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What is crowdfunding? 

Two main types

● Project based
○ People pledge to give one-time financial support to a thing (comic, game, 

movie, etc.) that doesn’t exist yet
○ Pledge often only collected if project reaches financial goal
○ No guarantee thing will ever get made/released

● Ongoing
○ People pledge monthly/recurring (e.g. “every video released”) support to an 

individual or group
○ Content is often released for free to everyone on other platforms (though may 

be time delayed)



Comics and Crowdfunding



Project-based crowdfunding

● Comics have been very successful 
on crowdfunding sites

● By far the most successful (in terms 
of percentage of projects funded) 
on Kickstarter
○ 67.22% of projects have succeeded
○ Average is 41.71%

● At one point (2012) Kickstarter was 
being called the 4th most 
successful comics publisher in 
terms of total money earned

https://www.kickstarter.com/help/stats

https://www.kickstarter.com/help/stats


Ongoing crowdfunding

● Some creators have found success
● Not everyone listed in “comics” on 

Patreon is a comics creator
● This one is an app to make reading 

pirated comics easier
● Some “ongoing” projects work as 

subscriptions to physical comics

https://graphtreon.com/monthly-ranking/comics

https://graphtreon.com/monthly-ranking/comics




Crowdfunding?

● Crowdfunding projects are 
usually (though not always) on 
dedicated crowdfunding sites

● Other established publishers 
have “subscriptions” that are 
similar to Patreon in that you 
pay a flat fee every month to 
receive what they publish
○ Does this count as crowdfunding?



Why are comics successful on 
crowdfunding?



Why are comics successful on crowdfunding?

● Cheap to produce
● Established printing and distribution 

systems
● Don’t take that long to physically 

manufacture
● Known creators
● Print editions of popular webcomics
● History of support for self-publishing

https://www.kickstarter.com/help/stats

https://www.kickstarter.com/help/stats


Comics and self-publishing

● Long history of self-publishing 
comics

● Lack of stigma surrounding self-
publishing
○ Not seen as vanity publishing

● Successful titles (including 
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, 
Bone, and American Born Chinese) 
were originally self-published



Different Platforms



Kickstarter

● The one you’ve probably heard of
● “Pivot to blockchain” in 2021 

caused a lot of unhappiness among 
users and creators

● Caused competing crowdfunding 
services to launch 

● Some creators moved to new or 
existing platforms 

● Still very popular

https://www.kickstarter.com/discover/advanced?category_id=3

https://www.kickstarter.com/discover/advanced?category_id=3


Indiegogo

● Predates Kickstarter
● Offers “fixed” and “flexible” 

campaigns
● “Flexible” funding means projects 

do not need to hit their targets and 
creators keep any funds raised

https://www.indiegogo.com/explore/comics

https://www.indiegogo.com/explore/comics


Zoop

● Only for comics projects
● Functions more like a publisher
● Provides production, printing, 

shipping, etc.
● Some amount of approval/review 

required for projects to be 
launched

https://zoop.gg/

https://zoop.gg/


Many Others



Other countries & languages

https://www.spacemanproject.com/ https://ulule.com/

https://www.spacemanproject.com/
https://ulule.com/


Research Project



The survey

● Approved by the University of 
Illinois Institutional Review Board

● Late 2020
● Twenty-two questions

○ Only the first seven questions 
were asked of all participants

○ Question seven was whether the 
library acquired comics through 
crowdfunding platforms

● 51 institutions responded



Results: Demographics of respondents

● 34 public libraries
● 9 private academic libraries
● 7 public academic libraries
● 1 school library

● 46 institutions (~90%) do not acquire comics 
from crowdfunding platforms 

● 5 institutions (~10%) do acquire comics from 
crowdfunding platforms



Why don’t libraries acquire comics from 
crowdfunding sites?



Libraries can’t evaluate the comics

● “Reviews also play a large role in our judgement of which materials we should 
spend our limited funds on.”

● “We don't have any policies against these purchases although we 
recommended choosing books based on published reviews.”

● “Someone would have to get advance copies to look over, someone would 
have to be assigned to sites to review and follow.”



Libraries can’t purchase the comics

Problems

● You need a credit card to use the sites
● Purchase time vs shipping/receiving time & financial year
● Collection policies and processes incompatible with crowdfunding sites

○ (e.g. use of specific vendors)
● Library requirement for invoices
● No money in budget

Solutions

● Institutional credit cards
● Donations of material to libraries from crowdfunding projects
● Library employees purchase comics and donate them to the library 

○ (Please don’t do this)



Libraries can’t catalogue the comics

● “My comics cataloger often finds it challenging to catalog crowdsourced 
comics as they often lack traditional bib data (like pub date, location, and/or 
publisher name)...”

● “METADATA! There is no metadata! Traditional cataloging has not caught up 
to virtual publishing houses and comics creators tend to be twee types who 
list "a cloud on Jupiter's moon" as their birthplace in their bios and use 
unreadable fonts for their names on the pieces, so getting concrete answers 
for things like "publisher" or "place of publication" or "publishing/copyright 
date" winds up being a combination of lots of googling and some guessing.”

● No copy cataloguing (nobody else owns the comics!) so must do original 
cataloguing



Other criticisms

● Projects are “pre-orders” 
from established publishers

● “FOMO” (Fear Of Missing 
Out)

● Projects that don’t deliver
● Fraudulent projects
● Lack of digital options (digital 

options are not accessible to 
libraries)

● No assurance of quality



Information locked in images

● Many crowdfunding projects have much of the 
project information (such as stretch goals) 
locked inside images

● There is no text version of this information 
anywhere on the project page



Exclusive content

● Some projects from publishers include “stretch goals” that include material 
unavailable anywhere else
○ “You will never find a copy.” (John Allison on a comic produced as a stretch goal for Boom’s 

Giant Days Kickstarter)



Library donations

● Some crowdfunding projects 
have tiers that donate copies to 
“a library”

● Very few (none?) of these are 
aware that many libraries will not 
accept donations

● Some projects allow libraries to 
apply to receive free copies

https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/fanbasepress/jorda
n-harts-ripple-effects-the-deluxe-edition

https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/fanbasepress/jordan-harts-ripple-effects-the-deluxe-edition
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/fanbasepress/jordan-harts-ripple-effects-the-deluxe-edition


This all seems really hard,
why should libraries collect crowdfunded 

comics?



Why should libraries collect crowdfunded comics?

● Topics and creators not represented by mainstream media/publishers
● Comics by members of marginalized communities
● Comics covering niche topics and different viewpoints
● Complete national collections
● Support specific programs and

special collections



https://www.etsy.com/listing/1220593980/spongebob-one-year-later-printout

https://www.etsy.com/listing/1220593980/spongebob-one-year-later-printout


The University of Illinois has a crowdfunded comics 
collection!
● More than 125 Kickstarter comics 

available in the catalog
● Proof of concept that the process 

is sustainable 
● Detailed documentation to 

maintain the collection
● Local buy-in to support collection
● Support from in-house cataloger



How do we decide what to order?
The vision in starting this initiative was to address a gap in the national collection and complement our growing emphasis on
building diverse and inclusive collections. Therefore the initial target was to identify projects with international, BIPOC, 
LGTBQIA+ creators, and creators with disabilities.



Additional Notes on Decision Making Criteria 

● Does it highlight creators from a historically marginalized background AND/OR 
does the story center on historically marginalized characters/experiences?

● How likely is it to be funded? 
● How expensive is it relative to what you get?
● Is this a creator we have supported in the past and want to have continuity?
● Is this the creator’s first project? Does the creator also support other comics 

projects?
● Awards/reading lists for web and digital comics
● Is it really obviously going to be published by a mainstream publisher later? 
● Is it a Kickstarter “Projects We Love”



What do we do with these things?

Physical Rewards

https://publish.illinois.edu/iaslibrary/2023/02/14/crowdfunded-comics-a-unique-uiuc-collection/

Digital Rewards

https://publish.illinois.edu/iaslibrary/2023/02/14/crowdfunded-comics-a-unique-uiuc-collection/


Challenges 

● Variability of final products in terms of quality and delivery time
● Ephemera and “bonus” content
● Encumbered funds on unsuccessful projects (plus 

disappointment)
● Tracking encumbrance and service costs with third party 

vendor
● Establishing continuity with previously funded creators
● Unexpected cancellations for oversubscribed tiers?!??!
● Ongoing evolution of the crowdfunding space (new platforms)
● Budgeting

○ Don’t always have advanced notice that a project is 
forthcoming and campaigns may have a short window 



…and opportunities!

● Coordination with other institutions starting 
crowdfunded comics collections

● Assessment and usage stats
● How to circulate or share PDFs
● Getting crowdfunded materials incorporated in 

instruction and outreach
● Branching out into other crowdfunding platforms



A note on privilege

● The pilot of the project was developed with former graduate 
hourly Jason Larsen (now the Comics Studies Librarian at 
Michigan State University) -- it benefited from his knowledge 
of the crowdfunded comics space

● The documentation he developed has enabled the 
maintenance of the project by subsequent graduate workers 

● It takes time and financial resources to maintain this 
collection

● Having a good relationship with a flexible vendor is critical
● Having cataloging support is also critical

● That said…it IS sustainable for our context.



Some tips for starting your own crowdfunded collection

● Carefully define your scope 
○ What aligns with existing collection priorities as well as national collection?
○ How do you define obscenity?
○ If you are targeting comics that promote DEIA–are you amplifying 

historically marginalized creators vs. content with historically marginalized 
characters or both?

● Work with technical services in advance to have action plan for 
cataloging

● Figure out an approximate budget and roughly how many you 
could get on a monthly basis based on that budget

● Develop documentation of how you manage ordering
● Track fulfillment and use of collection
● Market collection to users
● Can be helpful to look at creators information when choosing to 

back a project–do they back other projects? Is this their first 
crowdfunded campaign or are they more experienced?



Late to the party

● If you miss the pledge window you can contact 
creators and ask if they have extra copies to sell–
some have generously donated their materials! 

● Some popular titles will get picked up by a 
mainstream publisher or otherwise be available for 
later purchase

● “Late pledges” are sometimes available



How to start your own crowdfunded comics collection

● Understand logistics/process of 
crowdfunding campaigns

● Determine how your library will 
purchase and process titles

● Know how to find and assess 
relevant crowdfunding 
campaigns/projects

● Know which comics will be available 
through other platforms/sources later

● Know about “extras” only available 
through crowdfunding campaigns
○ Caveat: Also know what to do with “extras” 

that might not fit neatly into existing 
collection categories



Conclusion

● Our study showed that libraries were under-collecting crowdfunded 
comics….that is slowly changing. Hooray!

● More libraries should collect crowdfunded comics and we can coordinate 
building a strong (inter)national collection.

● We also need to ensure access to these collections via InterLibrary Loan (and 
possibly participation in the Comics Studies Society’s Research Librarians 
Cohort’s Notable Collections project)



Further Reading

● “What About Crowdfunded 
Comics?” in Comic Books, Special 
Collections, and the Academic 
Library
○ PDF and mp3 versions available in CU 

Scholar Repository 
● “Stretch goals: Launching 

crowdfunded comics collections in 
academic libraries”
○ Published in Art Libraries Journal, 

Volume 48, Issue 3

https://scholar.colorado.edu/concern/book_chapters/c821gm304
https://scholar.colorado.edu/concern/book_chapters/c821gm304
https://doi.org/10.1017/alj.2023.12
https://doi.org/10.1017/alj.2023.12


Contact

● Mara Thacker:
○ mthacker@illinois.edu
○ marathacker@gmail.com

● Matthew Murray
○ matthew.murray-2@colorado.edu
○ thematthewmurray@gmail.com

mailto:mthacker@illinois.edu
mailto:marathacker@gmail.com
mailto:matthew.murray-2@colorado.edu
mailto:thematthewmurray@gmail.com
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