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Abstract

The contemporary mediascape, characterized by digital proliferation, platform convergence, and participatory culture,
has fundamentally reshaped the creation, dissemination, and reception of narratives. This evolution demands a
corresponding paradigm shift in scholarly approaches to narrative adaptation and expansion. This article argues for a
reconceptualization of adaptation studies through the integrative lens of transmedia storytelling, moving beyond the
traditional, often hierarchical, model of source-to-target "fidelity criticism." We propose that today's complex narrative
ecosystems-exemplified by franchises like The Lord of the Rings, the Marvel Cinematic Universe, or The Witcher-are
best understood as dynamic, networked assemblages where narrative meaning is distributed, co-created, and
experienced across multiple, semi-autonomous media platforms (film, television, novels, comics, video games, social
media). This review synthesizes key theories from media studies, narratology, and fandom studies to construct a new
analytical framework. We delineate core principles of transmedia logic: world-building over plot replication, additive
comprehension, migratory audience engagement, and industrial synergy. Critically examining the interplay between
adaptation (as reinterpretation) and transmedia expansion (as extension), the article identifies a spectrum of strategies
from redundant to complementary to radical adaptation. It further explores the role of the prosumer in filling narrative
gaps, creating fanworks, and thus becoming an active agent in the storyworld's ontology. Through a series of illustrative
case studies and conceptual models, we demonstrate how this integrated perspective illuminates new research horizons:
the narrative architecture of storyworlds, the affective economy of fan labor, the political economy of media
convergence, and the remediation of narrative forms. The conclusion advocates for a future where adaptation studies
fully embraces its transmedia nature, fostering interdisciplinary dialogue and developing nuanced tools to analyze the
complex, collaborative, and ever-evolving narratives of the 21st century.
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1. Introduction

Beyond Fidelity-The Convergent Narrative Landscape

For decades, adaptation studies operated within a relatively stable, if contentious, critical paradigm. The primary
scholarly (and popular) question was one of fidelity: how faithfully or infelicitously a film or television series
reproduced its literary source. This model presupposed a unidirectional flow of authority from an "original" text (often a
canonical novel) to a "derivative" adaptation, with analysis focusing on loss, betrayal, or, more generously,
"translation." While this framework produced valuable insights, its limitations have become glaringly apparent in an era
defined by media convergence, where content flows fluidly across multiple channels, and audiences actively pursue
stories wherever they appear [1].

The rise of the media franchise as a dominant industrial model has given birth to sprawling narrative universes that
originate in, or quickly expand beyond, any single medium. A story like The Witcher exists simultaneously and
interactively as novels, video games, a television series, comic books, and tabletop RPGs, with each iteration
contributing distinct yet interconnected pieces to a larger lore. Similarly, superhero narratives from DC and Marvel have
long eschewed a single "source" in favor of decades of cross-pollinating comics, films, cartoons, and games. In this
ecosystem, the concept of a stable, authoritative "original" dissolves, replaced by a networked storyworld maintained by
corporate entities, creative auteurs, and participatory audiences [2].

This article posits that to meaningfully analyze contemporary narrative practices, adaptation studies must evolve. It
must integrate with the theories and methodologies of transmedia storytelling-the art of designing a narrative experience
across multiple platforms, where each medium makes its own unique contribution to the whole. Our central thesis is
that adaptation and transmedia expansion are not separate phenomena but intersecting processes on a continuum of
narrative dissemination and transformation. By adopting a transmedia lens, we can develop more robust tools to analyze:
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How narrative coherence and complexity are managed across disparate media.

How power dynamics shift between producers, texts, and active audiences.

How economic imperatives and technological affordances shape storytelling.

How traditional concepts of authorship, canonicity, and textuality are being reconfigured.

This review charts this new horizon, synthesizing existing scholarship and proposing fresh frameworks for a field in
urgent need of reinvention.

2. Theoretical Foundations: From Translation to Network

2.1 The Limits of Fidelity and the Rise of Intertextual Approaches

The fidelity model has been extensively critiqued for its literary bias, its neglect of medium-specificity, and its
simplistic view of cultural value. In response, scholars turned to intertextuality, dialogism, and remediation. Adaptation
came to be seen as a dialogue between texts and cultures, a process of reinterpretation and re-creation inevitably
inflected by the target medium's formal properties, historical context, and industrial constraints. While this was a crucial
advance, it often remained dyadic, analyzing pairs of texts (book and film) rather than sprawling networks [3].

2.2 Transmedia Storytelling: Principles and Paradigms

Henry Jenkins’ seminal work (2006) codified transmedia storytelling, identifying its key principles:

Spreadability vs. Drillability: Stories spread widely across networks (spreadability) while also encouraging deep,
forensic engagement (drillability) with complex mythologies.

World-Building: The primary goal becomes the creation of a compelling, detailed fictional universe (storyworld) that
can sustain multiple entry points and narratives, rather than the telling of a single, linear plot.

Additive Comprehension: The full understanding (or a richer experience) of the storyworld is gained by engaging with
multiple installments across different media; each component offers a non-redundant piece of the puzzle [4].

Migratory Audiences: Consumers are expected and encouraged to follow content across media boundaries, becoming
hunters and gatherers of story.

This framework shifts the analytical focus from textual transfer to narrative ecology.

2.3 Convergence Culture and Participatory Fandom

Transmedia does not operate in an industrial vacuum. It is the narrative expression of convergence culture, where old
and new media collide, grassroots and corporate media intersect, and the power of the media producer and the consumer
interact in unpredictable ways. The audience, particularly fans, are not passive recipients but active participants who
may create fan fiction, videos, wikis, and theories that expand, critique, or rewrite official canon. This participatory
culture blurs the line between reader and writer, consumer and producer, making fandom a crucial site of narrative
production and negotiation [5].

Figure 1. The transmedia adaptation network: a new analytical model.

Figure 1 illustrates how a transmedia franchise functions as a networked system centered on a unified “Storyworld /
Franchise Core,” which contains the fundamental mythos, characters, and rules that define the narrative universe.
Surrounding this core are multiple media platforms-including novels, films, TV series, video games, comic books, and
social media content-that both adapt material from the central storyworld and expand it with new perspectives or
storylines. The two-way arrows among these media forms represent intertextual dialogue and remediation, emphasizing
that each medium not only draws from the core but also influences other formats through reinterpretations, stylistic

Literary Horizons Review https://lhr.cultechpub.com/index.php/lhr

28



echoes, and narrative references. Encompassing the entire network is the sphere of participatory fandom and paratexts,
where fans create, interpret, and critique the franchise through discussions, theories, reviews, and various forms of fan-
made content. Together, the diagram demonstrates that a modern transmedia franchise is sustained by continuous
interaction between official narrative sources, multiple media adaptations, and the active participation of its fan
community.

3. Reconfiguring Adaptation: ATransmedia Spectrum

Under a transmedia paradigm, the act of adaptation can be re-situated as one of several strategies for expanding a
storyworld. We can identify a spectrum:

3.1 Redundant Adaptation: Transmedia as Marketing

Here, the same narrative is reproduced across media with minimal alteration (e.g., a novelization of a film, an
audiobook). It serves primarily to increase accessibility and market penetration, offering little additive comprehension.
While often dismissed, it highlights the industrial logic of franchise maximization.

3.2 Complementary Adaptation: The Transmedia Ideal

This aligns with Jenkins’ model. Each adaptation/extension contributes unique, vital information to the whole. For
example, the Harry Potter films adapt the novels’ core plots, while the Pottermore website (now Wizarding World
Digital) provided extensive backstory, world-building details, and new writing from Rowling. The Marvel Cinematic
Universe uses post-credit scenes in films to tease narrative threads picked up in television series (WandaVision leading
into Doctor Strange in the Multiverse of Madness).

3.3 Radical Adaptation / Narrative Mutation

This occurs when an adaptation so drastically reinterprets the source that it creates a new, parallel strand within or
adjacent to the franchise. It prioritizes the creative vision of the new auteur or the affordances of the new medium over
fidelity. Examples include Blade Runner 2049’s complex relationship to both the original film and Philip K. Dick’s
novel; or the video game The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt, which adapts the spirit and world of Sapkowski’s books while
crafting an original, player-driven narrative that has, in turn, influenced the Netflix series [6].

3.4 Platform-Specific Adaptation: The Logic of the Medium

A crucial subcategory within this spectrum is adaptation driven primarily by the affordances of a new platform. For
instance, a novel’s internal monologue might be adapted into a video game’s interactive choice system (e.g., Disco
Elysium’s dialogue trees reflecting literary introspection). A film’s visual action sequence might become the core
gameplay loop of a mobile app. This strategy asks not just "how do we tell this story in a new medium?" but "how does
this new medium transform what the story can be and do?" The Netflix interactive film Black Mirror: Bandersnatch is a
prime example, where the act of adaptation fundamentally changed the narrative from a linear commentary on free will
into an experiential simulation of it [7]. This highlights that adaptation in a transmedia context is as much about
leveraging technological capability as it is about translating content.

3.5 Participatory Culture as the Engine of Transmedia Adaptation

While industrial strategies and platform affordances structure the official expansion of storyworlds, it is participatory
culture-the collective practices of fans and prosumers-that often serves as the vital engine driving adaptation’s evolution
and resonance in the convergent era. Moving beyond the categorization of participatory work as a mere “strategy” (as
outlined in Table 1), it is essential to recognize it as the dialogic substrate upon which all modern adaptation and
transmedia expansion occurs. This dynamic operates in two key, interrelated modes: as a testing ground for narrative
potential and as a source of canonical pressure.

First, fan communities function as a real-time, large-scale focus group and creative laboratory. Long before corporate
studios greenlight a radical adaptation or a new transmedia branch, fans have often already explored its narrative
possibilities. Extensive fanfiction archives, speculative video essays, and detailed wiki entries map out alternate
character pairings, untold backstories, and cross-over scenarios. For instance, the widespread fan fascination with
Slytherin House’s complexity in Harry Potter-explored deeply in fanworks-arguably paved the cultural way for later
official expansions like The Cursed Child play or the Hogwarts Legacy game, which grant more nuanced portrayals of
that faction. Thus, participatory culture doesn’t just respond to adaptation; it pre-adapts, identifying gaps, tensions, and
latent desires within the storyworld that official producers may later formalize and monetize [8].

Second, this activity exerts a constant canonical pressure on franchise stewards. In an age of social media, fan reactions-
whether expressed through viral memes, campaign hashtags (#ReleaseTheSnyderCut), or critical fan edits-can directly
influence the direction and reception of official adaptations. The passionate fan rejection of certain film or television
plot points can lead to course corrections in subsequent seasons or films, effectively making the audience a co-author in
an ongoing, real-time narrative negotiation. This is particularly evident in long-running serialized franchises like
Supernatural or Doctor Who, where writer-producers openly acknowledge engaging with fan theories and critiques. The
line between “participatory paratext” and “canonical text” becomes porous, as fan-endorsed interpretations or morally
redeemed characters from fanfiction can slowly bleed into official characterization.
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However, this engine is powered by what scholars term affective labor-the often-uncompensated emotional and creative
investment of fans. This raises critical questions about the political economy of transmedia adaptation. While
corporations benefit from the free market research, content generation, and community maintenance performed by fans,
the latter rarely share in the direct financial rewards or possess decisive authority. Participatory culture thus embodies
the central paradox of convergence: it democratizes storytelling and empowers audiences, yet it is also systematically
harnessed by media industries to de-risk investments, extend engagement, and manage brand loyalty. Future adaptation
studies must, therefore, not only map the textual strategies of transmedia but also critically audit this extractive
relationship, analyzing how the creative energy of participatory adaptation is acknowledged, appropriated, or exploited
within the larger narrative network.

Table 1. Analytical framework for transmedia adaptation strategies.

Strategy Primary Function Relationship to "Source" Audience Role Exemplary Case

Redundant Market expansion,
accessibility.

Replication; minimal
transformation.

Consumer; chooses
preferred medium.

Film novelizations;
direct-to-DVD sequels.

Complementary
World-building,

additive
comprehension.

Expansion; each medium
contributes a unique piece.

Migratory hunter-
gatherer; must engage

multiple texts.

The MCU (films, TV,
comics, one-shots); The
Matrix franchise (films,

anime, games).

Radical /
Mutative

Creative
reinterpretation,
medium-specific
innovation.

Dialogic / subversive; creates
a new variant.

Comparative analyst;
engages with
differences as
meaningful.

Westworld (TV series vs.
film); Sherlock (BBC
modern adaptation).

Participatory Community building,
canonical negotiation.

Extrapolative / corrective;
fills gaps or rewrites.

Prosumer
(producer+consumer);
creates paratexts.

Fanfiction archives
(AO3), wikis, video
essays on YouTube.

Table 1 is an analytical framework that categorizes transmedia adaptation strategies into four distinct types-Redundant,
Complementary, Radical/Mutative, and Participatory-and explains each type through four lenses: its primary function,
its relationship to the original “source” text, the role assigned to audiences, and representative examples. In the
Redundant mode, the same core story is retold with minimal change (e.g., film novelizations or direct-to-DVD sequels)
mainly to widen market reach, and audiences remain conventional consumers choosing their preferred medium. The
Complementary mode uses multiple platforms to expand the storyworld (each medium contributes a unique piece of the
narrative), so audiences become “migratory” readers/viewers who must move across texts to assemble a fuller
understanding (as in franchises like the MCU or The Matrix). The Radical/Mutative mode involves substantial
reinterpretation or transformation (dialogic or subversive remakes) that produces a new variant of the story, inviting
audiences to read differences comparatively (e.g., Westworld or Sherlock). Finally, the Participatory mode foregrounds
community-driven meaning-making: fans actively fill gaps, rewrite events, and generate paratexts (wikis, fanfiction,
videos), positioning the audience as co-creators within a shared franchise ecosystem.

4. Case Studies in Convergent Storytelling

4.1 The Lord of the Rings: From Literary Classic to Transmedia Mega-Franchise

Tolkien’s novels were the definitive "source." Peter Jackson’s film trilogy was a monumental complementary adaptation,
using cinema’s spectacle to realize the world while making necessary condensations. The franchise then expanded
transmedially: video games (Shadow of Mordor) exploring untold histories, fan-created wikis cataloguing lore, and
Amazon’s The Rings of Power series operating as a radical (and contested) expansion that adapts only appendices. This
case shows a clear evolution from a dyadic adaptation model to a complex, corporate-controlled transmedia network
with active fan engagement and canonical disputes [9].

4.2 The Last of Us: Video Game as Source, Television as Complementary-Radical Hybrid

This recent example flips the traditional hierarchy. The acclaimed video game is the narrative and aesthetic source.
HBO’s television adaptation is largely complementary, meticulously recreating scenes and dialogue. However, it also
engages in radical, additive storytelling by expanding the backgrounds of supporting characters (e.g., Episode 3, "Long
Long Time"), using television’s strengths in character-driven drama to build out the world in ways the game’s focused
perspective could not. It exemplifies a non-hierarchical, medium-conscious transmedia relationship.

4.3 The Matrix: Metanarrative as Transmedia Blueprint

The Matrix franchise stands as an early and self-aware pioneer of transmedia storytelling. The core film introduced a
"storyworld" ripe for expansion. Rather than simple sequels, the franchise launched complementary anime shorts (The
Animatrix) that explored key historical and philosophical corners of the universe, comic books, and video games (Enter
the Matrix) that contained essential plot threads not found in the films. This was not mere marketing but deliberate
narrative distribution. The franchise itself thematized the concept of dispersed reality and controlling narratives, making
its transmedia strategy a form of metanarrative commentary. It serves as a crucial case study in how a franchise’s
thematic core can dictate its transmedia logic [10].
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4.4 Bollywood’s “KGF” and “Baahubali” Universes: Transmedia in a Non-Western Context

Moving beyond Anglo-American examples is vital. Indian cinema, particularly the Telugu and Kannada film industries,
has produced massive transmedia franchises. S. S. Rajamouli’s Baahubali duology began as films but expanded into
novels, animated series, video games, and a vast array of merchandise, constructing a pan-Indian mythological epic.
The KGF chapter films, while primarily cinematic, have built a sprawling underworld lore through carefully crafted
pre-release "documentaries," character-centric web series, and strategic social media world-building that treats real-
world platforms as in-universe archives. These cases demonstrate how transmedia strategies are adapted to local
industrial structures, star systems, and audience engagement patterns, often prioritizing mythological scale and
character idolization over the puzzle-box additive comprehension of Western models.

5. New Horizons: Critical Challenges and Future Directions

Embracing a transmedia paradigm opens fertile ground for future research but also presents challenges.

5.1 Critical Challenges

Canonicity and Authority: In a network with multiple producers (studio, showrunner, game director, fans), who decides
what is "canon"? How do official, semi-official, and fan-generated texts interact and conflict?
Narrative Accessibility and Equity: Does transmedia storytelling, requiring engagement across often expensive
platforms, create narrative haves and have-nots? What is lost when a story becomes an exclusive club for the dedicated?
The Exhaustion of Storyworlds: Does the industrial imperative for infinite expansion lead to narrative entropy,
contradiction, and the dilution of creative vision (so-called "franchise fatigue")?

5.2 Future Research Directions

Platform Studies and Narrative Form: How do the specific algorithms, interfaces, and social features of platforms like
Netflix, TikTok, or Discord shape transmedia storytelling strategies? For instance, how does TikTok’s duet feature
facilitate participatory, distributed narrative creation for fandoms?
Global Transmedia Flows: Moving beyond Anglo-American franchises to analyze non-Western transmedia systems
(e.g., Chinese xianxia universes across web novels, donghua, and games; Bollywood star-driven franchises; Japan’s
"media mix" strategies for idol groups like Love Live!). Comparative studies can reveal how cultural specificity
influences transmedia logic [11].
The Ethics of Fan Labor: The systematic (and often uncompensated) exploitation of fan creativity for corporate world-
building and market research. Future work must develop ethical frameworks for this co-creative relationship, examining
cases where fan ideas are monetized without credit or compensation.
Cognitive and Affective Narratology: How do audiences cognitively map and emotionally engage with narratives
dispersed across time, space, and media? Empirical studies using methods from digital ethnography, eye-tracking, and
affect theory are needed to understand the real-world experience of migratory audiences.
Adaptation as Curation: Conceptualizing the adaptor not as a translator but as a curator of a storyworld, selecting
which elements to highlight, omit, or combine from a vast existing network. This reframes adaptation as an act of
narrative management and historiographic interpretation within the franchise.
Infrastructural Analysis of Transmedia: Research must trace the material networks-server farms, content delivery
networks, licensing agreements, labor practices in VFX studios-that underpin the seamless experience of a transmedia
universe. This political-economic approach reveals the hidden costs and power structures of convergent storytelling.
Transmedia and Pedagogy: Investigating how transmedia storytelling principles can be used in educational contexts to
create immersive, multi-platform learning environments that foster engagement and complex systems thinking.

Figure 2. The cycle of transmedia narrative development.
Figure 2 represents the cyclical process of transmedia franchise development, showing how a storyworld evolves
through continuous interaction between creators, industries, and audiences. It begins with Conception & World-Building,
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where core mythos, rules, and aesthetics are established in foundational “anchor” texts. The cycle then moves into
Adaptation & Expansion, during which official producers extend the storyworld across multiple media platforms such
as films, games, comics, or television. This leads to the phase of Audience Participation & Paratext Creation, where
fans interpret the texts, produce fanworks, debate canon, and provide feedback that reflects their engagement with the
franchise. Finally, in Industrial Re-incorporation & Canon Management, corporations monitor these audience activities,
selectively integrate fan-generated ideas, release new “official” content, and manage the evolving canon for marketing
and narrative coherence. The loop formed by these four phases illustrates that transmedia storytelling is an ongoing,
dialogic process shaped by both institutional creators and participatory fan communities.

6. Conclusion: Towards an Integrative Discipline

The age of media convergence is irrevocably an age of narrative convergence. Stories are no longer contained; they are
networked, fluid, and participatory. Adaptation studies, to remain vital, must shed its residual attachment to the dyadic
fidelity model and embrace the complexities of the transmedia paradigm. This means recognizing adaptation as a mode
of world-building, audiences as co-creative agents, and storyworlds as dynamic, contested, and economically driven
networks.

This new horizon is not without its shadows-concerns over corporate control, narrative overload, archival fragility, and
equitable access are real. Yet, it also offers exhilarating possibilities for creative expression, scholarly analysis, and
deeper understanding of how narratives function as the connective tissue of 21st-century culture. By integrating theories
from media studies, fan studies, narratology, political economy, platform studies, and cognitive science, we can develop
the sophisticated, interdisciplinary tools needed to map these vast narrative galaxies. The journey beyond fidelity is a
journey into the rich, chaotic, infrastructural, and collaborative heart of how we tell, share, preserve, and live stories
today.
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