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Abstract  

Music streaming has become the dominant mode of music distribution and consumption. Yet, 

with ongoing technological developments and intensifying global competition the 

marketplace is evolving quickly and there is a continual need for research which explores the 

ways in which firms, such as Spotify, Apple and Deezer, attract and retain the attention and 

patronage of consumers. Drawing on sixty in-depth interviews with music-industry 

informants and streaming users, this paper examines the value-creation strategies of rival 

platforms. Beyond merely providing on-demand access to similar catalogues of music for 

similar prices, it demonstrates how firms manipulate specific spatial and temporal dynamics 

and leverage different forms of ‘exclusivity,’ related to content, curation and experiences, to 

generate distinction, value and loyalty. In so doing, the paper nuances our understanding of 

branding, intermediation, the music marketplace and the platform economy more broadly.  

Keywords: Music streaming; competition; value-creation; exclusivity; curation; music 
consumption; platform economy; music distribution; virtual spaces 
 

Introduction 

In recent years music streaming has been transformed from a niche alternative to the 

dominant mode of music distribution and consumption. Alongside the market leader, Spotify, 

which was founded in 2006 and boasts one hundred and fifty million users across over sixty 

countries, new firms such as Deezer and Tidal and tech giants like Apple, Google and 

Amazon have joined an increasingly global and competitive marketplace. In exchange for a 

subscription fee or exposure to third-party advertisements, these services provide legal access 

to vast catalogues of music. Music streaming services have proven to be a viable alternative 

to the illegal distribution of music via peer-to-peer file sharing networks, such as Napster, 

which had a detrimental effect on the health of the recorded music industry (Hracs 2012; 

Leyshon, 2014).  
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With catalogues exclipsing thirty million songs, music streaming services have invested 

in curation and the quality of their user experience to differentiate their product-offerings 

(Morris and Powers, 2015; Bhaskar, 2016). These services create playlists and 

recommendations, ranging from playlists created for specific moods and moments, such as 

‘Wake Up Happy’ or ‘Life Sucks,’ to personalised recommendations. For example, Spotify’s 

‘Discover Weekly,’ a personalised playlist of new music, has attracted forty million listeners 

worldwide (Spotify, 2016).  

However, the similarities in the product offerings of music streaming services has 

intensified competition. All of the leading services provide access to a similar catalogue of 

music, both in terms of size and content, and at a similar price point. Spotify, Apple Music, 

Deezer, Tidal and Amazon Prime’s standard subscription plan costs £9.99 per month; these 

services all provide similar functionality, such as the ability to listen on mobile devices and 

create playlists; and they all provide some form of curation. Moreover, streaming firms not 

only compete with each other for market share but with other formats and outlets such as 

vinyl, record stores, and video-streaming platforms, such as YouTube (Hracs and Jansson 

2017). 

How do music streaming services stand out from the crowd and generate distinction, 

value and loyalty? In such a hyper-competitive and dynamic marketplace researchers must 

continually explore the ways in which firms attract and retain the attention and patronage of 

consumers. To date, however, most literature on the music marketplace has focused on the 

causes and consequences of illegal downloading and the so-called ‘MP3 crisis’ (Hracs, 2012; 

Leyshon, 2014). Despite the pivotal role music streaming services play in the distribution and 

consumption of music and the shift toward the use of platform-based architectures and 

business models that rent instead of sell music, they remain understudied.  
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There is a need to explore how platforms leverage their unique position as intermediary 

infrastructures to secure competitive advantage. Curation functions as a source of 

differentiation for streaming services (Morris and Powers, 2015; Barna 2017) and a potential 

solution to the ‘paradox of choice’ produced by abundance (Schwartz, 2004; Bhaskar, 2016). 

However, as basic forms of curation become standard across streaming platforms, further 

research is needed to examine how firms are developing and delivering innovative curation-

based strategies to compete. Although the successes of these strategies is dependent on the 

buy-in of consumers, limited attention has been paid to their practices and preferences. While 

existing literature speculates about the disruptive potential of music streaming and its ability 

to reshape the dynamics of consumption by providing on-demand access instead of 

ownership (Morris 2015), more empircal insight into the attitudes, values and practices of the 

individuals who use these services is needed.  

This paper draws on sixty in-depth interviews with key informants and music 

consumers as well as a content analysis to demonstrate the ways in which music streaming 

services are mobilising different forms of ‘exclusivity’ to stand out from the crowd. The 

concept of exclusivity refers to the (re)introduction of forms of scarcity to generate value and 

distinguish goods, services and experiences (Hracs et al., 2013). In a context of abundance 

and market saturation, we discuss how exclusivity is used both as an agent of difference, but 

also as a way to generate and reward loyalty. We also highlight how firms are opening up 

possibilities for leveraging ‘imagined’ exclusivity, where actual scarcity is replaced by 

perceived rarity. As exclusive releases of music become commonplace, the paper 

demonstrates how music streaming services are investing in other forms of exclusive content, 

such as original recordings, podcasts and videos to generate distinction. It also highlights how 

exclusivity is used to differentiate the ‘qualities’ of the curation performed by music 

streaming services. By extension, the paper considers how space and time can be manipulated 
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in strategic ways. We discuss how geographical associations and the micro-spatialities of the 

platform are used by music streaming services to generate value and promote serendipitous 

discovery. We also examine how forms of temporal exclusivity, such as the windowing of 

content to specific periods of time, or the creation of temporary events, are used to attract and 

engage users. 

This paper contributes to our understanding of value-creation and differentiation within 

highly competitive marketplaces. It also extends our knowledge of the platform economy by 

providing insights into how firms leverage their position as intermediary infrastructures to 

secure competitive advantage over other platforms as well as other forms of music 

distribution. The paper nuances nascent understandings of how exclusivity can be mobilised 

to achieve competitive advantage – especially within understudied virtual spaces. Likewise, 

the paper contributes to recent debates on the use of curation as a value-adding strategy by 

considering how different human and technical actors are strategically enrolled in its 

performance.  Finally, by engaging with the experiences of consumers, this paper provides a 

much-needed empircal account and window on the perspectives of actual users.  

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. After reviewing relevant literature 

on consumption and exclusivity, the paper briefly outlines the research design. This is 

followed by an analysis of how exclusivity is mobilised by music streaming services. We 

examine three types of exclusivity-based strategies: (1) exclusive and original content; (2) 

curation and exclusive access to human and technological resources; and (3) spatial and 

temporal forms of exclusivity. The concluding discussion highlights how music streaming 

services are opening up opportunities to manipulate ‘imagined’ exclusivity to secure and 

maintain the attention of consumers. 
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Literature Review 

The pioneering works of Veblen ([1899], 1912) and Simmel (1904) demonstrate that the 

consumption of cultural products allows people to communicate characteristics such as class, 

status, occupation and individuality through a system of codes, symbols and signs. As 

Shipman (2004: 278) asserts ‘…we are what we wear, hear, see, and otherwise sense or 

experience.’ Although fashion has been studied as the original signifier of class, the 

consumption of music has become a powerful way of forging self-identity and signaling the 

belonging or opposition to groups, scenes and subcultures (Hesmondhalgh, 2013). 

Traditionally, these signals have been shared by displaying physical artifacts, such as record 

collections or concert memorabilia, but in the contemporary digital age, phones, ‘apps,’ 

playlists and social media collect and transmit a constant stream of, often unfiltered, 

information about what consumers listen to, ‘like’ and value (Bartmanski and Woodward, 

2015).  

In markets for cultural products such as music and fashion, which feature declining 

barriers to entry, global integration, oversupply, intense competition and volatile demand, the 

burden for global firms and independent producers has shifted from production to promotion 

and developing strategies to stand out in the crowd (Hracs et al., 2013). The value of goods is 

increasingly defined by aestheticisation, branding, marketing, geographic associations and 

symbolic value, rather than material inputs or use value (Pike 2015). Indeed, producers have 

initiated what Goodman (2004: 10) calls ‘…a bewildering and counter-productive 

proliferation of competing quality schemes’ and the marketplace features products that are 

branded as ‘local,’ ‘ethical,’ ‘green,’ ‘authentic,’ ‘of quality,’ ‘high performance’ etc. 

(Gilmore and Pine, 2007; Lewis and Potter, 2010; Jansson and Waxell, 2011). As more labels 

are introduced, however, critics argue that the power of these claims and their ability to 

generate distinction and value is being eroded by ‘label fatigue’ (Goodman, 2004). Moreover, 
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the search for status through consumption is never ending and products that once conferred 

status can lose their symbolic value (Trigg, 2001). For example, cheap knockoffs and 

counterfeit copies are eroding the value of luxury fashion goods. 

This erosion has spurred the rise of the ‘experience economy’ which highlights the 

relationship between consumer engagement and the creation of value. Firms are encouraged 

to transition from merely selling products to offering experiences that enhance the value of 

existing goods and services whilst generating new opportunities to create and communicate 

identity through consumption (Gilmore and Pine, 2007). Swiss watchmakers, for example, 

use interactive experiences such as workshops, exhibitions, museums and factory visits to 

legitimise and educate consumers about the value of their products (Jeannerat, 2013). Yet, as 

these types of experiences become commonplace new layers of value must be added to keep 

consumers interested. Existing literature suggests that this can be achieved by manipulating 

various experiential elements. Indeed, active and participatory experiences that let consumers 

‘get their hands dirty,’ such as cooking or knitting workshops, are regarded as more attractive 

and valuable than passive experiences (Hracs and Jakob, 2015). Economic geographers have 

also demonstrated that spaces do not merely contain experiences but constitute crucial 

‘stages’ that shape exchanges between producers, intermediaries and consumers as well as 

the outcomes and value propositions of experiences (Lorentzen and Jeannerat, 2013). By 

extension, Hracs and Jakob (2015) highlight the importance of temporal dynamics and how 

producers are strategically manipulating the duration of events, activities and relationships to 

enhance the value and distinctiveness of specific experiences.  

A related strand of literature considers how producers manipulate ‘exclusivity’ to create 

value. Instead of introducing more labels and alternatives, which contribute to oversupply 

and consumer confusion, exclusivity-based strategies are designed to reduce supply and 

garner attention and value through scarcity. In the music marketplace, exclusivity is 
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operationalised in different ways, ranging from the production and distribution of exclusive 

products, such as limited edition vinyl records, to private performances that encourage 

participation from a limited number of people in an intimate setting such as secret venues or 

the houses of fans (Hracs et al., 2013). While the exclusivity of physical goods, groups and 

spaces can be visually verified by consumers, exclusivity is also being applied to virtual 

goods and online environments (Denegri-Knott and Molesworth, 2010). Indeed, digital 

technologies overcome the need for spatial proximity and temporal synchronicity and open 

up new opportunities for interactions between music producers and consumers (Choi and 

Burnes, 2013). For example to tap into the growing demand for interactive and exclusive 

experiences, bands stage remix contests that allow specific consumers who are often fan club 

members to express their own creativity by reconfiguring the band’s audio and video content 

(Hracs and Jakob, 2015). 

The Internet has ‘…opened up new spaces of consumption that are unprecedented in 

their levels of ubiquity, immersion, fluidity and interactivity’ (Crewe, 2013: 774). For Pike 

(2015), these online environments, as well as smart phones and social media platforms, 

represent new ‘touch points’ which producers and branding actors leverage to create and 

communicate value. Yet, despite the transformative potential of virtual spaces and digitised 

consumption there is a surprising lack of attention to value-creation strategies and several 

important aspects remain understudied (Denegri-Knott and Molesworth, 2010; Morris and 

Powers, 2015). There is a need to consider how exclusivity is being mobilised in virtual 

spaces and digital platforms such as music streaming services. Concomitantly, it is 

imperative to not only examine how streaming services deploy curation to generate 

distinction, value and loyalty but how the nature of that curation is shaped by the human and 

technical actors (e.g. data, algorithms, consumers, designers etc.) enrolled in its performance 

(Webster et al., 2016), as well as specific micro-spatialities and temporal dynamics (Hracs 
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and Jansson, 2017). Perhaps most glaring is the need to investigate how individual users 

practice, experience and value forms of consumption, curation and exclusivity in virtual 

spaces.  

 

Methodology 

The empirical material presented in this paper draws on data collected using a mixture of 

qualitative methods. A total of sixty semi-structured interviews, lasting between forty and 

ninety minutes, were conducted. Of these, forty involved key informants who work at music 

streaming firms, record labels, radio stations, record shops and music industry bodies. These 

individuals, who were located in the industry and technology clusters of London, Stockholm, 

New York and Berlin, provided valuable information about the strategic and technological 

practices of music streaming firms and the evolving nature of the music marketplace more 

broadly. When quoting interview data, participants are referred to by their occupation (e.g. 

A&R manager) and the type of organisation they work for (e.g. major record label). 

To obtain a more balanced understanding of the importance of the value-creating 

strategies of music streaming services, a further twenty interviews were conducted with a 

mixed sample of consumers located in the city of Southampton, UK. Participants were 

recruited on the basis that they used a music streaming service as one means for accessing 

and consuming music. Interview topics explored the motivations underpinning their use of 

music streaming services and in turn how this usage has shaped their consumption practices. 

The members of this sample have been assigned pseudonyms and these are used when 

quoting interview data. 

Although the interviews generated detailed data and allowed respondents to express 

experiences and opinions in their own words, the competitive strategies of streaming firms 

are closely-guarded secrets and respondents were reluctant to answer some questions. 



	 10	

Therefore, interviews were supplemented and triangulated with the collection and analysis of 

over one hundred relevant documents, including promotional and marketing material, reports 

and media articles about leading streaming firms, their strategies and the marketplace more 

broadly.  

Data analysis involved a systematic process of coding and re-coding. Each 

transcript/document was analysed phrase by phrase while thematic codes, annotations and 

reflective notes were added. After this ‘open coding,’ the data was organised into categories 

which corresponded to the themes and questions from the interview guides, literature, 

annotations and reflective notes. A process of axial coding followed through which 

connections between and within categories and subcategories were made. At this stage, some 

codes and subcategories ‘broke down’ while others emerged as more pervasive or poignant 

across the sample. We then moved toward identifying preliminary theories and collapsing 

categories into overarching themes through an iterative process of moving back and forth 

between the data and the research questions, interview guides and literature. 

 

Strategy 1: Exclusive Content 

Offering consumers exclusive content is an established strategy used by producers and 

retailers across marketplaces to generate distinction, value and loyalty (Hracs et al., 2013; 

Hracs and Jansson, 2017; Kjus, 2015; Denegri-Knott and Molesworth, 2010). For example, 

artists and fashion designers produce unique pieces, whilst independent musicians produce 

limited edition albums that feature hand-painted artwork, photographs of the band, poetry, 

individual numbering and hand written ‘thank-you’ cards. Consumers are willing to pay a 

premium for scarce products because of the select company owning these products puts them 

in (Shipman, 2004), whilst exclusive content is also an important means through which 

producers and retailers reward loyal customers (Hracs et al., 2013).   
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But how do these practices play out in virtual spaces selling access to digital products? 

For music streaming services, offering exclusive content has become a key differentiator and 

source of value. Services, such as Apple Music and Tidal, have struck exclusive license 

agreements with well-known recording artists, such as Frank Ocean, Drake and Beyonce, 

which guarantee exclusive access to their latest releases for a period of time. For example, in 

2016, albums by Frank Ocean (Blonde) and Drake (Views) were released exclusively on 

Apple Music two weeks ahead of the competition (Hogan, 2016). Firms leverage different 

strengths to secure these deals. Apple Music deploys its substantial cash reserves to offer 

lucrative up-front cash payments or long-term exclusivity deals worth millions of dollars, 

whilst Tidal secures exclusive releases through the unique relationship one of the company’s 

owners, Jay-Z, has with recordings artists (Hogan, 2016).  

Exclusive releases can attract consumers to specific platforms but the practice is 

controversial and its effectiveness and sustainability are in question (Roberts, 2017). For 

cash-strapped firms such as Spotify (The Economist, 2018), trying to outspend Apple to 

secure deals is not feasible. In addition, exclusive releases limit the commercial potential of 

new recordings, as exclusivity limits the market of a new release. By limiting a release to a 

second-tier service, such as Tidal, which has three million users compared to Spotify’s one 

hundred and fifty million users (The Economist, 2018), the lost streaming revenue for artists 

and record labels can be significant. Moreover, industry stakeholders are also concerned that 

exclusive releases may be alienating consumers who, depending on what service(s) they 

subscribe to, may not be able to access to the music they want to listen to. Indeed, there is a 

concern that consumers who become frustrated or dissatisfied might resort to piracy, a 

practice which has had detrimental effects on the health of the recorded music industry 

(Hracs 2012; Leyshon, 2014). As Resnikoff (2016) argues ‘… for an industry struggling to 

get fans to actually pay for music, exclusives are a strikingly counterproductive strategy 
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given that most people subscribe to a maximum of one streaming service (if they’re 

subscribing at all).’ 

Crucially, critics assert that exclusives have not generated ‘anything meaningful’ in 

terms of subscriber uptakes or platform loyalty (Roberts, 2017). As a result, leading 

streaming services are changing their growth strategies and investing in different kinds of 

exclusive content, such as original recordings, video content, radio stations and podcasts 

(Pierce, 2015). Spotify have introduced ‘Spotify Sessions’ which are recordings of intimate 

and exclusive performances hosted by Spotify, featuring well-known recording artists such as 

Ed Sheeran and Demi Lovato (Dillet, 2016). Meanwhile, Apple Music have created Beats 1 

radio, an exclusive global Internet radio station which features an array of well-known radio 

presenters and music producers, such as the former BBC Radio 1 DJ, Zane Lowe, and the 

hip-hop artist and producer, Dr Dre (Khomami, 2015). 

Beyond helping to attract and retain consumers, original content has commercial 

advantages for music streaming services. The license agreements struck with rights holders, 

such as major record labels and digital distributors, mean that music streaming services have 

to pay a royalty fee every time a song is streamed on their platform. The exact terms of these 

agreements are obfuscated, but it is reported in the music press that music streaming services 

have to give as much as seventy percent of the revenue per stream to incumbents in the 

recorded music industry (The Economist, 2018). By incentivising consumers to stream 

original content, music streaming services can reduce the amount of revenue they have to 

give away, improving the profitability of a service. These commercial incentives are 

particularly important because music streaming services have not yet proven the 

sustainability of their business models. Indeed, the leading service, Spotify, has yet to turn a 

profit and continues to record losses of hundreds of millions of dollars (Sisario, 2017).  
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In other highly competitive markets, most notably film and television, the production 

and distribution of exclusive content has proven to be a successful source of distinction, value 

and loyalty. Indeed, companies such as Amazon and Netflix are spending hundreds of 

millions of dollars on original and exclusive content to keep consumers engaged (Wayne, 

2017). Yet, for music streaming firms, we argue that exclusive content is not a strong enough 

agent of difference on its own and is being combined with other exclusivity-based strategies.  

 

Strategy 2: Exclusive Access  

The marketplace for music has long relied on a range of curators, including record labels, 

music journalists, radio DJ’s, and record store clerks, to find, evaluate, promote and sell the 

oversupply of musical talent and music-related goods and services (Hracs and Jansson, 

2017). In the late 1990’s, new digital technologies and illegal file-sharing platforms such as 

Napster sparked the ‘MP3 Crisis,’ which restructured the music industry by weakening 

record labels and altering the nature of music production, distribution and consumption 

(Hracs 2012; Leyshon, 2014). Inexpensive computers, software and equipment have 

democratised the production of music and online retail spaces and social media have also 

allowed musicians to enter the world of fundraising, marketing and distribution for the first 

time (Langley and Leyshon, 2017; Leyshon et al., 2016). This has resulted in declining entry 

barriers, the profusion of independent music production and a wave of disintermediation 

which allowed consumers to circumvent traditional curators.  

Faced with such abundance, connected listeners are searching for ways to filter the 

options and identify what to listen to and when. Thus, beyond the traditional function of 

selling recorded music, curation has become a key source of distinction, value and loyalty for 

competing distribution channels. While recent studies have focused on the provision of 
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curation in physical spaces, such as record stores (Hracs and Jansson, 2017; Kjus, 2015), 

much less is known about how curation is performed and valued in virtual spaces. 

In the marketplace for streaming, the benchmark of quality is not about how many 

songs a platform has or which artist exclusives it has signed, but rather how well it 

understands each listener and recommends music accordingly (Morris and Powers, 2015). 

The mechanisms and branding behind this service can vary widely from editorially-curated 

playlists to computationally-generated personalised recommendations. Curated playlists are 

organised around different themes, such as genres, moods, and activities, and these are 

accompanied by personalised playlists and recommendations. 

Beyond a key source of differentiation and value, curation addresses the so-called 

‘paradox of choice’ (Schwartz, 2004; Bhaskar, 2016). Schwartz (2004) argues that having 

more choice paradoxically makes it harder to choose, due to anxieties about making the 

‘wrong’ choice and the financial, emotional and social risks associated with ‘bad’ choice. 

With regards to the music marketplace, Bhaskar (2016: 202) argues that the proliferation of 

music, alongside other content, such as podcasts and videos, has created a problem of 

‘…knowing what to listen to.’ During interviews, ‘choice overload’ was cited as an important 

driver behind why music streaming services curate. As one respondent explained: ‘…when 

you have unlimited access that means you’ve got unlimited choice and with that you need 

guidance’ (Music Journalist, Broadsheet Newspaper).  

However, curation has become commonplace across the streaming marketplace, with 

each platform providing similar music discovery features, such as curated playlists and 

personalised recommendations. For example, Spotify and Deezer have both created a playlist 

dedicated to the latest releases in grime music, a subgenre of hip-hop originating in the UK, 

entitled ‘Grime Shutdown’ and ‘Instant Grime,’ respectively, and Spotify and Apple Music 

both have personalised music discovery playlists, entitled ‘Discover Weekly’ and ‘My New 



	 15	

Music Mix,’ respectively. Thus, the extensive use of curation by music streaming services 

diminishes its value as a mechanism for generating value and distinction. Our research 

suggests that streaming firms are using exclusivity-based strategies to differentiate the 

curation they perform. In particular, exclusivity is operationalised in terms of offering 

exclusive access to trusted curators with high levels of social and cultural capital, and 

exclusive access to the latest advancements in music recommendation technologies. By 

developing or acquiring these socio-technical resources, streaming firms are generating 

distinction and value through exclusive access to the expertise and technical capabilities these 

resources afford (Webster et al., 2016). 

Some music streaming services have invested heavily in music recommendation 

technologies. For example in 2014, Spotify acquired one of the leading music data analytics 

firms, the Echo Nest, who specialise in music information retrieval and recommendation 

(Spotify, 2014). Meanwhile in 2017, Apple Music acquired Shazam, one of the leading audio-

recognition services (Neate, 2017). Shazam uses audio-fingerprinting technology to enable 

people to detect songs playing on the radio or in a nightclub using a smartphone. This is a 

significant acquisition because it gives Apple unrestricted access to data about the types of 

music that catches people’s attention in particular spaces and at particular times, which is 

invaluable for engineering serendipity, a key challenge facing the development of 

recommendation technologies (Schedl et al., 2018). 

By acquiring these smaller firms, music streaming services are able to secure exclusive 

access to the data, software and human expertise that comprises them. In turn, these human 

and technical resources can be used to improve the quality of curation and create unique 

recommendation products. Indeed, the comments from Spotify’s CEO, Daniel Ek, highlight 

the importance of technological capacities to the quality of its user experience. As he 

explained:  
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At Spotify, we want to get people to listen to more music. We are hyper focused on 
creating the best user experience and it starts with building the best music intelligence 
platform on the planet (quoted in Spotify, 2014). 
 
Beyond developing their technological capabilities, cultivating and providing exclusive 

access to individuals with high levels of social and cultural capital is an important strategy for 

distinguishing the curation performed by music streaming platforms. In recent years, 

streaming services have invested in their human resources, hiring individuals from radio and 

the music press to work behind the scenes as music curators. Much of the reported activity 

has been focused on high-profile hires such as the hiring of the BBC Radio 1 DJ, Zane Lowe, 

by Apple Music, and the hiring of the former head of BBC Radio 1, George Ergatoudis, by 

Spotify to lead its curation efforts in the UK (Barton, 2015; Sweney, 2015).  

Reinforcing Pike’s (2015) notion of ‘selectivity,’ which involves ‘playing up’ or 

‘obscuring’ product qualities or associations as part of a branding strategy, music streaming 

services emphasise the importance of computation and human-based curation to different 

degrees in order to differentiate the curation they perform. Whilst Spotify is described as a 

service which invests more heavily in music recommendation technologies, Apple Music is 

identified in the media as a service which uses human curation as a platform differentiator. 

For example, one article argues that Apple has framed the basis of market competition as a 

‘…fight between humans – specifically, its human playlist curators – and the algorithms 

powering the music recommendations of rivals’ (Dredge, 2016).  

Although some firms appear dismissive of music recommendation technologies, 

arguing that they lack the authenticity and human touch of a trusted curator, in practice we 

found that all music streaming firms consider both to be vital elements of the user experience, 

each with their own strengths and weaknesses. Music recommendation technologies are 

valued for the rate and scale at which they operate, whilst human curators are valued for their 

intimate knowledge of the specificities of music scenes. Meanwhile, our interviews with 
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consumers found that most people were indifferent about whether or not the curated content 

they consumed was produced by a human or an ‘algorithm,’ as long as it is of good quality 

and is compatible with their tastes and consumption practices. As one respondent put it: ‘I 

know they use an algorithm […] I don’t really care. I just care if they get it wrong, you know, 

you see something and you think where the hell did that come from, why have you picked 

that’(Tracy, Consumer). 

Indeed, many music streaming services are finding ways to combine human and 

computationally-driven curation (Webster et al., 2016). For example, Deezer’s ‘Flow,’ a 

personalised playlist, combines algorithms, music experts and listening context to create a 

personalised playlist of new music. Music streaming services are able to combine these 

elements through the latest advancements in machine learning techniques. By analysing how 

songs are put together by human curators, machine learning techniques can be used to ‘learn’ 

(i.e. detecting commonly occurring patterns in the contents and structure of playlists) how to 

create playlists like a human curator (Schedl et al., 2011). In doing so, music streaming 

services are finding ways to overcome the limitations these approaches to curation present 

when used independently of each other.  

 

Strategy 3: Manipulating Space and Time 

As experiences and exclusivity-based strategies become more common, producers and 

distributors are staging spaces and choreographing time to add additional layers of distinction 

and value (Hracs and Jakob, 2015). Yet, whereas existing studies have focused on physical 

spaces, such as flagship fashion stores, independent record shops, and food markets, less is 

known about the ways in which spatial and temporal dynamics are being manipulated to 

enhance exclusivity within virtual spaces including retail websites, social media and music 

streaming platforms (Crewe, 2013; Hracs et al., 2013; Hracs and Jansson, 2017). While 
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physical shops and spaces can generate value through scarcity by literally restricting access, 

and consumers can visually verify their exclusivity, these strategies have to be amended for 

use in virtual environments (Denegri-Knott and Molesworth, 2010).  

Combined with the storage and connectivity capabilities of smartphones, music 

streaming services offer anytime, anywhere access to vast music catalogues which has 

fundamentally transformed practices of music collection, reproduction and retrieval (Watson 

and Drakeford-Allen, 2017). Yet, whilst music streaming services ‘play up’ the virtues of 

unrestricted access (Pike, 2015), they are also re-introducing forms of spatial and temporal 

scarcity. For example, streaming services are creating and branding regionally-exclusive 

content, whereby the types of exclusive and original content discussed in the previous 

sections, such as editorially-curated playlists, are produced and promoted on a regional basis. 

For example, Spotify’s ‘New Music Friday’ playlists are produced for a number of regions, 

including Australia, Canada and the UK, and are only available to users based in those 

locations. The creation of regional content helps to ensure that a streaming service is serving 

relevant content that reflects the cultures, trends and consumer tastes of different 

marketplaces. Despite the global and homogenous nature of music catalogues and claims that 

technology will make consumption ‘placeless,’ this demonstrates how geographical 

associations remain important for inscribing meanings and values while differentiating 

cultural products (Hracs et al., 2013; Pike, 2015). Thus, the Internet and virtual platforms can 

be localised and should be regarded as experiential spaces that are actively produced and 

negotiated through the practices of its creators and users.  

Streaming firms also manipulate the micro-spatialities of their platforms by arranging 

their user interfaces to strategically highlight content and features. This extends the practices 

documented within record shops and fashion boutiques, where clerks perform curation by 

physically arranging items and displays, to virtual spaces (Hracs and Jansson, 2017). These 
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strategies are important because music streaming services are limited by the display space of 

the devices consumers use to access the service, such as smartphones. As one respondent put 

it: ‘The consumption experience is very, very different. The real estate, particularly if you are 

on mobile, is minuscule. So that issue of serendipity, of just walking around the store doesn’t 

exist’ (Music Journalist, Broadsheet Newpaper). In response to this, streaming services 

strategically arrange content to help users navigate choice and promote serendipitous 

discovery. Streaming services seek to reduce the amount of content presented on a device and 

give the user a smaller set of options to choose from.  

The practice of limiting what is presented is being combined with the strategic 

manipulation of time and the artificial imposition of temporal scarcity. One strategy involves 

temporally windowing the availability of content made available on the platform. For 

example, much like physical ‘pop-up’ shops (Hracs and Jakob, 2015), Spotify’s ‘Discover 

Weekly’ playlist is only made available for one week before being erased and replaced with a 

new compilation of songs. The temporary nature of these playlists introduces scarcity and 

encourages users to maximise their engagement with the content before it is replaced. In so 

doing, streaming services seek to habituate consumer behaviour and create what one 

respondent described as ‘appointments to listen’ (Digital Manager, Music Distributor). Users 

of Spotify are encouraged to log into the service on Monday mornings to check out their 

latest ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist. Interviews conducted with consumers highlighted 

routinisation in practice:  

When I first started out using it I'd gone through Spotify and saved a bunch of 
stuff that I was already into and it started putting this playlist together, and 
week on week I found myself skipping fewer and fewer tracks. My process 
was always like: right, Monday morning, cool, thirty new tracks to get 
through, listen to all of them, and then anything that I like I save it in a 
playlist. (Jamie, Consumer) 
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Beyond limiting access to content, music streaming services have extended the 

programming practices of radio to generate temporal exclusivity. Apple Music’s Beats 1 radio 

station has a scheduled programme of live radio shows. Once again, this contrasts with the 

on-demand nature of music streaming, as scheduled shows force users to ‘tune-in’ at 

particular times to hear a show. Apple Music makes recordings of Beats 1 radio shows 

available after the fact, but the live nature of these shows, combined with audience 

participation through social media as well exclusive first-plays of new releases by well-

known artists, creates a temporary event and attractive experience which encourages 

consumers to engage with the service at the scheduled time (Hracs and Jakob, 2015). 

Short or limited time horizons may heighten the perception of exclusivity and value for 

fickle consumers but sustained interaction over time can build more trusting relationships and 

meaningful experiences for ‘regulars’ (Hracs and Jakob, 2015; Hracs and Jansson, 2017; 

Kjus, 2015). Indeed, building a large and loyal base of paying subscribers is crucial to 

surviving and succeeding in the volatile music streaming marketplace. As one key informant 

explained:  

User satisfaction needs to be guaranteed in a service-driven environment. It’s 
all about retention, acquisition, user experience […] Their ultimate goal is to 
keep you using Spotify, keep you using Apple Music; they need you to be 
there listening to their free tier or paying for a subscription. (Executive, Major 
Record Label) 

	

Despite constant attempts by rival services to poach subscribers and the relative ease of 

switching services, our interviews with consumers suggest that investments in a service over 

time, in the form of listening, ‘liking’ and creating playlists, can result in ‘lock-in.’ Indeed, 

even when offered free trials and exclusive bonuses, users were reluctant to ‘start over.’ As 

one respondent put it:  

If I were to leave, jump ship and go to another streaming service, it’s going to 
take a while for that streaming service to learn what I like. So it’s going to 
take six months, a year or longer. It’s going to have a few hits but also a few 
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misses because they don’t know me as well as Spotify knows me […] it’s a 
very handy way to keep you hooked into their eco-system. (Christian, 
Consumer) 

	
Or as another explained:  
 

All my likes, playlists and downloads are already within Spotify. But once you 
move over to someone else you’ve got to start all over again, and that’s just a 
nightmare, trying to find all the music that you had before. (Michelle, 
Consumer) 

	
This highlights the importance of a ‘first-mover’ advantage and being able to ‘lock-in’ 

consumers early on.  Indeed, despite the strength of its brand and superior economic 

resources, Apple Music has struggled to overtake Spotify as the market leader for music 

streaming in some marketplaces (Owsinski, 2017). Our analysis, and interviews with 

consumers in particular, suggest that with repeated usage over time consumers become 

strongly embedded within a service or ‘locked in’ because of sunk costs and the ‘nightmare’ 

of starting over.  

 

Discussion: ‘Imagined’ Exclusivity Matters 

The strategies discussed in this paper so far have demonstrated how music streaming services 

operationalise exclusivity through scarcity. Yet, streaming firms must somehow achieve scale 

while maintaining scarcity and value through exclusivity. Scale is integral to the commercial 

success in the platform economy (Langley and Leyshon, 2016), as music streaming services 

generate more revenue by attracting more users to register for a subscription, but it also 

makes it challenging to consistently provide unique experiences for each individual user. As 

examples of fashion retailers and independent record stores producing limited runs of 

designer dresses or special edition vinyl releases demonstrate, the strategy of ‘imagined’ 

exclusivity, where actual scarcity is replaced by a perceived rarity, has been mobilised to 

manipulate exclusivity at scale (Hracs et al., 2013). In other words, as long consumers 

perceive goods, services or experiences to be exclusive, they can retain their value.  
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Music streaming services manipulate imagined exclusivity through what we term the 

‘mass personalisation’ of experiences. The leading firms have invested in personalised 

content, including the creation of personalised playlists, such as Spotify’s ‘Discover Weekly,’ 

combined with ‘adaptive presentation’ of content in line with an individual’s context, such as 

adapting what playlists are presented according to the time of day or location. The 

importance of mass personalisation to the user experience offered by music streaming 

services is made clear by an executive at Deezer: ‘The “one-size-fits-all” approach simply 

will not [work]…What [consumers] really want are unique, individualised listening 

experiences that are tailored to meet their individual needs and expectations’ (quoted in 

Albrecht, 2016). 

Because music streaming services operate at scale and have millions of users across the 

globe, it is difficult to determine whether the personalised content being generated for 

individuals is uniquely personal. However, being able to verify exclusivity is not necessarily 

essential to creating a satisfying user experience. Interviews conducted with consumers 

emphasised the importance of the quality and relevance of personalised content over its 

uniqueness and provenance. The comments from one participant illustrates how much 

satisfaction Spotify’s ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist brings, despite the fact that he questions its 

uniqueness:  

I’ve been using Spotify for so long, it’s almost as if ‘Discover Weekly’ comes 
in and it’s like, oh, I can’t wait to hear what they’ve found for me this week. 
It’s almost as if there’s someone at the other end sitting in their office saying, 
oh, I’m making Christian’s playlist this week. And actually, you know, 
thousands of other people have probably got a very similar playlist to my 
‘Discover Weekly,’ but it does feel like they are taking what I’ve listened to 
and tailoring and curating that playlist based on my interests. (Christian, 
Consumer) 
 
In virtual spaces, perceived scarcity is crucial but further research is needed to better 

understand how imagined exclusivity is mobilised and what devices, from the technologies 

used to personalise interactions to the strategic presentation and arrangement of content, are 
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used to maintain the illusion This is especially true as firms scale-up and accumulate greater 

volumes of user data, which can be used to achieve ‘mass personalisation’ in more elaborate 

ways.  

 

Conclusion 

By examining some of the value-creation strategies used by leading music streaming 

services, such as Spotify and Apple Music, this paper contributed to our understanding of 

how competitive advantage is achieved in intensly competitive marketplaces. It argued that 

these firms are mobilising different forms of exclusive content, curation and experiences to 

generate distinction, value and loyalty. In addition, the paper advanced our limited 

understanding of imagined exclusivty and the potential for the ‘mass personalisation’ of user 

experiences across digital platforms. The relationships between exclusivity and specific 

spatial and temporal dynamics were also explored and the paper helped to further 

conceptualise curation by illustrating how the nature and value of recommendations are 

shaped by the involvement of human and technical actors. It also provided novel insight from 

consumers which demonstrated the importance of cultivating long-term relationships and 

securing consumer ‘lock-in.’ 

The findings from this highly dynamic and competitive marketplace reinforce the need 

to continually examine the structures, value propositions and strategies of music streaming 

services. Indeed, technological developments, such as the ‘Internet of Things,’ are opening 

up new possiblities for attracting, engaging and extracting value from users. For instance, the 

growing popularity of voice-activated speakers, such as Amazon’s Alexa, and other smart 

home devices is creating distinctive opportunities and challenges for music streaming 

services. These devices make access to platforms such as Spotify near ubiqutious, yet voice-

activation closes down the ability to visually distinguish content, placing demands on music 
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streaming firms to find non-visual ways of engaging with user bases. Meanwhile, 

improvements in machine learning and artificial intelligence open up possiblities to 

personalise the experience of consuming music in more elaborate ways (Schedl et al., 2018). 

For example, the profileraton of smart home devices increases the amount of contextual data 

available, such as data about what people consume at particular times in particular spaces 

(e.g. the music consumed in the kitchen at dinner time) which has the potential to contribute 

to the development of more contextually-aware personalised experiences. Ultimately, intense 

and global competition, coupled with rapid technological development, require ongoing 

interrogation of the relationships and exchanges between music producers, intermediaries and 

consumers, as well as the physical and virtual spaces in which these interactions occur.  
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