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Abstract
This study explores the causal mechanisms shaping the inclination of female
adolescents in Tehran toward Korean pop music (K-pop). Employing a qualitative
grounded theory approach (systematic design), the research engaged 17 purposively
selected high school students who were actively involved in K-pop fandom. Data
were gathered through semi-structured interviews and analyzed via open, axial, and
selective coding.

Findings highlight three interrelated causal dimensions. The first is cultural-
aesthetic capital, reflected in the high production value of performances, the
integration of music, dance, and visual spectacle, as well as ritualized order and
performers’ enthusiasm, which together create a transnational aesthetic experience.
The second dimension is commodification and the fandom economy, wherein
symbolic goods and fan merchandise—such as light sticks, dolls, and branded
everyday items—embed adolescents’ engagement within an economic—emotional
cycle, reinforcing their collective identity. The third is cultural distinction and
generational taste gap, whereby distancing from domestic music and asserting
independence from parental preferences enables adolescents to construct and

legitimize an autonomous cultural identity. Collectively, these dynamics reveal how
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K-pop consumption transcends mere entertainment to become a cultural and
identity-making practice.

The study underscores the explanatory value of Bourdieu’s concept of cultural
capital, Adorno and Horkheimer’s theory of the culture industry, and sociological
approaches to taste in understanding global youth fandom. It also offers practical
implications: instead of restrictive measures, cultural policy in contexts like Iran
should embrace the aesthetic and economic potential of global cultural flows, elevate
the quality of domestic productions to comparable standards, and mitigate
generational divides through intergenerational dialogue and the creation of locally
resonant cultural products tailored to adolescents lived experiences.

Keywords: K-pop Music, cultural-aesthetic capital, fandom economy, cultural

distinction, Tehran adolescents

Purpose

Music in the contemporary world is no longer merely an artistic form or a means of
entertainment; rather, it has become one of the most significant arenas for the
production and reproduction of meaning, identity, and cultural distinction. With
the expansion of digital media and social networking platforms, cultural products
circulate rapidly across borders, enabling emerging musical genres to reach
audiences far beyond their original cultural contexts. In this environment, music
plays an increasingly influential role in shaping the tastes, lifestyles, and identity
formations of younger generations.

Among these global cultural flows, Korean popular music, commonly known as
K-pop, has emerged as one of the most prominent manifestations of the “Korean
Wave.” Over the past two decades, K-pop has transcended geographical and cultural
boundaries and evolved into a global cultural phenomenon. Its influence extends
beyond music production itself and encompasses highly coordinated visual
aesthetics, sophisticated performance styles, organized fan communities, and a
dynamic entertainment industry supported by symbolic and cultural economies.
These features have allowed K-pop to establish a powerful presence among youth
audiences around the world.

The growing interest of adolescents in K-pop, particularly among teenage girls,
cannot be understood merely as a simple musical preference. Rather, it must be
interpreted within a broader framework of cultural, social, aesthetic, and
generational dynamics. In many cases, engagement with K-pop leads to the

formation of fan communities, the symbolic consumption of cultural commodities,
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the reconfiguration of musical taste, and even the construction of symbolic
boundaries between younger generations and the musical preferences associated
with older generations. Consequently, examining this phenomenon can provide
valuable insights into the mechanisms of identity formation among Iranian
adolescents, especially within the sociocultural context of the metropolis of Tehran.
From this perspective, the present study seeks to explore the underlying reasons
and mechanisms behind the inclination of adolescent girls in Tehran toward K-pop
music. Through a qualitative analysis, the research aims to identify the causal
conditions that contribute to this interest and to explain how K-pop becomes a
meaningful and identity-forming cultural practice for a segment of adolescent girls.
The central research question focuses on identifying the factors that make K-pop
attractive and significant for these adolescents and understanding how this
attraction is reproduced within broader cultural and generational relations.

Design / Methodology / Approach

This study adopts a qualitative research approach and is based on the systematic
grounded theory method. The selection of this methodological approach was
motivated by the exploratory nature of the research topic. Rather than measuring
predefined variables, the study sought to discover conceptual categories and
relationships emerging directly from empirical data.

The research population consisted of female students enrolled in the second level
of secondary education in Tehran. Participants were selected through purposive
sampling, focusing on individuals who had a clear and active interest in K-pop
music. In total, seventeen adolescent girls participated in the study.

The average age of participants was approximately sixteen years. Their level of
engagement with K-pop varied considerably, ranging from casual listeners to highly
committed fans who actively participated in online fan communities. This diversity
allowed the research to capture a broad range of experiences and interpretations
related to K-pop consumption and fandom.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interview questions
focused on participants’ aesthetic experiences with K-pop music, their pathways of
introduction to this genre, their interactions with fan communities, and their
perceptions of how K-pop differs from other musical styles. Interviews provided rich

qualitative data regarding the meanings adolescents attach to their engagement with
K-pop.
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The analysis of data followed the standard stages of grounded theory coding:
open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. During the open coding stage, initial
concepts were extracted from interview transcripts. In the axial coding stage, these
concepts were grouped into broader analytical categories. Finally, in the selective
coding stage, the core phenomenon and the relationships among categories were
identified and integrated into a coherent explanatory framework.

To enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, the study applied
the evaluative criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba, including credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Peer review of analytical
interpretations and feedback from participants were also incorporated during several
stages of the research process to ensure the accuracy and coherence of

interpretations.

Findings

The findings of the study reveal that adolescent girls’ inclination toward K-pop
music is shaped by three major causal categories that operate in an interconnected
manner.

The first category is aesthetic—cultural capital. Many participants emphasized the
high level of artistic and visual quality present in K-pop productions. The integration
of music, choreography, fashion, stage design, and highly synchronized
performances creates a distinctive aesthetic experience for audiences. From the
participants’ perspective, K-pop is not simply a collection of songs but rather a
comprehensive aesthetic package in which multiple artistic elements are carefully
orchestrated. This aesthetic capital enables adolescents to perceive K-pop as modern,
global, and distinct from many other musical productions. The visual richness and
professional organization of performances enhance its appeal and contribute
significantly to the formation of emotional attachment among young audiences.

The second category relates to commodification and the fan-culture economy.
The findings indicate that K-pop operates not only through music but also through
an extensive network of commodities, symbols, and fan practices. Items such as light
sticks, posters, dolls, accessories, and branded everyday products form an integral
part of the fan experience. For adolescents, consuming these items is not merely an
act of purchasing goods; rather, it represents a form of symbolic participation in a
shared cultural community. Through these commodities, fans express their loyalty,
identity, and emotional connection to their favorite artists. In this way, the K-pop

industry transforms cultural interest into an economic cycle that reinforces fan
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loyalty and long-term engagement. The study shows that participation in fandom
communities and the use of symbolic fan objects often strengthen adolescents’ sense
of belonging to a broader transnational cultural network.

The third category is cultural distinction and the generational taste gap. Some
participants described their preference for K-pop as a way of distancing themselves
from the musical tastes associated with their families or older generations. This
distancing should not necessarily be interpreted as opposition but rather as part of
the process of identity formation during adolescence. K-pop provides adolescents
with a means of expressing individuality and difference. It becomes a cultural
resource through which they can present themselves as distinct from parental
expectations, dominant norms, or conventional musical preferences. In this sense,
the selection of K-pop acquires symbolic meaning and operates at the intersection of
musical taste, lifestyle expression, and identity construction.

Taken together, these three categories demonstrate that adolescents” engagement
with K-pop cannot be reduced to a simple musical preference. Instead, it reflects the
intersection of global aesthetic experiences, the symbolic economy of fandom, and
the developmental need for identity formation and generational distinction. For
many adolescent girls in Tehran, K-pop is not merely something to listen to; it is

something to live, display, and integrate into their everyday identities.

Conclusion

The findings of this research indicate that K-pop among adolescent girls functions as
more than an imported cultural product. It represents a cultural arena in which
aesthetic experience, emotional participation, and identity reconstruction converge.
On the one hand, the phenomenon is driven by the professional quality and artistic
appeal of K-pop productions. On the other hand, it is reinforced by mechanisms of
commodification and the economic structures of fan culture. Simultaneously, it
operates within the broader context of generational differences in taste, becoming a
tool through which adolescents articulate cultural distinction.

From a theoretical perspective, the results of the study align with Pierre
Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, the theory of the culture industry developed
by Adorno and Horkheimer, and sociological perspectives on taste and cultural
consumption. From a practical standpoint, the findings suggest that cultural policy
approaches based solely on restriction or opposition may not effectively address such
phenomena. Instead, it may be more productive to recognize the aesthetic and
organizational strengths of global cultural industries and to draw upon these
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capacities in developing domestic cultural productions that resonate with the
interests and experiences of younger generations.

Furthermore, fostering intergenerational dialogue, strengthening media literacy,
and providing diverse cultural opportunities for adolescents may help reduce
generational taste gaps and promote greater mutual understanding between

generations.
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