworks 

The idea of fanworks existed long before the Internet did.  In the 1800s, the Brontë 

children created works based on their imagination, and they used real people like the Duke of 

Ellington, which became the precursor to a genre known as alternative history (British Library, 

2011).  Some of the first fanzines dated back to the 1930s, and in the 1920s and 1930s, fanworks 

existed in science fiction magazines (Thomas, 2011; Warburton 2010).  In the 1960s and 1970s, 

Star Trek fans began to create slash fanworks, works that focused on homosexual relationships 

between two or more characters, the "slash" denoting a pairing like "Kirk/Spock" (Tosenberger, 

2008).  These fans would compile their stories into fanzines, and these would be mailed to fans 

and/or be sold at science fiction conventions (Verba, 2003). 

In the 1990s and early 2000s, the Internet made fanworks more widespread and easily 

accessible by connecting fans not only locally, but also globally (Thomas, 2011).  Websites like 

Fanfiction.net, DeviantArt.com, and personal websites came to be a place for fans to read, write, 

and share their fanworks (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003; Warburton, 2010).  Yahoo.com 

mailing lists were also popular with fans because it allowed fans to share their fanworks with 

each other, but these fandom mailing lists transitioned to online journal communities like 

LiveJournal.com, which is another form of social media website (Warburton, 2010). 

Different Levels of Fans 

One important fact to remember about fanworks -- they are not written for profit, nor are 

they considered to be professional work (McCardle, 2003).  The level of commitment displayed 

by fans varies from individual to individuals.  Some fans are only in one or more fandoms for a 
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few months, while some stay in a fandom for years.  There are some fans who will only stay in 

one fandom, whereas others will be in several different fandoms at one time.  Some choose to 

remain as lurkers (those who read and view fanworks, but do not create any themselves), though 

other fans create their own works. 

The quality of these stories, artworks, and other forms of art vary, too.  Looking through 

Fanfiction.net and ArchiveOfOurOwn.org, viewers will find stories that are short drabbles 

(usually about 100-500 words long) to novel-length works that are 150,000 words or more, with 

some works even being a series.  Many of these story writers may not care about grammar or 

spelling errors as long as they can share their fanfics, but there are others who will get a beta 

reader, a proofreader who will spot errors and also discuss plot holes and other story writing 

issues (Warburton, 2010).  A similar occurrence can be seen with fanarts -- some artworks are 

drawn only in pencils, while others are extremely detailed digital artworks.  As mentioned 

earlier, these fanworks are not meant to be professional works, but some writers and artists have 

the talent and commitment to produce creations that are high quality on a professional level. 

Abilities Gained through Fan Interests 

Participating in online fandom gives fans the opportunity to learn and master certain 

computer, Internet, and other life skills (Black, 2009; Fukunaga, 2003).  To begin with, fans who 

create their own stories and artworks, may learn and improve on their writing and drawing 

elements, depending on their level of dedication.  Online fandoms tie in with the idea of a 

participatory culture, where fans participate and contribute fanworks as well as provide and 

receive feedback on a collective level (Black, 2009; Thomas, 2011). 

Language and cultural exchanges done through online interaction, where fans interact 

with each other using emails, instant messengers (IMs), and social media sites encourage 
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improvement of language and social skills.  English-based fandoms are the largest on the Internet 

(Warburton, 2010).  These fans improve their English-language skills by writing fanfiction, 

which allows fans from English-speaking nations and non-English-speaking nations to 

participate and practice their English skills (Black, 2009; Warburton, 2010).  The reverse can be 

seen with many anime, mangas, and JRPG fans who choose to learn Japanese to understand their 

favorite series in the original language, and with the hopes of to one day visit or live in Japan 

(Fukunaga, 2003).  In addition, many of the animes, mangas, and video games from Japan 

incorporate a great deal of the Japanese culture and history in their plots and characters, which 

can serve as rich, cultural learning opportunities for those fans interested and exposed to such 

works. 

Another skill developed through online fan interests are computer skills (Black, 2009; 

Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003; Fukunaga, 2003).  Fans learn how to create their own personal 

websites to host their fanworks -- which means they learn how to code in hypertext mark-up 

language (HTML) and cascading stylesheets (CSS) (Dachis, 2011). They learn how to get their 

websites hosted on a webhosting services and using file transfer protocol (FTP) programs to 

upload their websites.  Another computer skill learned is how to use photo editing software like 

Paint Shop Pro and Adobe Photoshop to create images and designs for their websites.  Artists use 

photo editing software to create digital artwork, and many learn how to use an electronic drawing 

tablet to draw directly on the computer instead of drawing on a paper and using a scanner to 

make it digital (Fanlore, 2013).   

Fans gain proficiencies in life skills no longer being taught as core skills such as knowing 

how to sew, casting items out of different compounds, and programming lights and automated 

parts.  Cosplayers, fans who create costumes based on their favorite characters, learn how to sew 



YOUTH DEVELOPMENT THROUGH FAN INTERESTS                                 9 

 

and put together their own costumes (Lamerichs, 2011).  Some learn how to make elaborate 

costumes with equally elaborate accessories which require multiple knowledge and skills.  They 

utilize skills such as math for costume measurements, learn chemistry for casting items out of 

resin and plastics, study electronics and circuitry to light and program automated parts of their 

costumes, and learning how to use machinery such as sewing machine. 

Social Aspects of Online Fandoms 

Skills are not the only benefit for online fandom fans.  Black (2009) writes about fans 

creating textual identities in online fandom.  Many fans create a pseudonym for themselves.  

These pseudonyms allow fans to meet and befriend other fans online without the extra concerns 

face-to-face interactions may bring, such as judging someone based on appearance (Warburton, 

2010).  These online interactions show that many fans become online friends with one another 

despite their location, religious affiliation, and age as long as they have a common interest that 

ties them together.  Most fans tend to interact with those closer to their age, but even emerging 

adults, those between the ages of 18-25, may become friends with someone in their 40s or 50s, 

and the two form a mentor/mentee relationship.  Some of these friendships may start off as 

offering to be beta readers, and then a deep friendship forms.  They might even meet each other 

offline at a fan-specific convention or when one visits or travels to an area close to where their 

friend lives.  Some fans separate their fandom identities from their real selves, but for many, 

their fandom activity is part of their self and cultural identities, and others might even bring their 

love for a fandom offline entirely (Black, 2009; Mahar, 2003; Warburton 2010). 

Arnett (2013) discusses that adolescence is a time where many youth find and figure out 

their preferences; through their experiences, they form their own unique identities.  Mahar 

(2003) shared how a school-age group of gamers formed an entire peer group based on their love 
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for animes, mangas, and video games.  Members of this group, calling themselves otakus, which 

is a Japanese term describing someone who is a fan of animes, mangas, and video games, would 

get together to discuss about their favorite series or subjects.  Mahar (2003) noted that there was 

a hierarchical system in place, to where the most knowledgeable members would run the group.  

Along with this system, Mahar (2003) learned that the group used fan-specific Japanese lingo 

like bishounen (a handsome pretty boy), senpai (what a younger student calls an older student), 

and many others terms only fans would understand and be familiar with.  This understanding of 

lingo even applies to the online fandom such as slash, het (works featuring romance with 

heterosexual pairings), gen (works that do not focus on romance), and others.  Without knowing 

these fan-specific lingoes, newcomers might feel like an outsider and be afraid to interact with 

other fans. 

Understanding the Net Generation 

Animes, mangas, video games, and online fandoms are worlds that may take a while for 

newcomers unfamiliar with these subjects to understand.  These interests might not be for 

everyone.  Adults and other youth professionals should have some understanding of these 

interest types which help youth utilize gained experiences and knowledge.  For youth 

professionals, they should familiarize themselves with subjects that youth have interest in such as 

animes, mangas, and video games, and come to understand how online fandoms work and 

operate.  Youth professionals need to recognize that today's youth mindset fits the concept of a 

participatory culture. 

According to Tapscott (2010), those from the Net Generation have eight norms that can 

be applied to them, and they are: 1) valuing freedom and having a choice in what they do, 2) 

being able to customize and personalize their life, 3) being good at scrutinizing a product, 4) 
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seeking corporate integrity and openness, 5) combining entertainment and play in their life, 6) 

willing to collaborate and form relationships, 7) being used to everything being high-speed and 

having access to instant gratification, and 8) willing to be innovators. 

These norms can be applied to individuals from other generations, but these are what 

Tapscott (2010) applies to the Net Generation.  When applied to online fandoms, the eight norms 

can be seen in the following ways: 1) creating fanworks gives them the freedom to express their 

creativity, 2) fanworks can be customized to reflect the individual's interpretations on the stories 

and characters, 3) by creating fanworks, fans also analyze and scrutinize the series which leads to 

alternative interpretations, 4) original creators of a fandom can see how their work is accepted 

and interpreted by fans, 5) fans do take their works seriously, but they also have fun with their 

creations, 6) the collaborative nature of online fandoms allows fans to work together and 

give/receive feedback on their works, 7) uploading bigger works like fanvids and famixes 

requires high-speed internet connection, and 8) online fandoms gives fans the opportunity to be 

innovative with what they do online.  This application of these norms will allow youth 

professionals to better understand the Net Generation's mindset. 

Concept of Sparks 

After gaining an understanding of the Net Generation, youth professionals will want to 

understand the concept of sparks.   According to Benson (2008), sparks are special interests and 

abilities that inspire youth to pursue on their own.  For many otakus, their sparks are animes, 

mangas, and video games.  For those creating fanworks, that activity is their sparks.  For some 

parents and adults, they may not understand these hobbies and interests, but should encourage 

youths to pursue their sparks and not be prevented from what they enjoy.  One mother, 

mentioned in Benson's (2008) book, bought an ocarina, a musical instrument, for her daughter 



YOUTH DEVELOPMENT THROUGH FAN INTERESTS                                 12 

 

because she wanted one after playing The Legend of Zelda, a popular JRPG series, where the 

main character plays one.  The mother, until her daughter requested one, had never heard of an 

ocarina, but she still sought one out for her daughter because she saw how important it was to 

her.  Therefore, no matter what their sparks are, even if they come from unfamiliar territories, 

parents and other caring adults should try to understand and accept young people's sparks 

(Benson, 2008). 

Educators should not disregard these sparks, either.  Some educators are now using 

animes, mangas, and fanworks to help improve their students' literacy skills.  Ruble and Lysne 

(2010) showed the benefits of how animes could be shown in a classroom and how language 

arts, social studies, and visual arts skills could improve.  They applied a timeline on developing 

these skills: day one started in a social study class by introducing Japanese culture and religions 

and their influences on Japanese art.  Over the course of next three days, students learned about 

the different time periods in Japanese history.  Then in language arts, students learned about 

animes and watched Spirited Away, where they discussed the film and then transitioned into a 

script writing class.  Finally, in visual arts classes, students analyzed the film clips, learned about 

the animating process used in the films, and created their own anime and showcased it in a film 

festival on the final day (Ruble & Lyne, 2010). 

In another example, Frey and Fisher (2004) showed how western graphic novels could be 

used to promote writing exercises with their students.  As for fanworks, educators and youth 

workers can encourage youth to practice making their fanworks through writing, drawing, 

sewing, or website making.  These examples show how popular culture like animes, mangas, and 

video games can be used as in an educational way and in a way to create and promote sparks in 

youth. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, these online and offline interest based activities should be promoted.  

Youth professionals need to help youth and parents develop and practice good online safety.  

Furthermore, youth professionals and parents need to understand and encourage youth to pursue 

their interests.  In return, youth need to understand the concerns their parents and others have 

when they find interests online. 

Youth need to be aware that anyone can go online, and to be careful and vigilant with 

whom they communicate with.  If they choose to create their own fanworks, they need to be 

conscious of what is plagiarism and avoid plagiarizing original and copyrighted materials 

because many creators and fans will not tolerate such actions.  Also, not all authors and creators 

of popular series will be accepting of fans creating fanworks based on their works.  Therefore, it 

is a good idea for youth professionals to teach online etiquettes, as well as fandom-related 

etiquettes.   

Similarly, online privacy is another subject youth professionals and parents need to 

discuss with youth.  It has been shown that most young people do value their privacy and try to 

protect what they can.  However, there are many youth who may not know how to protect their 

privacy or are not aware just revealing too much may hurt them in the future (Davis & James, 

2013).  In order to help youth explore their hobbies online, they will need to be cautious, and 

should remember to have fun in ways that will allow them to socialize, learn, and develop into 

young adults. 
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