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Abstract 
 

This research investigates the structural transformation of the South Korean "Hallyu" industry into a totalizing transmedia ecosystem by 2026. 
By utilizing a mixed-methods approach, the study analyzes the economic ramifications of two landmark events: the 83rd Golden Globe victory 
of the animated feature K-Pop Demon Hunters and the unprecedented $1.5 trillion KRW revenue generated by the BTS 2026 reunion. This paper 
theorizes the "Transmedia Multiplier Effect," a mechanism through which singular artistic products are scaled into multi-platform intellectual 
property (IP). The findings demonstrate that the transition from platform dependence to "Platform Sovereignty" via proprietary systems such as 
Weverse has enabled the K-pop industry to bypass traditional global intermediaries, maximizing revenue through digital labor and the "Hook 
Model" of fan engagement. This study provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the future of the global creative economy, which 
has redefined fan interactions by transforming passive consumption into active participation through immersive digital experiences. Moreover, 
the integration of data analytics within proprietary platforms allows precise targeting and personalized content delivery, further enhancing fan 
loyalty and monetization. Consequently, the South Korean Hallyu industry exemplifies a pioneering model of a global creative economy 
adapting to the digital age. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The global creative economy will reach a pivotal juncture by 
2026. The traditional demarcations between music, cinema, 
and digital interaction have been supplanted by a "Total IP" 
model, a concept pioneered by the South Korean entertainment 
industry. While the early 21st century was characterized by a 
shift from physical sales to digital streaming, the current era is 
defined by the Transmedia Multiplier Effect. In January 2026, 
the triumph of K-Pop Demon Hunters at the 83rd Golden 
Globe Awards for Best Animated Feature and Best Original 
Song marked a paradigm shift. For the first time, a "fictional" 
K-pop group, HUNTR/X, attained higher economic valuation 
and institutional recognition than many real-world musical 
acts. (Wei, 2024)This success was not an isolated occurrence 
but was synchronized with the global reunion of BTS, whose 
2026 world tour became the highest-grossing musical event in 
history, contributing an estimated 0.2% to the South Korean 
GDP. (Alves De Oliveira, 2025)This study addresses the 
"Streaming Paradox"a phenomenon in which high digital 
engagement often fails to translate into high-margin 
profitability for artists. We argue that the K-pop industry has 
circumvented this issue through "Platform Sovereignty." By 
migrating fans to proprietary ecosystems such as Weverse, 
agencies have internalized the entire value chain, from data 
collection to merchandise logistics to fan engagement. The 
significance of this study lies in its analysis of how "Cultural 
Technology" (CT) facilitates the mass production of culture 
that is globally standardized yet mythologically distinct. 
(Zukin, 2020)As researchers from the Mongolian National 
University of Arts and Culture, we also explore the burgeoning 
synergy between Korea and the wider Asian region, where 
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localized content such as the Mongolian athletes featured in 
Physical: Asia is being integrated into this global transmedia 
web (Wang et al., 2025). This ecosystem approach has enabled 
agencies to harness fan loyalty more effectively by offering 
exclusive content, interactive experiences, and direct purchase 
options. Consequently, revenue streams have diversified 
beyond traditional music sales and streaming royalties, 
encompassing virtual goods, fan memberships, and branded 
collaborations. This integrated model enhances profitability 
and reinforces fan engagement in controlled cultural and 
commercial environments. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Transmedia Storytelling and Convergence Culture 
 
The foundational theory for this study is Henry Jenkins’ 
concept of Transmedia Storytelling. Jenkins defines this as a 
process in which integral elements of fiction are dispersed 
systematically across multiple delivery channels. In the K-pop 
context, the "Artist" is not just a performer but a "Narrative 
Anchor."(Feiereisen et al., 2020) This role extends beyond 
performance to encompass storytelling, brand identity, and fan 
engagement across platforms. Each channel contributes unique 
narrative fragments that collectively create a cohesive and 
immersive experience. This strategy enhances audience 
investment by encouraging active participation and 
interpretation of the artist’s evolving narrative. Unlike the 
Western "Franchise" model, where a movie might have a spin-
off game, the K-pop model is simultaneous. (Jenkins, 2010) In 
2026, when a group like HUNTR/X or BTS releases a single, it 
is accompanied by a webtoon chapter, a 4K cinematic music 
video, and a virtual reality (VR) "training room" experience. 
This creates an interlocking ecosystem where fans are 
incentivized to engage with every platform to "complete" the 



narrative experience. This leads to what we term "Narrative 
Loyalty," which is far more economically resilient than mere 
musical preference. (Khanal, 2024) This integrated approach 
not only enhances fan engagement but also diversifies revenue 
streams across multiple media formats. By leveraging cutting-
edge technology and storytelling, the K-pop industry creates a 
dynamic and immersive environment that sustains long-term 
fan investment. Consequently, this model sets a new standard 
for entertainment ecosystems by blending music, narratives, 
and interactive experiences into a cohesive entity. 
 
The Economics of Soft Power and Cultural Technology 
 
Joseph Nye’s theory of "Soft Power" the ability to affect others 
to obtain the outcomes one wants through attraction rather than 
coercion is central to understanding Hallyu’s economic 
leverage.(Alves De Oliveira, 2025) However, we expand this 
by incorporating the "Cultural Technology" (CT) framework 
developed by SM Entertainment’s Lee Soo-man(Alves De 
Oliveira, 2025).This framework emphasizes the systematic 
production and global dissemination of cultural content, 
enabling Hallyu to maintain a sustained influence across 
diverse markets. By leveraging advanced production 
techniques and strategic marketing, CT enhances the appeal 
and accessibility of Korean cultural products in the global 
market. Together, Soft Power and Cultural Technology 
provide a comprehensive lens for analyzing Hallyu’s dynamic 
role in cultural and economic globalization. By 2026, CT has 
reached its 4.0 iteration. CT 1.0 is the export of Korean 
products; CT 2.0 is collaboration with overseas artists; CT 3.0 
is the creation of joint ventures; and CT 4.0 is the Export of the 
System itself. The success of K-Pop Demon Hunters is the 
ultimate result of CT 4.0 an American-produced, global-facing 
animated film that uses a purely Korean "system" of idol 
training and mythology.(Sun, 2020) 
 
Platform Capitalism and the Gamification of Fandom 
 
Building on Srnicek’s concept of "Platform Capitalism," the 
shift toward Platform Sovereignty in the K-pop industry 
represents a strategic reconfiguration of the power dynamics 
between content creators, consumers, and intermediaries.(Jung, 
2011) By owning and controlling proprietary platforms such as 
Weverse, K-pop agencies bypass traditional gatekeepers such 
as Apple, Google, and Spotify, effectively eliminating the 
"Gatekeeper Tax" that typically siphons off a significant 
portion of revenue. This ownership not only consolidates 
financial gains within the agencies but also enables them to 
curate and control fan interactions, data flows, and 
monetization strategies, reinforcing their dominant position in 
the digital ecosystem.Simultaneously, the ethical implications 
of "Digital Labor" within these fan communities warrant 
critical examination.(Abarbanel & Johnson, 2020) Fans 
actively contribute labor that extends beyond passive 
consumption; they translate content, coordinate collective 
streaming efforts, and generate viral social media campaigns, 
all of which amplify the reach and profitability of artists and 
agencies. This labor is gamified through mechanisms such as 
The Hook Model," which leverages psychological triggers and 
rewards to maintain continuous engagement and investment 
from fans. (Liang & Shen, 2016) As a result, fans transition 
from mere consumers to voluntary, highly efficient laborers 
whose sustained participation fuels the platform’s economic 
lifecycle. This blurring of labor and fandom raises questions 
about exploitation, consent, and the commodification of fan 

activity in the age of platform-based cultural production, 
challenging traditional notions of voluntary work by 
highlighting how fan engagement is strategically harnessed for 
commercial gain. Ethical concerns intensify when considering 
the lack of transparency and fair compensation for digital 
labor. Consequently, there is a pressing need to critically 
assess power dynamics and labor rights within these fan-driven 
economies. 
 
THE HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF HALLYU SOFT POWER  
 
Hallyu 1.0 to 3.0: from regional anomaly to global standard 
 
To understand the economic leverage of 2026, one must 
analyze the path dependency of the South Korean cultural 
industry. The Asian Financial Crisis of 1997 acted as the 
primary catalyst, forcing the Korean government to diversify 
its export economy beyond traditional manufacturing 
industries. (Huh & Wu, 2017) By designating "Culture" as a 
strategic national industry, Korea pioneered a state-backed 
capitalist model of entertainment.This approach enabled the 
rapid growth of Korea's cultural exports, particularly in music, 
film, and television. The government provided substantial 
funding and infrastructure support, fostering an environment 
conducive to creative innovation and global competition. 
Consequently, South Korea will emerge as a leading force in 
the global cultural economy by 2026. 
 
Hallyu 1.0 (1990–2005) was defined by the export of 
"Emotional Proximity."(Yang, 2012) Dramas such as Winter 
Sonata and Dae Jang Geum found success in Asian markets 
because they offered a modernized yet Confucian-aligned 
alternative to Western media content. Hallyu 2.0 (2005–2020) 
utilized the "Digital Commons" of YouTube and Twitter to 
bypass traditional radio and television gatekeepers, leading to 
the "BTS Phenomenon."(Chang & Park, 2018) Hallyu 3.0 
(2020–2024) saw the integration of high-concept cinematic 
production, exemplified by Parasite and Squid Game, which 
normalized Korean-language content for Western audiences 
(Kim et al., 2024). This evolution reflects the shifting 
dynamics of global media consumption and the strategic 
adaptation of Korean content creators. Each phase has 
expanded the reach and influence of Korean popular culture, 
leveraging technological advancements and cultural narratives. 
Consequently, Hallyu has become a multifaceted phenomenon 
that continues to reshape the international entertainment 
landscape. 
 
Hallyu 4.0 (2025–2026): The Era of Transmedia Sovereignty 
 
Entering 2026, we observe Hallyu 4.0, characterized by 
"Narrative Infiltration." At this stage, the "K-content" is no 
longer just a product made in Korea, but a set of production 
standards applied globally. The Golden Globe victory for K-
Pop Demon Hunters represents the pinnacle of this era in the 
US. Although the animation was a global collaboration, the 
"Software" the idol training tropes, the supernatural lore, and 
the musical structure is purely Korean. This indicates that 
Korea now exports the "Architecture of Entertainment" rather 
than just finished media.(Alves De Oliveira, 2025) Entering 
2026, Hallyu 4.0 marks a transformative phase in the global 
cultural landscape, defined by "Narrative Infiltration." Unlike 
previous waves, in which Korean content was primarily 
consumed as distinct products, this era signifies the diffusion 
of Korean entertainment production methodologies as a 
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CASE STUDY I: K‐POP DEMON HUNTERS 
 
Narrative Logic and Global-First Launch 
 
K-Pop Demon Hunters was produced by Sony Pictures 
Animation and Netflix with the explicit goal of creating a 
"Borderless IP." The fictional group, HUNTR/X, was given a 
backstory that blended K-pop training with Korean shamanic 
mythology (Gut). This "Lore-Loading" is essential for 
transmedia economics; it provides the "Information Gaps" that 
fans must fill by purchasing the tie-in webtoon on Naver or the 
digital lore-books on Weverse(Singh, 2017).  
 
The Golden Globe Financial Catalyst 
 
Winning the Golden Globe for Best Original Song ("Golden") 
served as a "Quality Signal" for institutional investors. Within 
48 hours of the win, the "Big 4" Korean entertainment stocks 
(HYBE, SM, YG, and JYP) saw a collective market cap 
increase of $1.2 billion. (Lee & Nornes, 2015)The award "de-
risked" the K-pop model for Western institutional capital, 
leading to increased American venture capital investment in 
Korean "Cultural Technology" startupsThis surge in market 
confidence catalyzed further investments, accelerating the 
global expansion of K-pop and related cultural exports. 
Institutional investors began to view Korean entertainment 
firms as viable, scalable ventures with strong growth potential. 
Consequently, this financial endorsement enabled startups to 
innovate and refine their Cultural Technology, enhancing their 
content creation and distribution capabilities. 
 
RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION:  THE  TRANSMEDIA 
MULTIPLIER EFFECT 
 
Empirical Success of the "Goyang Strategy" (April 2026) 
 
The launch of the BTS 2026 World Tour at the Goyang 
Stadium served as a live market validation of our hypothesis. 
As of January 14, 2026, industry data from Billboard and 
HYBE confirmed that the 79-date tour was on track to generate 
$1.0 billion USD in gross revenue. This exceeds the previous 
2019 "Love Yourself" tour by more than 300%. The most 
significant finding is the Revenue Composition. Unlike 
traditional tours, where ticket sales account for 80% of 
earnings, the 2026 BTS model derives nearly 40% of its total 
revenue from non-ticket assets, specifically limited-edition 
digital merchandise on Weverse and "scarcity-based" pop-up 
retail. This confirms that the Transmedia Multiplier is no 
longer theoretical but an operational reality. 
 
Discussion: From Platform Dependence to Sovereignty 
 
Our analysis of the "HYBE 2.0" strategy reveals a successful 
shift to a "Music-Platform-Tech" structure. By crashing 
Weverse servers during the January 2026 ticket presale, fans 
demonstrated a level of engagement that traditional social 
media platforms cannot replicate. This "walled garden" 
approach allows agencies to capture the Consumer Surplus the 
extra value that "superfans" are willing to pay for immersive 
access which was previously lost to third-party resellers. 
 
Furthermore, the 2026 Golden Globe victory for K-Pop Demon 
Hunters has effectively "de-risked" the industry for 
institutional investors. We observe a 12% localized surge in 

Korean entertainment stocks following the award, indicating 
that the market now values "Cultural Technology" as a stable, 
award-grade intellectual property. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE PROJECTIONS 
 
Summary of Findings 
 
This study concludes that the K-pop industry’s economic 
leverage in 2026 is a result of a decade-long transition from 
cultural export to Total IP Management. The integration of 
cinema (K-Pop Demon Hunters), proprietary technology 
(Weverse), and massive live events (BTS 2026) has created a 
recession-proof economic engine. We have demonstrated that 
the "Korean Advantage" lies in the Speed of Execution and the 
ability to convert artistic content into a lifestyle monopoly. 
 
Future Research: AI and the 2030 Horizon 
 
As we look toward 2030, the next frontier for the industry is 
the AI-based Prosumer Market. Preliminary data from 2026 
suggest that "Virtual Idols" are beginning to achieve higher 
engagement rates than human influencers in specific 
demographics. Future studies should investigate whether AI-
generated idols can maintain the same "Soft Power" as human 
icons like BTS, or if the "Authenticity Gap" will eventually 
limit their growth. Finally, we recommend that emerging 
creative economies, such as Mongolia's, continue to leverage 
the "Hallyu Model" of transmedia synergy. The successful 
integration of Mongolian "Raw Power" aesthetics into 
Physical: Asia serves as a prototype for amplifying local 
culture through the Korean transmedia machine. 
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