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1. Fandoms and ships with lots of poly content

Author’s Note:
      The slides are available for browsing in Google Slides.  And the raw data is available for use.  (Data gathered in early Dec 2019.)

Thanks to Violsva for the great prompt!

    


    
    







These are all the ships I was able to find that have three or more people, 500+ works overall, and 99+ works using the “Polyamory” tag or the “Threesome” tag — or one of their subtags, like “Foursome” or “OT3.”  There may be some large poly ships missing.  Counting polyamorous ships is tricky due to unpredictable tagging practices:




	“Polyamory” and “Threesome” (and their numerous subtags — see below) are often used in fics featuring poly themes, but not always.  Sometimes the author will tag a fanwork with a 3+ person ship without adding any tags related to polyamory.  And there’s no way on AO3 to only search for ships with 3+ characters.  So I may have missed a number of 3+ person ships that don’t use any of the poly-themed tags I looked for.



	There are probably also many poly arrangements where multiple overlapping couples are tagged, but not all the characters together.  E.g., a fic tagged “Polyamory” in which Steve/Tony and Steve/Bucky were both tagged, but the three were not tagged together in a single ship, would not be reflected here.



I recognize that this slide is harder to read than many of mine.  You can read the complete list here.  But also, here is the text version of the ships on the slide:




  







	SHIP
		 MOST TAGGED FANDOM

		 TOTAL WORKS




  

	James “Bucky” Barnes/Steve Rogers/Tony Stark	
	Marvel Cinematic Universe
		2017




	Castiel/Dean Winchester/Sam Winchester
		Supernatural
		1696



	Alec Hardison/Parker/Eliot Spencer
		Leverage
		1339



	Keith/Lance/Shiro (Voltron)
		Voltron: Legendary Defender
		1301



	Jeon Jungkook/Kim Taehyung | V/Park Jimin
		방탄소년단 | Bangtan Boys | BTS
		1299



	Jeon Jungkook/Jung Hoseok/Kim Namjoon/Kim Seokjin/Kim Taehyung/Min Yoongi/Park Jimin
		방탄소년단 | Bangtan Boys | BTS
		1291



	Poe Dameron/Finn/Rey
		Star Wars Sequel Trilogy
		1115



	Bakugou Katsuki/Midoriya Izuku/Todoroki Shouto
		僕のヒーローアカデミア | Boku no Hero Academia | My Hero Academia
		1077



	James T. Kirk/Leonard “Bones” McCoy/Spock
		Star Trek: Alternate Original Series (Movies)
		1068



	Elizabeth Burke/Peter Burke/Neal Caffrey
		White Collar
		1064



	Gavin Free/Ryan Haywood/Michael Jones/Ray Narvaez Jr./Jack Pattillo/Geoff Ramsey
		Rooster Teeth/Achievement Hunter RPF
		1061



	Anxiety | Virgil/Creativity | Roman/Logic | Logan/Morality | Patton
		Sanders Sides (Web Series)
		1018



	Niall Horan/Zayn Malik/Liam Payne/Harry Styles/Louis Tomlinson
		One Direction (Band)
		1009



	Gladiolus Amicitia/Prompto Argentum/Noctis Lucis Caelum/Ignis Scientia
		Final Fantasy XV
		903



	Allison Argent/Isaac Lahey/Scott McCall
		Teen Wolf (TV)
		865



	Huang Ren Jun/Lee Jeno/Na Jaemin
		NCT (Band)
		804



	Jung Hoseok | J-Hope/Min Yoongi | Suga/Park Jimin
		방탄소년단 | Bangtan Boys | BTS
		681



	Hermione Granger/Harry Potter/Ron Weasley
		Harry Potter - J. K. Rowling
		659



	James “Bucky” Barnes/Steve Rogers/Sam Wilson
		Captain America (Movies)
		640



	James “Bucky” Barnes/Darcy Lewis/Steve Rogers
		Marvel Cinematic Universe
		636



	James “Bucky” Barnes/Steve Rogers/Reader
		Marvel Cinematic Universe
		585



	James “Bucky” Barnes/Peggy Carter/Steve Rogers
		Captain America (Movies)
		565



	Jonathan Byers/Steve Harrington/Nancy Wheeler
		Stranger Things (TV 2016)
		563



	Alexander Hamilton/John Laurens/Gilbert du Motier Marquis de Lafayette/Hercules Mulligan
		Hamilton - Miranda
		560



	Sherlock Holmes/Mary Morstan/John Watson
		Sherlock (TV)
		535








Looking through the top 100 ships that I was able to find got me curious about what categories the common poly ships fell into.  There are more M/M/M than anything else, but there are also a lot of F/M/M ships.  There are also a bunch of boy bands where the entire band is shipped, falling somewhere in the M/M/M/M+ category.  



The above is based on my own hand categorization of each of the top 100 ships.  Later on, I’ll look at which AO3 tags people most commonly use to describe their work’s poly configuration.



But first — let’s look at which fandoms have a lot of poly.







These are the fandoms I could find with a relatively high percentage of works using the “Polyamory” tag — mostly over 2%.  There are almost certainly a number of smaller fandoms missing.   Many of these fandoms contain over 100 works using the tag, but there are a few smaller fandoms here that don’t pass that threshold; the smallest, The Promised Neverland has only 36 works tagged “Polyamory.”  


Edit: the above graph was edited to add a missing fandom, Black Sails, and also to correct a statistical error with Castlevania.



full list








Edit: This graph and the accompanying commentary have been updated to include a number of fandoms that were erroneously omitted from the initial version.



The fandoms I found with the highest use of the “Threesome” tag has some overlapping fandoms with the previous graph, but also a lot of differences.  The bands and groups of bloggers who are often all shipped together are, unsurprisingly, lower on the “Threesome” list than the “Polyamory” list.  But there are other notable differences, as well.  



Not that we should expect the two lists to be identical; for one thing, not all threesomes are happening within a polyamorous relationship, of course.  (Though I would guess that most people don’t deeply think through their choice of tags, and instead follow the tagging convention they see most often.)  And AO3’s current organization of the different tags is (to my mind) a bit quirky.  AO3 has grouped all the “Foursome”+ and “OT4”+ tags under “Polyamory,” while “OT3” is under “Threesome,” and so “Threesome” and “OT3” are the only ones that aren’t part of “Polyamory.”



full list






There are a lot of different ways that AO3 users tag polyamory and related situations.  Here are all the related tags I found with 1000+ works.  I found most of these by looking through subtags of “Polyamory” and “Threesome.”  








Here are the smaller subtags of “Polyamory” and “Threesome.”  There are undoubtedly other tags out there related to polyamory, but these are the ones that AO3 has made into canonical tags and grouped under those two tags.





Some fandoms have developed their own fandom-specific polyamory tags.  Again, there are probably others out there, but these are the ones that AO3 has made into canonical tags and grouped under “Polyamory.”

Edit: Additional notes



People have asked some good questions in the comments, and I’ve added explanations and even graphs.  I’m copying some my responses into the main body of the post for easier reference, but see comments for conversational context.

In response to some cool questions/hypotheses about how people use the “Multi” tag, and whether it’s influenced by the genders or number of participants:






  
  



  
  link to bigger image


  It looks like threesomes with a mix of genders (including F/M/M) are indeed far more likely to be tagged Multi than single-gender poly ships!  But they are still quite likely to also be tagged F/M. (The red bar includes just the category that is most often tagged besides Multi — which turns out to be M/M in the case of M/M/M+, F/F in the case of F/F/F, and F/M in the other cases.)


In response to an excellent question about why I only showed 3+ person ships as poly ships, even though a lot of poly involves overlapping pairings but not triads, quads, etc:






  I have found that in tagging the V-relationships that I often write, readers tend to prefer me to tag all three characters together, for purposes of searching/filtering. So I’m not sure how closely tagging preferences and behaviors in fic mirror IRL ways that we’d describe relationship configurations.

  The top fandoms shown here are not limited to counting relationships with 3+ people. I chose to limit the ships this way, in part because I can’t tell otherwise whether a particular pairing is poly or not — due to background pairings and the many multi-chapter works where each chapter is a separate ficlet, there are lots of cases where it’s erroneous to assume that a given pairing is poly just because the work is tagged Polyamory.



  A final reason I went this direction is that it’s easy for people to use Sort & Filter to find out for themselves which ships are most often tagged poly, and those are mostly couples. Whereas there’s no way to filter to just see 3+ people.




  



2. Variations in tagging of polyamory

Summary for the Chapter:
            How “Multi” and “OT3” get used; variations across fandoms in poly tagging; a case study in Bucky/Steve/Tony tagging.

          
Notes for the Chapter:Thanks to everyone who asked great questions about Chapter 1 and got me thinking about more details!  A Chapter 3 will follow shortly. :)




    
    One follow up question from last time — how is the “Multi” tag used, when it comes to poly ships?  I added a graph at the end of last chapter that started to investigate this question.  But here’s a more complete picture of how different types of threesomes tend to use “Multi”:






It appears that fanwork creators tag mixed-gender threesomes differently from same-gender threesomes, in the following ways:



	The “Multi” tag is far more likely to appear for 3-person ships of mixed genders (F/F/M, F/M/M) than those of the same gender (M/M/M, F/F/F) — more than 70% for mixed-gender vs. 40% for same-gender.


	Same-gender threesomes are highly likely to be categorized as “M/M” or “F/F” (over 90% of the works use these tags!), whereas mixed-gender threesomes are only tagged “F/M” about two thirds of the time.


The number of people in the ship tentatively appears to not make much difference (at least M/M/M and M/M/M/M have almost exactly the same patterns, as shown in the previous chapter), but I didn’t fully explore this.

I also got curious about the following: how much does the method of tagging poly content vary by fandom?  I looked at a few fandoms where there was one clearly largest poly ship, and I looked at how often the fandom used the ship tag, the “Polyamory” tag, the “Threesome” tag, or some combination:








Note again that each of these categories includes subtags; e.g. if the story only is tagged “OT3” that would be classified as “Threesome only.”  Also note that this particular analysis ignores other poly ships besides the largest one if they are not tagged with “Polyamory,” “Threesome,” or a subtag.



We can see that the type of tagging varies a lot by fandom — e.g., Star Wars and Leverage most often just tag the ship, Harry Potter most often just tags “Threesome” or its subtags (including “OT3”), and “BTS” most often tags “Polyamory” or its subtags (including “OT7”).



Green, orange, purple, and gray show the numbers of fanworks that use combinations of tags rather than just one; these fanworks are rarer than I would have expected.  This means you’ll often have to do multiple types of searches in any given fandom to find most of the poly-themed content.



Another question, highlighted by the fact that “OT3” and “OT7” were grouped differently in the previous question — Should the “OT3” tag really be categorized under “Threesome” rather than “Polyamory?”  A number of people expressed surprise last chapter that “OT3” was a subtag of “Threesome”; I suspect that’s because “OT4”+ are categorized under “Polyamory,” and also because lots of people tend to use “OT3” to describe a long-term relationship rather than a single sex act.  



We can’t answer this kind of question directly, but we can look at whether “OT3” tends to co-occur more with “Polyamory” or with other “Threesome” subtags:










 Although “OT3” is categorized as part of “Threesome,” it is more likely to co-occur with the “Polyamory” tag than with any of the other main “Threesome” subtags, suggesting people may think of it as more overlapping with poly themes than threesomes.  (Note that I didn’t include the “Threesome” tag itself, because “OT3” is a subtag of “Threesome”, so that screws up the stats.)




 It’s interesting that threesomes featuring at least one woman are more likely to get tagged OT3 than M/M/M ships, but I don’t think that should be taken as too meaningful; some of the numbers here are small enough that it may be noise rather than a meaningful difference.


Within a poly arrangement involving 3+ people (either a triad or a vee relationship), how do people tend to tag the relationship(s)?  Do they tag the three people together, or all pairs separately, or all of the above?  I looked at the participants of the largest polyship (Bucky/Steve/Tony, of Marvel Cinematic Universe) as a case study:








Bucky/Steve + Steve/Tony is most common combo of ship tags, but probably a lot of these are not poly-themed — e.g., they’re about one relationship being past and another current. There are a number of these works tagged “Polyamory” and/or “Threesome,” however, even though they don’t include any further ship tags between these three characters.  (Some of those fanworks probably include other polyships or threesomes, e.g. they may involve Bucky/Steve, past Steve/Tony, and current Tony/Pepper/Bruce).  



Bucky/Steve/Tony is slightly more likely to occur with each of the pairs also tagged than to occur on its own.



We can also revisualize this to see which ship tag combinations are most likely to be tagged with “Polyamory,” “Threesome,” or one of their subtags:








In every case where Bucky/Steve/Tony is tagged, the work is more likely to also be tagged with “Polyamory,” “Threesome,” or a subtag than when only the other ship tags are present (e.g., B/S/T + S/T + B/T is more often tagged with “Polyamory” and/or “Threesome” than just S/T + B/T).  Which makes sense.



However, even in the ship combination that is most often tagged with “Polyamory,” “Threesome,” or a subtag — B/S/T + S/T + S/B + B/T — over half the works are not tagged with any tags related to polyamory.




B/S + S/T + B/T (without B/S/T) is far more often tagged “Polyamory” (or subtags), than “Threesome” (or subtags).  And similarly, when just two overlapping pairs are tagged (e.g., B/S and S/T), the work is also more likely to be tagged “Polyamory” than “Threesome.”  This seems to imply that people who omit B/S/T are often signaling something about which specific characters interact with one another romantically/sexually in the fanwork, and in which configurations.  So if a particular pair doesn’t have sex, or the three never have sex together, I’m guessing based on this data that the tags will often reflect this.  



However, I’m guessing based on my own experience that authors will often add B/S/T even when the three don’t all have sex together and/or when there is a vee-relationship, just to distinguish the fanwork from cases where multiple pairs are tagged, but one of the pairs tagged is a past relationship.



(This chapter got a bit complicated and may have been confusing — please ask questions if you have them!)

  



3. How canon events interact with poly shipping

Summary for the Chapter:
            Case studies in how fandoms’ interest in poly content changes over time in response to canon.  Fandoms include: Sherlock, Star Wars, MCU, Stranger Things, BNHA, Voltron, Queen, OUAT.

          


    
    A FEW PRELIMINARY NOTES:  In this chapter, I’m going to look at how fandom seems to respond to new canon with regards to the amount of poly fanworks produced.  The graphs I show (unless otherwise noted) will show the percentage of the fandom’s overall works that are tagged “Polyamory” per month.  Please keep in mind that many of these are based on small numbers of fanworks per month, and there are many ways of tagging poly content (as seen in previous chapters), so all this should be taken with many grains of salt.  To make patterns clearer to see amongst the noise, I also smoothed the data (usually averaging over a window of 5 data points at a time).  That averaging sometimes makes it look like fandoms are anticipating future canon events — but that’s generally just an artifact of averaging several months together.  In sum, there are many reasons that we shouldn’t make strong causal statements about how canon affects fandom based on this data.



As for how I selected these fandoms — I tried to select ones that had mostly started after AO3 was founded (so I could see their full development), and ones that had enough poly fanworks to spot meaningful trends.   But this is by no means a comprehensive exploration.



As in previous chapters, this only covers polyshipping on AO3; I don’t know how it works on other platforms, and it’s much harder to gather data there.



Finally, I started out trying to highlight major canon events that appeared to affect polyshipping in green, and other canon events of lesser interest in gray.  On a few of these graphs I got inconsistent with the coloring; I hope it’s not too confusing.  Just don’t take the gray/green distinction very seriously. :)



I noticed in the Sherlock fandom that as soon as Mary Morstan was introduce in S3 as a canonical love interest for John Watson (half of the hugely popular ship, Sherlock/John) there was a large surge in poly content.  If we look just at the use of the “Polyamory” tag as a fraction of total “Sherlock” fanworks, we can see this clearly:






Note: this data is smoothed out, averaging over 5 data points at a time, to make the data less noisy and easier to parse.  I’ve added linear regressions for the data points before and after S3 aired, to give a rough notion of how trends changed over time.  (Don’t take the earliest numbers as too meaningful, though; the fandom was much smaller then, and the data noisier.)



The average rate of fanworks tagged “Polyamory” more than doubled when we compare pre-S3 to post-S3 (0.3% vs. 0.63%).  Like I said, this is a very clear shift.  



Do other fandoms show similarly drastic changes?  I decided to look at MCU, since Bucky/Steve/Tony is one of the largest poly ships.  (Apologies if I mischaracterize anything in this example, since I haven’t seen all the films and haven’t consumed many of the fanworks — — gentle corrections are welcome).  There were few MCU works prior to the end of 2011, so we pick up the story then:








Here, the story is a bit less clear.  There are probably many reasons for this; there are many more major characters in MCU, leading to a lot more potential ships and poly combinations.  Plus, there are a lot more canon events that potentially affect things; I haven’t even shown all the MCU movies here, just the ones that most prominently feature two or more of the three characters in the B/S/T ship.  (Also, it looks as if there may be some fandom-specific poly gift exchanges/challenges over the holidays, contributing to some end of the year surges?)



From what I can tell, though — MCU had a relatively high amount of polyamory even early on.  But Steve/Tony was the biggest ship.  And then in April 2014, Captain America: The Winter Soldier aired, and Steve/Bucky surged.  There was also a substantial increase in Bucky/Steve/Tony shipping and the use of the “Polyamory” tag in the MCU fandom, and Avengers: Age of Ultron (May 2015) continued to contribute to the Bucky/Steve/Tony surge.  It seems like this leveled off/started a mild decrease following Captain America: Civil War.     (Please remember, though, if this slight decline worries you — MCU is a huge & rich fandom, and still producing a very large amount of polyfic, even as other ships and tropes are also growing.)



Like I said, this case is messier than Sherlock.  But I also applied some clustering algorithms to the underlying unsmoothed data points, and the data does divide into three clusters, with CA:TWS and CA:CW as rough dividing lines.  So I’m not entirely pulling this story out of my ass.  ;) Still, after this I abandoned trying to spot clusters and show regressions, as a lot of the data is even messier.



Another case I wondered about was the Star Wars Sequel Trilogy fandom.  In this fandom, there is one hugely popular polyship — Poe/Finn/Rey — but there are also a number of other popular ships, including some that overlap the polyship, like Rey/Kylo and Finn/Poe.  First I looked at the use of the “Polyamory” tag, as I did for the previous fandoms:








(Note: the end of this graph shows works per week instead of per month, so that I could capture recent response to TROS.) This data is fairly noisy, though, and based on smallish numbers for some of these data points. But I remembered that most of the Star Wars poly tagging uses the ship name instead (see previous chapter), and so I also looked at the usage of the “Poe Dameron/Finn/Rey” tag:








(Note: as before, the end of this graph shows works per week instead of per month, so that I could capture recent response to TROS.)  Here we can see a clearer story.  It appears that there was an initial large surge of enthusiasm for this poly ship that then declined relative to overall activity in the fandom (its relative popularity compared to other ships declined a lot in the first year, and then it dropped off more gradually.  “The Last Jedi” did nothing to increase the proportion of fanworks devoted to this ship, which makes sense since the characters were mostly separated in that movie.  “The Rise of Skywalker,” however, features the three members of the ship spending substantial time together.  And even the October trailer showed all three of them together (though it also provided a great deal of Rey/Kylo fodder).  The new movie seems to have reignited enthusiasm for the ship.  Only the future will tell to what extent, though!



I also looked at Stranger Things, where Jonathan/Steve/Nancy has been a popular poly ship, but the three characters were split up in S3:








The fandom was much smaller pre-S2 and then started blowing up after that, so the pre-S2 numbers are very noisy.  Still, it appears that the polyship popularity was at its peak prior to S2, then decreased a bit relative to the overall fandom’s popularity, then decreased more post-S3 (when the three characters weren’t all together).  It would be interesting to revisit after more time has passed.



By contrast, there’s the Queen fandom, which was producing only a few works per month, none poly, until the release of the movie Bohemian Rhapsody, just over a year ago.  At that point, the number of new fanworks surged, and the proportion of poly works keeps increasing:








Next, I moved into a bunch of canons that I haven’t seen and therefore have only the faintest guesses about… please feel free to chip in if you know the canon and have theories.  First, Voltron: Legendary Defender — apparently 8 seasons came out between June 2016 and Dec 2018 (which, to me coming from fandoms like Sherlock, seems astounding!):  








Despite all the new doses of canon, it seems like we see a fairly steady but gradual increase in percent of fanworks tagged “Polyamory” (or subtags).  AFAICT, the relative popularity of polyamory not strongly affected by events in canon?  Or maybe it’s just that the seasons were released so close together that there isn’t time for really major responses to stand out?  Or else the canon supports poly interpretations to roughly the same amount throughout?  It’s interesting that the percentage of poly content appears to be continuing to rise post-canon, but we’d again have to check back in a while to see if that trend holds.



Next, Boku No Hero Academia:








The main thing I notice here is that fandom seems to respond mostly to when new canon airs in Japan rather than the US.  And it looks like maybe S3 is less poly-friendly than S2, though there are still a high percentage of fanworks devoted to polyamory relative to many fandoms.



On to Once Upon A Time, which has more poly ships than many TV fandoms (as well as one of the most popular femslash ships, and several sizable F/F/F ships):









Here there’s been a general increase in “Polyamory” tagging over time.  It looks like possible S3, S5, and S7 may have had more content that inspired polyshipping than other seasons?  But the data is also noisy enough that it’s hard to tell.  (Also keep in mind that each of the seasons lasted for a considerable period of time; only the beginning of each season is marked on the graph.)
 



Overall, I don’t see a lot of consistent patterns among the above fandoms — instead, there is interesting diversity.  It seems like fans sometimes respond with a surge of enthusiasm to new potential polyships appearing onscreen (or new support for existing polyships).  And occasionally new canon dampens their interest in polyships, especially when the members of the ship are split up (sensibly enough).  But they don’t always react strongly to new canon much at all.  



In any case, having investigated, I figured it was worth sharing the data.  Please keep in mind all of the caveats from the beginning of the chapter when trying to interpret all this!  And thanks in advance for any comments sharing your own insights into these fandoms.
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