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INSIGHT

It started with 
a kiss

Scripturient: Fan Literacy

Rogue and Gambit’s first kiss.
Picture © Marvel
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he late American 
economist Thomas 
Schelling wrote that 
“one thing a person 
cannot do, no matter 

how rigorous his analysis or 
heroic his imagination, is to 
draw up a list of things that 
would never occur to him.” Yet 
2020 has reminded us how often 
events can blindside us, and 
how important it is to “think the 
unthinkable”.

Over the course of the past year, 
this column has sought to stretch our 
thinking by drawing on new notions of 
literacy, new ways of making meaning 
that could be of use to the information 
profession. Together, we investigated 
strategically helpful approaches to 
reading and writing plausible notions 
of the future; we learned about the 
“psychodynamic literacy” that comes 
from understanding the emotional 
dynamics that lie between us and 
within us; and we explored how 
information professionals might benefit 
from the insights found in poetry. 

Our first guest for 2021 is a 
researcher and librarian who has also 
been exploring new territories and 
seeking new insights in information 
science. Dr Ludi Price is China & 
Inner Asia Librarian at London’s 
School of Oriental and African 
Studies, and an Honorary Visiting 
Fellow at City University’s School 
of Library & Information Science. 
Ludi’s research has focussed on fan 
information behaviour: the ways in 
which communities of people with a 
shared passion for pop culture manage, 
organise, and distribute information 
relating to their fandom.

This research interest was sparked 
during her Master’s degree at City. 
Managing the archive for an online 
community devoted to The Sims, a 
video game simulating domestic life, 
Ludi became interested in the way that 
fans tagged and organised the various 
materials they had created for use in 
the game. 

and you do this like any other kind of 
literacy: you consume everything you 
can about it! Fans’ passion can deliver 
new kinds of expertise which don’t look 
like institutional forms, but are rich, and 
valuable, and can be learned from.”

Ludi is now keen for practitioners 
and researchers to critique, build on, 
and apply her model. In its findings, 
she sees the prospect of a world where 
sectors including education and 
intellectual property are transformed 
by the influence of collegial, 
resourceful, and innovative fan 
communities. The ad-hoc, informal, 
but devoted approach of fandom 
contrasts – sometimes very favourably 
– with the extensive and sometimes 
restrictive formal management policies 
applied in other domains.

Perhaps by looking beyond the 
bounds of our institutions – into the 
imagined future, the hidden aspects 
of our relationships, the insights of 
poets, or the work done by online fans 
to manage information for themselves 
– we will find, learn, and profit from 
those unthinkable thoughts which so 
intrigued Thomas Schelling.

Happy hunting, and see you in the 
new year. IP
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Fans’ passion can deliver new kinds of expertise which 
don’t look like institutional forms, but are rich, and 
valuable, and can be learned from. – Dr Ludi Price‘‘

Matt Finch (@drmattfinch) is a writer and consultant 
who specialises in strategy, foresight, and innovation 
work with institutions worldwide. See more at www.
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Her digital ethnography of the Sims 
fandom led on to doctoral research 
exploring fan information behaviour 
more widely.  Focussing on the “Romy” 
ship – fans of the romance between 
Marvel’s X-Men characters Rogue 
and Gambit – Ludi investigated how 
fans used tags to classify their work on 
Tumblr, Etsy, and Archive of Our Own.

This research required methodological 
innovations. Authority within the 
fan community doesn’t come from 
institutional qualifications or notions of 
expertise, so Ludi devised the “Serious 
Leisure Delphi” method. Unlike 
standard Delphi studies, which seek 
consensus from a group of qualified 
experts, this variant recognises the self-
taught and intrinsically driven expertise 
found among amateurs, hobbyists, 
and volunteers. Its applications 
range beyond fandom and may be of 
particular interest in an era when there 
is a crisis of traditional authority, and 
growing general distrust of institutional 
expertise.

Unlike traditional amateur taxonomies 
or “folksonomies”, which are sometimes 
seen as limited in value, Ludi found 
that the online fan community were 
able to devise sophisticated information 
practices which in some aspects went 
beyond work done by information 
professionals.

“Fan tags were being used in really 
inventive and unexpected ways,” Ludi 
explains. “Information professionals 
largely think of tags as a classification 
scheme, but fans would also use them to 
write essays giving context to their work, 
hold conversations, or make witty jokes.”

“Fan literacy” stretches across a range 
of crafts, technologies, and media. Fans 
are often responding to transmedia 
properties spanning gaming, video, and 
traditional publishing; the means by 
which they respond include everything 
from prose, art, and video montage to 
knitwear, baking, and traditional crafts. 

“If there’s a way that a fandom can be 
expressed,” says Ludi, “fans will migrate 
to it. The way to be a good fan is to be 
completely literate in your fandom, 


