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Abstract

Fan festivals (conventions) are a rapidly growing form of events organized throughout Poland and
attended by at least tens of thousands of participants annually. Due to their format and themes,
stakeholders of fan events are primarily individuals from Generation Z and Y, for whom issues related
to sustainable development, particularly pro-ecological actions, are highly significant. Therefore, it is
in the interest of event organizers to inform participants appropriately about the pro-ecological actions
being undertaken. However, there is a lack of reliable research and analysis that would determine the
level of engagement of Polish fan events in the field of sustainable development. This publication aims to
describe the communication process of fan events to their users in the context of pro-ecological actions.
Within these events which initiate pro-ecological actions, methods and frequency of communication
related to ecology were examined. The study was conducted using netnographic methods. A list of
conventions that were organized between 2021-2022 was compiled using event aggregating platforms
and personal knowledge. Based on the list, permanent announcements published on social media
platforms (Facebook) were examined to identify fan festivals that have at least once addressed pro-
ecological topics. This allowed for the creation of a subgroup of conventions whose communications
were analyzed in more detail.

Streszczenie

Festiwale fanowskie (konwenty) to dynamicznie rozwijajgca si¢ forma wydarzen organizowana na terenie calej
Polski i odwiedzana przez co najmniej dziesiqtki tysiecy uczestnikow rocznie. Ze wzgledu na forme i tematyke
interesariuszami imprez fanowskich sq w szczegdlnosci osoby pochodzqce z pokolenia Z i'Y, dla ktorych kwestie
zwigzane ze zréwnowazonym rozwojem, a w szczegolnosci dziataniami proekologicznymi sq bardzo istotne. Stqd
tez w interesie organizatorow imprez jest odpowiednie poinformowanie uczestnikow o podejmowanych dzia-
taniach proekologicznych. Brakuje jednak rzetelnych badan i analiz, ktore pozwolitby okreslic zaangazowanie
polskich imprez fanowskich w tematyke zréwnowazonego rozwoju. Publikacja ma na celu opis procesu komu-
nikacji przez imprezy fanowskie swoim uzytkownikom w kontekscie podejmowanych dziatan proekologicznych.
W ramach imprez, ktdre inicjujq dziatania zwiqzane z ekologiq, zbadano metody i czestotliwos¢ komunikacji
pro-ekologicznej. Badanie zostato przeprowadzone przy uzyciu metod netnograficznych. Korzystajac z portali
agregujacych wydarzenia i wiedzy wlasnej sporzqdzono liste konwentow, ktore byly i bedq organizowane w la-
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tach 2021-2022. Na podstawie listy zbadano komunikaty trwate publikowane na portalu SocialMedia (Facebook),
by wyznaczy¢ festiwale fanowskie, ktore cho¢ raz uwzglednity tematyke proekologiczng. Pozwolito to stworzyc
podgrupe konwentow, ktorych komunikaty zostaty doktadniej przeanalizowane.

INTRODUCTION

The Covid-19 pandemic drastically reduced the number of planned events in Poland for over a year. In
the case of events organized by fans called fan events, fan festivals, or conventions, the pandemic inhibited
all on-site initiatives. The fan events sector in Poland never experienced such a gap in business as usual.
A break allowed organizers to reconsider the strategic values of their festivals. As conventions are created
mainly by young volunteers working for a non-government organization (NGO), it's worth assuming
that sustainability will be an important strategic target of such initiatives. Thus, there is a lack of reliable
scientific research that examines actions taken by festivals created by fans in case of sustainability. This
article aims to fill that gap by focusing on one of the core values of sustainability — pro-ecological activities.

The goal of this article is to examine and describe qualitatively and quantitatively pro-ecological
communication conducted by Polish conventions after the pandemic period through their Social Me-
dia platforms with a focus on Facebook. Fan events, despite their target group, are focusing on two
Facebook features available for sending communications to their observers — events and fan pages. The
idea of examining pro-ecological communications in a structured manner is a derivative of Kongres
2023 — a convention organized under the supervision of “The Association of Polish Fandom Associa-
tions” specially dedicated to fan events” organizers. According to an introductory article written in the
post-convention publication by Dr. Anna ‘Chili” Traut-Seliga [2023], the event in 2023 was organized
in “proECO spirit.”

The main method used in this article is Netnography and analysis of content. Detailed data used
in this research were gathered manually from the Facebook portal based on a convection list created
by the author using one of the event aggregates platforms — Konwenty Potudniowe. The list contains
133 fan events that took place from June 2021 to December 2022 in every voivodeship in Poland. The
list is considered by the author as a full population of contention-type planned events in Poland.

THE INFLUENCE OF COVID-19 RESTRICTION ON THE EVENT SECTOR

The Covid-19 pandemic was an occurrence that changed the perspective of conducting business in many,
if not all, industries. The planned events sector was tremendously impacted by the legal consequences of
the pandemic period, as all gatherings of people, regardless of their purpose, were prohibited. According
to a report prepared by the Association of Entrepreneurs and Employers [2021], since 13th March 2020
Polish government forbade public, state, and religious meetings. From the 24th March 2020 assembly was
fully banned. The meeting restrictions were in power until 30th May 2020 when the government decided
to allow gatherings of up to 150 people. From 17th October the restriction for assembly came back to life —
they were limited to 25% of available places during cultural events and 25 people in public gatherings. In
so-called “yellow zones” and totally prohibited in “red zones”. This situation changed rapidly, as not even
1 week later the whole country was considered a “red zone” in which meetings were fully prohibited (with
the exclusion of religious meetings). In fact, many of the restrictions were in power until 6th June 2021 when
the limits were set to 150 unvaccinated people for events and assemblies. An important change from 2021
was that vaccinated people do not count to the limits [Ministry of Health, 2021].

The planned event industry in Poland was rapidly growing according to reports published in 2010
by the Polish Tourist Organisation. The Covid-19 pandemic stopped the growth and changed the way
of conducting business in the industry. As presented in the previous section the lockdown stopped
the possibility to conduct business as usual for most companies and NGO organizations. The situation
on the market led to the closing of 292 event companies in 2020 and 95 in 2021. Some events decided
to change their formula and started functioning in the virtual environment. This idea created “event
2.0” which is an online event that is a fusion of classical events with a television format enriched with
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engaging tools [Boniewicz, Kasperska, 2022]. Changes also affected the fan events market —some festivals
decided to change their form to online but most conventions have suspended their operations. During
the suspension, organizers have to think about the strategic values and business model of their festivals.
Before the pandemic most fan events were founded by selling tickets to participants, the diversification
of incomes was insignificant. The most promising alternative to collect money for conducting festivals
is to raise a government donation. This kind of funding is much safer but requires a change of strategy.
One of the changes could be following the principles of creating sustainable events.

FAN EVENTS SECTOR IN POLAND

To understand fan events (also called fan festivals or conventions) one must first be familiar with the
term fandom. Fandom is a subculture, created by fans in which members feel connected to each other
and share the same interest. In the case of fan events, we consider topics limited to pop cultural goods,
such as films, series, games, comics, animation, books, and games. A fan is a person that is emotionally
engaged in some phenomenon and spends a lot of time understanding and learning more about his
object of interest. Fans actively discuss their favorite series as they want to challenge their current
understanding and knowledge of it [Guttfeld, Jankowiak, Krawczyk, 2013]. One of the places which
allows the exchange of information and many other highly desired experiences is convention.
The first fan event organized in Poland was the third edition of the European convention called Eurocon,
it was held on 19 — 22 August 1976 in Poznan [Nowakowski, 2017]. The convention was focused on
Scientific Fantasy literature and film. This genre initiated the tradition of organizing such meetings.
According to the Polish Security Service about 200 hundred writers and fans took part in the event in
1976. Although the third Eurocon was the first event of that type in Poland it wasn’t influential for the
development of Polish fandom — as it was mainly organized by the city and voivodeship authorities.
A more influential convention for Polish fandom was organized in 1985 Polcon [Wierzchowska, 2021].
To indicate the growth of the market, the biggest Polish fan convention Pyrkon organized from 1999
also in Poznan had 52 968 unique attendees in 2023 (in 2022 it was 55 847) [Pyrkon, 2023]. Nearly 47
years after the first convention there are over a hundred events organised all across Poland. Most of
the fan festivals are conducted on an annual basis, they differ in size, genre, duration, the legal status
of the organizers, and location of occurrence but all of them influence cultural (especially pop culture)
awareness of Poles.
The most important and visible division of conventions is by their genre, as it changes the product
of the event. It affects nearly all aspects of o the event, for example:
fandoms taking part in the initiative,

e rented object,

e duration,

* programme,

e gsellers and merch,

* tools for communication with participants

e content of communication,

® target group.

The characteristics mentioned above are the most important strategic decision that fan event organizers
must make so grouping festivals by their genre is justified from both a theoretical and practical standpoint.
Based on historical data, researcher’s personal experience and knowledge, and information presented on
aggregators portals [Konwenty Poludniowe, 2023] follow grouping was created:

Table 1. Grouping of conventions by genre

id Genre (category) Example of convention

1 Fantasy (including Science fantasy) SedenCon, Polcon

2 Manga and Anime Hikari, Animatsuri
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3 LARP and RPG Orkon, Toporiada

4 Comics Rumia Comic Con

5 Board games OSTROWPLANSZE, STRATEGOS
6 Mixed Pyrkon, Remcon

Source: original work

ECOLOGICAL FAN EVENTS AND MARKETING COMMUNICATION

The opening article of KONIunkgje, a publication which is a joint work of Polish fan event creators, released
after the convention Kongres 2023 dedicated to organizers is called “Why fandom should be proECO?”
[Traut-Seliga, 2023]. This indicated that a pro-environmental attitude is present in the discussion between
people that create the fan festival market. The key takeout from the opening article is that in the era of
organizing huge events with significant impact on the environment, each action that reduces negative
effects on the ecosystem — even the smallest one — matters. The article was not the only action that has been
taken by KONgres organizers in case of environmental challenges — there was a whole program path called
“2B ECO” [KONgres, 2023]. Conventions and the organizations behind them are responsible for providing
knowledge for their members, participants of the events, and followers of their social media. Pro-ecological
knowledge touching on aspects such as biodiversity, carbon footprint, sustainable utilization of resources,
and environmental-friendly lifestyle can and should be part of convention communications strategy and
programme. In a sustainable framework not only environmental topics are important. There are two more
aspects that should be taken into consideration — economic and social needs. To achieve sustainability there
should be an equilibrium between those three aspects in each action taken by the organization [Zimniewicz,
2015].

Communication in the scope of marketing studies is referred to as a set of signals that a company
or event sends to all stakeholders in its marketing environment. It’s also a set of information that
a company takes from the market and later uses, such as trends, needs, and preferences [Jaworowicz
P., Jaworowicz M., 2016]. In the case of fan events stakeholders that receive and create signals are:

* Organizers

¢ Participants (often fans)

¢ Volunteers (often called helpers)

* Guests

* Programme creators

¢ Sellers

* Object owners

* Media (especially industry-specific media)

Nowadays communication happens not only during the event but also before and even after it. The
development of the Internet and social media allowed and later forced marketing specialists to constantly
provide information to customers. In the convection sector, the most informative social media platform is
Facebook. According to Czajkowska [2020] social media platforms are defined as based on web services,
which allow its users to construct a public or semi-public profile of internal connection. They’re one of
the most popular ways to communicate with other people available on the Internet. Humans use social
media to present themselves, develop hobbies, organize events, discuss with each other, or even find
love. To reach target group conventions also must participate in social reality and present information
about their activities on the Internet. Fan events often use two Facebook tools in their promotion process:
fan pages and events. The fan page is often named after an event or organization name and is not changed
after one edition of the convention. Events are created annually, they often are the first place in which
the date and place of the festival is revealed. On both tools, organizations create communications with
their participants and observers. The content of those messages is very diversified and as fan events are
influential for young people it’s a topic worth investigating.
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STUDY OF PRO-ECOLOGICAL COMMUNICATION AT POLISH CONVENTIONS

The conducted research is based on a convention table created by the author with his own knowledge
and an industry-specific media calendar [Konwenty Potudniowe, 2023]. Each row in a table is a separate
convention that took place on-site in Poland between 2021 and 2022. A table consists of 12 filled columns
and 12 columns for further studies that weren't filled during this particular research. Those columns
are presented as shortly described in Table 2:

Table 2. Convention table filled columns documentation

id Column Name Type Description
1 LP integer Index number of rows.
2 Name string Convention name.
3 Type factor (categorical variable) Contention genre.
4 WebSiteLink string (link) Link to contention website.
5 FacebookFanPageLin string (link) Link to convention (or organisation) fanpage.
6 FacebookEventLink string (link) Link to convention event - changed annually.
7 KonwentyPoludnioweLink string (link) Link to convention site at aggregation portal.
. . TRUE means that convection contains eco
8 ContainSustainableContent boolean
content.

9 EcoPostNumber integer Number of posts that contained eco content.

. . Copy of the post in format: Date: “post content”.
10 ShortEcoDescription string vector . s

Posts are divided by the %" sign.
Tags created by the author based on all collected
11 EcoTag factor vector
posts.

12 Comments string (link) Additional information.

Source: original work

The table schemat derives that Facebook will be treated as the main social media platform in the
research. The author based on his experience in the field made an assumption that first he will examine
posts on events. If a research convention didn’t create an event or publish any posts on it or there are
a few (to 5) of them then the fan page was investigated. In the research population of 133 conventions,
there wasn’t even one that did not have a Facebook fan page or Facebook event which indicates how
important this social media is in fan festivals promotion actions.

The examination process involved reading and analyzing all the communications published by an
event. If there was any pro-ecological value presented in the communication convention was marked in
the table in the column “ContainsSustainableContent”. The content of all posts with pro-environmental
context, from a given event, was placed in the “ShortEcoDescription” column. Assessment criteria
of content to be pro-ecological were loosely defined, if an event was placed in the communication
information or tag that given action is pro eco it was considered that way. The author did not resolve if
the action is greenwashing or not. Post was also considered pro-ecological if the message fully aligned
with the pro-environmental trend, for example: collecting garbage in the forest, segregation, reducing
carbon print, paper savings, etc. One controversial case that is worth explaining in this section is placing
attraction plans only in mobile applications — which is an action that for sure reduces paper use during
printing classical programmes but it’s also an action that increases participant convenience and reduces
costs. To consider a post of that type as a pro-ecological organizer had to place information about the
environmental benefits of this action. The last step in the analysis was creating tags for posts in the
“EcoTag” columns. Tags were created by the research based on communication content.

From 133 conventions in the analyzed population, 24 was organized in 2021 and 109 in 2022 which
clearly demonstrates the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and restriction connected to it. Only 18
(14%) fan events published at least one post with pro-ecological content, which means that this topic
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is not popular among this kind of initiative in the Polish market. The reason for this can be that most
Polish fan festivals do not use dotation as their main source of income — they found themselves selling
tickets. Another cause for the current state could be that organizations are not grown enough and
they do not focus on subjects that are not their core business, but verifying this hypothesis would
require further research. Through analyzing the figures of published content in detail 13 (72%) out of
18 events that decide to publish pro-environmental content dedicate only one post to this subject. The
general number of pro-environmental posts in the investigated period is equal to 29 messages, and the
highest number of pro-ecological communication per event is equal to 5 posts. This score was achieved
by Pyrkon 2022 and the reason for this could be that this year the biggest Polish convention received
for the first time “Eko Certificate of Quality”.

As mentioned in section 3 of this article fan events are divided into categories by genres on which
particular conventions are based. This division allowed the creation of Table 3 which shows participation
in pro-ecological posting across different fandoms. The table shows the numbers of conventions, relative
values are provided in parenthesis, and the sum of conventions in the analyzed period is 133, while the
sum of fan events with pro-ecological posts is 18.

Table 3. Pro-environmental posts grouped by convention types

Number of
X Conventions conventions with Number of . .
id | Genre (category) . Name of pro-ecological conventions
number pro-ecological posts per type
posts
Fantasy (including 28 SedenCon, ECOn 2021, Opolcon 2021,
1 . 43 (32%) 5 (28%) 9 (31%)
Science fantasy) ECOn 2022, KrosCon 2022
. Hikari 2022, Moricon 2022, Tsuru 2022, Asia
2 | Manga and Anime 28 (21%) 5 (28%) 5 (17%) . .
Con 2022, Chibimatsuri: $wieta 2022
Orkon 2021, Zakonki 2021, Portal 10 (2022),
3 LARP and RPG 30 (23%) 4 (22%) 7 (24.5%)
Orkon 2022
4 Comics 3 (2%) 0(0%) 0 (0%)
5 Board games 16 (12%) 1 (5%) 1(3%) Planszostrada 2022
. Remcon 2022, Pyrkon 2022, VIII Konwent
6 Mixed 13 (10%) 3 (17%) 7 (24.5%)
Preppers

Source: original work

Division by genre shows that compared to the general number of conventions of a given type in
Poland mixed and manga and anime post something with pro-ecological content most often. Even
though manga and anime fan events tend to post only one message with pro-environmental values per
event. In the mixed category, there is the effect of an outlier — as Pyrkon with five pro-ecological posts
is classified in that category, so the rest conventions in this category posted only one message.

The most popular topic among all posts published by the conventions was recycling and saving of
paper, nine out of twenty-nine messages contained some reference to that tag. It is connected with
the changing method of publishing the event programme — in the past, it was printed but currently,
many fan events decide to use an application or a web-based file. Not all fan festivals decide to connect
those dots — some publish information about placing the programme only in a virtual environment
but do not mention it as an ecological initiative. In the second place in case of popularity, there are 3
tags: education, plastic saving, and garbage collecting. Plastic saving is connected to recycling or using
your own cutlery and dishes. Garbage collecting is associated with LARP conventions that often take
place in the forest or in abandoned buildings. Those species are often so huge that there is no chance
of cleaning them without the proper discipline of event participants. The popularity of education tags
is encouraging that soon more conventions will post pro-environmental content in their social media
messages.
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CONCLUSION

The pro-environment thought is present at Polish conventions but is still an uncommon phenomenon.
The development of pro-ecological actions and communication connected to it will probably be
growing as organizations will try to increase their professionalism. In the Polish conventions market
many smaller events try to follow the leader in the industry — Pyrkon. This particular fan festival and
its organizer — “Druga Era” makes the biggest contribution to pro-environmental content as it is the
only convention with a certificate. Besides the “Druga Era” there is also one association that engages
its members in a lot of pro-environmental actions — “Cech Fantastyki Skiercon” from Skierniewice city.
They organize the fantasy convention ECOn and they decided to choose ecology as the main topic of
the only event for convention organisers in Poland — Kongres. The takeouts from this Kongres may
be implemented in the future and other fan festivals will increase their participation in pro-ecological
actions.

The topic of pro-ecological content published by fan events should be researched in a more detailed
manner. This study involved 133 fan festivals from 2021 and 2022, focusing on Facebook is a starting
point for additional investigation. There is a need for both qualitative and quantitative approaches,
as researchers could conduct interviews with organizers about their motivation for posting pro-
environmental content. There is still a question to answer —how many posts do Polish conventions create
in general and how there are divided into genres? This research could also be carried out again, as some
time passes — to see if the number of pro-ecological conventions increased.
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