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Abstract  
	

The contemporary marketplace for cultural products, such as music, fashion and film, 

features an abundance of goods, services and experiences. While producers struggle to 

differentiate and monetize their offerings, consumers are overwhelmed by the amount of 

choice and information available to them. As a result, many consumers are turning to a range 

of intermediaries who help them make sense of the marketplace. While intermediation is 

nothing new, its value is increasing and there has been a shift in the relative importance from 

those who create products to those who curate products. But who or what is a curator and 

what activities constitute curation? While curation is generally understood to involve 

activities such as sorting, evaluating and recommending, it remains a ‘fuzzy concept’ that has 

a wide range of definitions and connotations. This paper aims to contribute a more concrete 

conceptualisation of curation by focussing on the case of recorded music. Based on 

interviews and observation with a subset of curators, including record shops and music 

writers, the paper provides a typology of curation-related activities. It also highlights the 

range of economic and non-economic rewards that motivate different actors to perform 

curation and the physical, temporary and virtual spaces were curation is performed.	

Introduction  
	

Driven by the forces of globalisation, digital technologies, declining entry barriers and 

intensifying competition, the contemporary marketplace for cultural products in the Global 

North features an abundance of goods, services and experiences (Hracs et al. 2013). 

Consider, for example that in April 2017, Netflix offered over 8,000 movie and TV titles, 

Apple offered 2.2 million ‘apps,’ Amazon offered 33 million fashion-related items, Etsy 

offered 35 million craft-related items and Spotify offered 30 million songs. Existing literature 
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has explored the causes of market saturation and consequences for producers, including how 

global firms and local entrepreneurs try to brand, differentiate and create value for their 

products (Anderson, 2006; Crewe, 2010; Hracs et al., 2013; Pike, 2011; Power, 2010). Yet, 

less is known about how consumers are reacting to the abundance of choice and information 

about choices and competing products (Bhaskar, 2016; Joosse and Hracs, 2015). Although 

the consumption of cultural products has long been recognised as a way for individuals to 

construct and communicate identities, the desire for social distinction, prestige and 

personality via consumption is intensifying (Veblen, ([1899] 1912; Bourdieu, 1984). Indeed, 

shopping is a vital strategy for individuals to define who they are and what they want to 

become (Zukin, 2004). While many consumers struggle with the abundance of choice and 

information about choices on their own, others are turning, or returning, to a range of 

intermediaries who can help them make sense of the marketplace. While intermediation, 

which refers to all activities linking producers and consumers, is nothing new (Bourdieu, 

1984), its value is increasing and there has been a shift in the relative importance from those 

who create products to those who curate products (Balzer, 2014). By identifying what is 

valuable and excluding what is not, for example, Bhaskar (2016) argues that ‘curators’ 

benefit consumers by cutting down complexity, saving time, freeing up cognitive resources, 

finding quality and ultimately overcoming information overload. 

 But who or what is a curator and what activities constitute curation? As a concept, 

curation has transitioned from a latin verb ‘curare,’ with a specific meaning - to care for - to a 

widespread contemporary condition described by Balzer (2014) as ‘curationism.’ While most 

people have a general understanding of what curation involves, including activities such as 

sorting, evaluating and recommending, we argue it remains a ‘fuzzy concept.’ That is to say, 

curation has a wide range of definitions and connotations depending on where you look and 

who you ask, from art worlds and food markets, to museum curators, and clerks at indie 
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fashion boutiques (Concha Forthcoming; Hawkins 2017; Leslie et al. 2015). While this 

fuzziness threatens to reduce curation to a hollow buzzword, we believe that it is too central 

to understanding the contemporary marketplace to dismiss. Therefore, this paper aims to join 

the conversation in a constructive way by trying to conceptualise this widely practiced yet 

poorly understood process. 

Instead of trying to grapple with curation across the highly complex and dynamic 

marketplace for cultural products, this paper focuses on one central and illustrative context: 

recorded music. With the rise of digitally-driven independent music production and new 

channels of music promotion and distribution, such as streaming services, consumers enjoy, 

but also struggle with, an unprecedented supply of recorded music (Leyshon, 2014; Hracs et 

al., 2016). As a result, the marketplace for recorded music now features a mix of traditional 

and emerging curators, from record labels to bloggers, who operate in a range of physical, 

virtual and temporary spaces (Lange, 2016). By identifying and examining a subset of these 

curators, including record shops and music recommender systems, the paper contributes to 

our understanding of ‘what’ curation is, as well as ‘why’ and ‘where’ it is performed. The 

explicit focus on curation stems from the growing awareness in geography that we need to 

complement studies of production and consumption with research on the evolving processes 

of intermediation and the spaces where products are traded, evaluated, negotiated and 

distributed (Jakob and Van Heur 2015). After reviewing relevant literature on cultural 

intermediation and curation the paper provides some background context on the case of 

recorded music. This is followed by an outline of the research design, three empirical 

sections and the conclusion.  
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Literature Review 

Cultural Intermediation 

Originally defined by Bourdieu (1984, 359) as “all the occupations involving presentation 

and representation” of cultural goods and services, cultural intermediaries are market actors, 

existing in-between producers and consumers, involved in the framing, qualification and 

circulation of symbolic goods, services and experiences (Maguire, 2014; Negus, 2002). They 

are said to share common characteristics, including high levels of cultural capital, and 

positions, within subcultures, scenes, industries and organizations, which contribute to and 

validate their legitimacy and authority (Maguire, 2014). In the 1960s, when Bourdieu was 

writing, these professional taste makers included the producers of cultural programmes in 

radio and television, advertising and marketing creatives, critics, museum curators and 

gallery directors. More recently, however, the range of actors operating in specific fields such 

as art, literature and music has expanded. 

 The concept of cultural intermediaries or cultural intermediation has become an 

umbrella term for a variety of actors and activities (Webster et al., 2016). Indeed, existing 

literature describes intermediaries as co-producers, gatekeepers, brokers, agents, match 

makers and taste makers (Foster et al., 2011; Hracs, 2015; Negus, 2002). As a result, the 

exact nature of the positions intermediaries hold within value chains and networks and the 

functions they perform within the marketplace remain ambiguous (Foster et al., 2011). As 

intermediation has rarely been studied systematically, there is a need for situated case studies 

that explore and attempt to differentiate their work practices in specific spatial contexts and 

industries - especially those being rapidly restructured by digital technologies (Anderson, 

2006; Hracs, 2015).  
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Curation 

Curation is one potentially distinct subfield of intermediation (Balzer, 2014; Baker, 2012; 

Hendricks, 2015; Joosse and Hracs 2015; Hracs and Jansson, Forthcoming). Traditionally 

associated with art and museum collections, over time the role of curators has expanded 

beyond preserving and archiving art to include selecting, evaluating, displaying and framing 

pieces (Balzer, 2014). Curation has moved beyond the confines of museums and galleries to 

include arts practices and spaces of everyday life including communities, homes, high streets 

and even our mobile phones (Hawkins, 2017; Merkel 2015). Recently, the concept has also 

been extended and applied to curators in other fields such as fashion, food, craft and music. 

For example, Leslie et al., (2015) consider the role that different curators within the fashion 

world, including magazine editors and independent retailers, play in underpinning 

consumption practices associated with fast fashion and slow fashion. Similarly, Joosse and 

Hracs (2015), and Concha (Forthcoming) identify and analyse a range of curators, including 

bloggers and food markets, that influence the food-related practices of consumers. For Shultz 

(2015), organizations like the ‘Craft Mafia’ perform curation by evaluating the qualities of 

craft-related products and mediating access to markets and consumers. In independent record 

shops curation is a key source of value, competitiveness and consumer loyalty (Bartmanski 

and Woodward, 2015; Hendricks, 2015; Hracs and Jansson Forthcoming). Together, these 

empirical studies highlight some of the overlapping types and characteristics of curators but 

also how curatorial processes and imperatives can differ across fields. This literature also 

identifies several important knowledge gaps and reinforces the need for further research to 

develop a more nuanced understanding of curation.  

 In particular, the question of who or what a curator is has been raised (Webster et al. 

2016). In their study of food-related curation, Joosse and Hracs (2015) provide a typology of 

curators with five categories (individuals, communities, businesses, spaces and technology) 
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who exhibit specific characteristics and approaches. In so doing, they demonstrate the need to 

look beyond the human actors originally identified by Bourdieu (1984). For example, by 

narrowing the options and providing a ‘quality stamp,’ spaces like farmers markets are not 

mere locations where curators and consumers meet and interact, but should be considered 

curators in their own right. The notion of ‘space as curator’ is reinforced by work on record 

shops where, even without direct interaction between clerks and consumers, some shops 

provide a valuable filter by offering a limited supply and enabling physical browsing (Hracs 

and Jansson, Forthcoming). There is also a growing awareness that “complex sociotechnical 

systems made up of people, technologies, knowledge, data, algorithms and other 

heterogeneous actors,” such as music recommender systems serve as curators (Webster et al., 

2016: 138; Lange, 2016). Together, these studies highlight the fluid and dynamic nature of 

the contemporary marketplace and remind us that traditional or professional curators, such as 

magazines and cultural institutions, are being challenged and complemented by new or less 

formal actors like entrepreneurs, algorithms, amateurs and social media platforms (Lange, 

2016).  

 There is also a need to better understand what curators do and what curation is. 

Indeed, as Bhaskar asserts “we’re all curators now” and a set of activities that was “once the 

preserve of a few specialists has been applied to practically everything” from festivals and 

malls to websites and appearances (2016: 3). Much like intermediation, curation has become 

a fuzzy concept (Balzer, 2014; Bhaskar, 2016) that is associated with a growing range of 

practices, activities and meanings, including everything from sorting, promoting and 

legitimising, to translating, archiving and framing (Baker, 2012; Hawkins, 2017; Hendricks, 

2015; Joosse and Hracs, 2015; Hracs and Jansson, Forthcoming; Morris, 2015). Although 

these activities are often highly dependent on specific contexts including scale, location and 

industry, the tendency, within the literature, to mix and match terms exacerbates the 
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confusion and dilutes the value of the concept. 

 By extension, there is a need to consider why curation is performed. Existing 

literature reminds us that cultural producers including craftsman and small scale 

entrepreneurs are not solely motivated by economic profit but rather a combination of 

psychic rewards ranging from the intrinsic joy of creating a piece of art to the extrinsic peer-

recognition from performing (Anderson, 2006; Caves, 2000; Hracs et al., 2013; Sennett, 

2008). Yet, few studies have considered the motivations of intermediaries. While Joosse and 

Hracs (2015) demonstrate how different food-related curators are motivated by economic and 

non-economic imperatives such as building communities, encouraging sustainable food 

practices and promoting cultural heritage, the ‘why’ question remains understudied. Thus, 

research which identifies the factors that motivate curators and how different imperatives 

shape curation-related activities is needed to improve our understanding and 

conceptualisation of curation.  

 Finally, beyond recognising spaces as curators, the wider relationship between spatial 

dynamics and curation has been largely neglected by existing literature. However, the notable 

exceptions demonstrate that spaces, including physical shops, temporary events and virtual 

platforms, not only contain but shape the nature, qualities and outcomes of curation (Concha, 

Forthcoming; Joosse and Hracs, 2015; Hracs and Jansson, Forthcoming). These findings are 

underpinned by broader work in geography which asserts that specific spatial dynamics 

facilitate and enhance the effectiveness of interactions and transactions between 

intermediaries and consumers (Hracs, 2015; Leslie et al., 2015; Power and Hallencreutz, 

2007). Beyond the tendency to focus on the role of face-to-face interactions and local 

environments, including neighbourhoods and scenes, it is important to acknowledge that 

curators also contribute to and participate in global and trans-local flows (Bathelt et al., 2004; 

Hracs and Jansson, Forthcoming). Moreover, with ongoing developments in communications 
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technologies (Grabher and Ibert, 2014) and immersive virtual environments (Power and 

Teigland, 2013), there is a growing need to consider how curation is performed and 

experienced through virtual channels including apps, websites and social media platforms. 

Indeed, these channels create entirely new opportunities for individuals to act as and interact 

with curators. As Arriagada and Cruz argue “fans today have a decisive role in the 

production, circulation, connection and consumption of large-scale cultural flows” (2014: 

149). While this raises the potential for established curators to be bypassed, traditional 

industry hierarchies to be undermined, and markets to be democratised, well entrenched 

players, including global firms, can also harness these technologies and leverage their scale 

and resources to protect their control and authority.  

 This review highlights several gaps in our collective understanding and the challenge 

of corralling the complexity of curation across the entire marketplace. Therefore, this paper 

will now focus on trying to address the straightforward questions of ‘what’ curation is and 

‘why’ and ‘where’ it is performed within the narrower field of recorded music.  

The Case of Music and the Evolving Role of Music Curators  

The marketplace for music has long relied on a range of curators to find, evaluate, promote 

and sell the oversupply of musical talent and music-related goods and services. During the 

corporate era (1978-1998) major record labels deployed talent scouts (A&R) to discover and 

‘sign’ promising talent (Hracs, 2015). Because of their scale, capital and vertically integrated 

systems the labels also strongly influenced what music was produced, promoted and sold to 

consumers (Hracs, 2012). As the supply of recorded music increased music journalists, radio 

DJ’s, and record store clerks also emerged as influential sources of information and advice 

for consumers (Lange, 2016).  
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 In the late 1990’s, new digital technologies, including Napster, sparked the so-called 

‘MP3 Crisis’ in the music industry, weakening the power of record labels and altering the 

nature of music production, distribution and consumption (Hracs, 2012; Leyshon, 2014). 

Inexpensive computers, software and equipment have democratized the production of music 

by allowing recording, editing, mixing and mastering to be performed in home studios 

instead of capital-intensive recording studios (Watson, 2014). Digital technologies and online 

retail spaces have also allowed musicians to enter the world of marketing, fundraising and 

distribution for the first time (Hracs et al., 2016; Langley and Leyshon, 2017; Leyshon et al., 

2016). This resulted in declining entry barriers, the profusion of independent music 

production and a wave of disintermediation which allowed consumers to circumvent 

traditional curators.  

 As a result, more recorded music is being produced and made available than ever 

before. While Apple’s iTunes music store sells over 25 million songs, streaming services like 

Spotify offer consumers over 30 million songs for free (in the ad supported version) or for a 

monthly fee. Beyond these channels, online radio stations and platforms such as YouTube 

and Soundcloud, which let anyone upload their songs, add millions of additional and free 

options (Bhaskar, 2016). Faced with such abundance, connected listeners are searching for 

ways to narrow the field and figure out what to listen to. On Spotify, for example, users have 

created over 1.5 billion playlists (Bhaskar 2016). Yet, many consumers are also seeking 

advice from a range of curators including music writers, algorithms and radio DJ’s (Hracs 

and Jansson, Forthcoming; Lange, 2016). Whilst selling recorded music used to generate the 

most value, curating recorded music has become a key source of distinction, value and 

loyalty for competing distribution channels including record shops and music streaming 

services. Indeed, with similar music catalogues and price structures, competing firms like 

Spotify, Apple and Deezer have started a curation arms race to attract and retain listeners by 
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investing heavily in their proprietary platforms and recommender systems, but also in human 

music experts (Bhaskar, 2016).  

 

Research design   

The empirical material presented in this paper comes from a case study of recorded music 

which constitutes one strand of a larger research project which examines the processes and 

spatial dynamics of curation within three Swedish sectors: art, music and high-end audio 

equipment. These industries appear share common features including products with highly 

subjective qualities, intensifying competition and a growing reliance on curation.  

Sweden	is	a	well-established	player	in	the	global	music	industry	and	Stockholm	

features	a	strong	export-oriented	music	cluster	with	a	large	number	of	local	and	global	

music	firms	involved	in	core	(song	writing,	music	production)	and	related	activities	such	

as	 music	 video	 production	 and	 music	 instrument	 software	 development	 (Power	 and	

Hallencreutz,	 2007;	 Power	 and	 Jansson,	 2004;	 Tillväxtverket, 2012).	 A	 number	 of	

intermediary actors in traditional broadcast and digital media are also located in the city 

(Power, 2002). With respect to the digital transition, Sweden is an extreme and illustrative 

case (Musiksverige, 2015). Due to the presence of high tech companies (e.g. Ericsson) and 

internet-friendly policies, Sweden was an early adopter of internet technology and features 

high levels of internet penetration. As a result, Swedish	music	consumers	have	been	at	the	

forefront	of	 adopting	digital	practices	 such	as	 illegally	downloading	music	 (Pirate	Bay	

was	 run	 by	 tech	 savvy	 Swedish	 libertarians),	 and	 Swedish	 entrepreneurs	 have	

developed	ground-breaking legal digital distribution systems such including Spotify which 

launched in 2008. This has given music streaming services a relatively high share of the 

market – 86% in 2016 – and ultimately furnished the Swedish marketplace with an 
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abundance of recorded music, information about that music and curators to help consumers 

(Ifpi Sweden, 2016). 

Given the exploratory nature of the project, the study on recorded music involved a 

mix of qualitative methods including interviews, observations and secondary material (Baxter 

and Eyles, 1997). These methods contributed a deeper understanding of the complex 

phenomena of curation by providing rich data but also facilitated triangulation during the 

analysis (Valentine, 1997). Table 1 describes the sample of curators that we studied and how 

the research questions were operationalized through the different methods used to gather the 

empirical material.  

Table 1: Sample and Data Collection Themes 
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We conducted twenty in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting between 45 and 90 

minutes with key informants who occupied a range of relevant positions within the 

marketplace. The interviews generated detailed data and allowed respondents to express 

experiences and opinions in their own words. Yet, because curatorial processes are tactile, 

aesthetic and experiential in nature and cannot be fully understood through mere description 

(Bartmanski and Woodward, 2015) we	supplemented	and	triangulated	our	interview	data	

with	observation.	We	spent	time	in	physical	spaces,	 including	record	shops,	observing,	

taking	photos	and	writing	field	notes	about	specific dynamics, interactions and activities as 

well as virtual spaces including websites, blogs, online magazines and streaming service 

platforms (Bryman, 2012; O’Brien, 2014). Secondary materials such as promotional texts and 

images from websites, blogs, online forums and record shops were also collected.  

A	wider	and	ongoing	set	of	projects	which	examine	the	impact	of	digitization	on	

the	nature	of	music	production,	distribution,	 curation	and	consumption	also	 informed	

the	 paper.	 These	 projects	 involve	 95	 in-depth	 interviews	 with	 musicians	 and	 key	

informants	within	the	music	industry	and	participant	observation	at	live	performances	

and	 music	 studios.	 Each	 author	 has	 also	 engaged	 directly	 in	 the	 industry	 and	 this	

familiarity,	 as	 noted	 by	 Valentine	 (1997),	 proved	 useful	 in	 establishing	 rapport	 with	

respondents	and	interpreting	the	rich	results	of	the	interviews	and	observation.	 

The	process	of	analyzing	the	interviews	involved	a	systematic	process	of	coding	

and	re-coding	(Crang,	2005;	James,	2006;	O’Brien,	2014).	Each	transcript	was	analyzed	

phrase	 by	 phrase	while	 thematic	 codes,	 annotations	 and	 reflective	 notes	were	 added.	

After	 this	 ‘open	 coding’	 (Crang,	 2005)	 the	 data	 was	 organized	 into	 categories	 which	

corresponded	 to	 the	 themes	 and	 questions	 from	 the	 interview	 guides,	 observation	

criteria	 and	 literature	 or	 that	 emerged	 from	 our	 annotations	 and	 reflective	 notes	
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(O’Brien,	2014).	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	(Crang,	2005).	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,	

observation	criteria	and	literature	(James,	2006;	O’Brien,	2014).	

1) ‘What’ is curation?  

Trying to conceptualise curation presents a challenge. While it is possible to explain curation 

in simple terms - Bhaskar, for example, suggests that “curation involves acts of selecting and 

arranging to add value” (2016: 85), such simplicity does not allow sufficient nuance to 

accurately reflect how curation is practiced and understood in specific contexts such as art 

worlds (Becker, 1982). Yet, the addition of too much nuance and complexity turns curation 

into a catch-all concept that is devoid of meaning and easy to critique, deride or dismiss.  

To move towards a more concrete conceptualisation, and in line with Maguire and 

Matthews’ (2012) work on cultural intermediaries, this section focuses on ‘what’ curators do 

in the real world. More specifically, it presents a typology which is based on an iterative 

analysis conducted from two directions. We started with existing literature and the ways in 

which curation is described, defined and contextualised. This review helped us understand 

the history of the concept and how it is applied to a range of activities within a range of fields 

including art, food, fashion, craft and music. It also allowed us to identify and extract over 90 

terms (see Table 2) associated either directly with curation or the umbrella concept of cultural 

intermediation.  
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Table 2: Range of Curation-Related Activities 

 

In analysing our empirical data we checked to see if the respondents used any of these 

exact terms or described related activities or processes without using the term. After 

removing the activities that were not addressed, we put the remaining terms in to five 

categories which we developed based on the explanations and examples given by our 

respondents and our wider knowledge of the music marketplace (Hracs et al., 2016). This 

process allowed us to develop a better understanding of how, why and where curation-related 

activities are practiced and understood within our sample. The typology below (Table 3) 

contains these actions but we have also included a set of outcomes to provide a rationale for 

the groupings and simplified examples from each actor to provide context.  

 

 

 

 



 

15 

Table 3: Typology of Curation-Related Activities 

 

Although the typology represents an incremental yet valuable step in trying to 

conceptualize the concept of curation and as such contributes to existing theory, some 

important caveats need to be acknowledged. There are overlaps between some actions, and 

both the categories and the examples should not be considered comprehensive or the only 

possible interpretation. Moreover, the categories are not meant to represent a linear set of 

actions or broader processes. Indeed, some actions appear in more than one category 

depending on the actors involved and outcomes. For example, record shops may ‘discover’ a 

supply of music (Box 1) and ‘discover’ a consumer’s taste (Box 5).  
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To further unpack elements of the typology, a useful way of understanding the 

difference between the overlapping actions, such as ‘organise’ is to think of box 3 as 

representing ‘customer facing’ activities, including displaying physical and digital content to 

customers, and box 4 as representing ‘back room’ activities such as caring for and archiving 

physical and digital content. In addition to helping to expose and explain these kinds of subtle 

variations, the empirical data also highlights a division of labour within and between actor 

categories. Within organisations different individuals or systems may specialise in and 

perform different actions. For example, different staff members within record shops may be 

responsible for selecting, displaying, selling and caring for the music. Equally, although 

many record shops discover and select music on their own, some ‘outsource’ part of this 

process to other trusted curators including sales representatives from record labels who offer 

them a pre-curated set of options or music writers who provide inspiration and ideas (Joosse 

and Hracs, 2015). This suggests that actors can have multiple positionalities and may shift 

from being producers, consumers or curators depending on stage and context. Thus, the 

marketplace for recorded music should be understood as an ecosystem where a set of 

interconnected curatorial actors oscillate between collaborating and competing with each 

other and between challenging and reinforcing the legitimacy of others.  

 

2) ‘Why’ is curation performed?  

Echoing the work of Joosse and Hracs (2015) on curators within the marketplace for food, 

our findings suggest that the curators in our sample are motivated to perform the activities 

outlined above for a range reasons. Indeed, as this section demonstrates, while some pursue 

economic profit, others curate to exert influence or to gain psychic rewards. Although 

unsurprising - Bourdieu (1993) long ago identified a sub-field of restricted cultural activity in 



 

17 

which the pursuit of economic profit is typically disavowed in favor of symbolic profit - 

highlighting this range nuances our understanding of curation and the interconnected nature 

of social, cultural and economic capital in the marketplace for cultural products more broadly 

(Caves, 2000).  

Economic Rewards 

To some extent, all of the actors in our sample perform curation for economic motivations. 

For example, music writers and radio DJ’s curate for pay. Facing intense competition from 

digital downloads and streaming, record shops perform curation to generate distinction, value 

and loyalty and to enhance their attractiveness as spaces of music distribution. However, 

placed on a spectrum, it is clear that as global firms, record labels and music recommender 

systems are more narrowly and strongly motivated to curate the supply of recorded music to 

make money by maximising sales and subscribers respectively. Indeed, given that most 

streaming services have similar prices and music catalogues, curation is regarded as a prime 

source of distinction and economic value. As the Global Head of Digital Business at 

Universal Music asserted:  

 
The main services all offer more than 30 million tracks and have a similar quality 
and approach. The value comes in what is being placed over the top. It’s all about 
curation, recommendation and influence (quoted in IFPI 2015, 21).  

 

Exerting Influence 

Yet, the pursuit of economic profits goes hand in hand with expanding market share and 

competing successfully with rivals in the marketplace. Thus, record labels and music 

streaming services also perform curation to exert influence, in the form of power and control, 

over other actors within the global music marketplace. For example, cultivating the best 

supply of recorded music allows record labels to dictate terms to music distributors, including 
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record shops, and building the best recommender system and biggest subscriber base allows 

streaming firms to dictate terms to music suppliers including musicians and record labels.   

 However, influence, in the form of shaping tastes and shaping scenes, can be exerted at 

other scales and for other reasons. As a publically funded institution, for instance, Swedish 

state radio is not driven by economic profits but rather a specific mandate to promote 

Swedish culture through music and to ensure the viability of radio as a format by attracting 

and retaining listeners. As one respondent explained: “The listeners are our coins…It’s not a 

commercial thing. It’s not about selling… It’s really about the passion that we have for 

music….It’s about the love for the sound and the creativity that comes out” (Interview). 

 Likewise, as independent businesses, many record shops endeavour to contribute to 

locally-embedded cultural scenes and wider trans-local movements. Indeed, while selling 

vinyl may be a smart commercial strategy it also helps to 'preserve' and promote a traditional 

or ritualised way of listening to music associated with materiality, symbolic value and 

intangible experiences (Bartmanski and Woodward, 2015; Sonnichsen, 2016).  

 At the micro scale, individuals, including music writers, radio DJs and record store 

clerks, may perform curation to establish or reinforce their positions and value within local 

scenes while also brandishing and enhancing their own social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 

1984; Maguire and Matthews, 2012). As one respondent put it: “I have never made money 

from anything I’ve done – well maybe enough to pay the rent…But if you look at this 

industry what people do get is a lot of attention…It is like getting paid in attention” 

(Interview).  
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Psychic Rewards 

Echoing Sennett’s (2008) description of contemporary craftsmen who endeavour to do a job 

well for its own sake, the findings suggest that non-monetary or psychic rewards also serve to 

motivate actors to perform curation. Working as a music writer, for example, is highly 

precarious yet our respondents explained that the intrinsic joy of engaging with music helps 

to offset the hardships. As one argued: “Almost every music journalist I know does it because 

they love music and they think about music a lot and because they want to do something with 

that creativity” (Interview). Similarly, although running or working in a record shop often 

involves long hours and low pay it is often described as a ‘labour of love’ that offers a range 

rewards. As one respondent explained:  

“Of course I wouldn’t mind making a little bit more money but I love what I 
do!…New things are happening every day and it’s dynamic…I think every day is fun 
because you may get a shipment from California or Amsterdam or London and they 
send you different things, and you open the box, that’s what keeps you going. The 
excitement is there. But of course it’s also about talking to people. If you give 
someone some recommendations and they come back and they’re happy, that makes 
you feel good.” 

 

Beyond demonstrating the broad spectrum of economic and non-economic rewards that 

motivate curators to perform curation, these findings highlight how motivations are shaped 

by the positions actors hold within the marketplace.  

 

3) ‘Where’ is curation performed?  

As the number and diversity of actors who perform curation in the recorded music 

marketplace continues to increase, it is important to consider the growing range of physical, 

temporary and virtual spaces where specific curation-related activities are performed and 

experienced. Indeed, while often neglected by existing literature, spaces should be viewed as 
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vital elements of curation that do not merely contain or host specific activities but rather 

shape these activities and the exchanges between curators, producers and consumers as well 

as the dynamics and outcomes of such interactions (Lorentzen and Jeannerat, 2013; Hracs 

and Jakob, 2015). Moreover, in the contemporary digital age it is imperative to look beyond 

traditional physical sites of curation, such as record shops, to interrogate how curation plays 

out in virtual forums and app-based platforms (Grabher and Ibert, 2014; Power and Teigland, 

2013; Webster et al., 2016). This section identifies and considers the spaces where the actors 

in our sample perform curation (see Table 4). 

Table 4: Where is curation performed? 

 

 Apart from music writers, who disseminate their content in physical and virtual spaces, 

each actor appears to favour one dominant type of space. For example, while music 

recommender systems and Radio DJ’s perform curation through virtual and temporary spaces 
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respectively, record labels and record shops tend to emphasise face-to-face interactions in 

physical spaces. As one respondent explained:  

As a sales representative I go visit record shops all over the country. I travel to 
Gothenburg every 2 weeks…I go up to Uppsala and Gavle…Today I have been in 
three in Stockholm…I repeatedly visit the customers, the record shops, and they know 
when I am coming. We sit down together to listen to and talk about forthcoming 
music.  

 

However, as Table 4 demonstrates, curation is also performed in other spaces. Strategic 

record shops, for instance, are keen to provide their recommendations to a wider range of 

customers through online channels. As one respondent put it:  

The shop was the first Swedish online record store…I have a blog and I give 
recommendations on our website…We also promote events and reviews by putting 
links on Facebook…We want people to be aware that we exist online…The idea is 
that both spaces should complement each other and work together.  

 

Despite the primacy of the on-air broadcast, Radio DJ’s explained the increasing importance 

of interacting with listeners in new ways. These interactions may occur in a range of spaces 

and may be real-time or asynchronous (Grabher and Ibert, 2014). As one respondent noted:   

If someone sends an e-mail while I’m on air, I instantly see it and I can instantly reply 
to it…But if I don’t have time to mention it in the show, I just reply to the message 
later on…I have an official Twitter account and anyone can follow me. The station 
also has an app for Spotify so I have two playlists there that I update…I also have an 
account on Soundcloud where I do lists sometimes.   

 

Beyond digitally mediated platforms and virtual spaces, traditional face-to-face interaction 

also helps to reinforce trusting relationships between curators and listeners (Leslie et al., 

2015). As one respondent explained:   

I also broadcast from music festivals and there is a lot of interaction…I want to be out 
there where the people are so that I can talk to them and answer their questions and 
listen to their comments or criticism…We can be there for them. This is also about 
the human factor, to show them that we are human beings and we do everything live. 
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We hear you, we see you. We might not always be able to acknowledge you, but we 
do have the ambition to do it. 

 

The finding also suggest that different kinds of spaces and platforms require different kinds 

of content. As one respondent argued:  

We have an app for phones where you can listen to the whole [radio] show.  Like if 
you’re commuting and want to listen to last night’s two-hour show with [DJ] you can 
do that. The problem is that it doesn't make a very good Tweet. So we try to optimize 
everything for mobile users, just to make the content adapt to the medium. Because if 
you’re on Twitter you don’t want to have to try find the right timestamp in a two hour 
radio broadcast. 

 

Returning to the notion of the division of labour within actor categories, we found evidence 

of individuals whose prime function was to curate already curated content for the demands, 

dynamics and constraints of different platforms and channels. As one respondent explained:   

I handle the social media and online presence for eight radio shows at the station… 
We use social media to promote the full shows but I need to find a way to make it 
attractive…It’s not very effective to put two hours of radio on the web, so I pick out 
three minutes here, three minutes there and try to make a digital version…For 
example, I might take different shorter segments like a band playing live in the studio 
or something…  

 

 Returning to the propensity for collaboration between curators and the practice of 

outsourcing specific activities related to discovering information, it appears that curators may 

perform one type of activity - such as making recommendations - in multiple spaces while 

also choosing one well-suited space to perform others. To discover new music and 

information about new music, for example, record store clerks and radio DJ’s spend 

considerable time scanning virtual spaces. As one DJ put it:  

I have a Feedly account where I just follow any kind of music or pop culture related 
magazine or blog or site or whatever. So I get everything in there and just scan 
through it every day (Interview).  
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Similarly, to share and learn about music-related knowledge and best practice with other 

curators, record store and record label workers routinely participate in temporary events 

including industry conferences. As one sales representative at a major record label explained: 

“We have a Nordic conference once a year and some years we go to England or Germany. 

We meet with people from other [record label] offices to learn from and share with them. We 

share best practices” (Interview). 

 These findings highlight the range of physical, temporary and virtual spaces where 

curation occurs and reinforce existing claims that spaces not only contain but shape curation 

and that specific spaces serve as curators. But this account also raises questions and the need 

for further research which focuses explicitly on the relationship between curation and space. 

For example, it would be useful to consider in greater detail how trusting relationships 

between producers and curators, curators and consumers and curators and other curators are 

forged and fostered in different spaces. In so doing, the extent to which virtual and temporary 

spaces are challenging or complementing physical spaces of interaction should be explored 

(Storper and Venables, 2014; Grabher and Ibert, 2014).  

 

Conclusion 

In the age of abundance, the intermediary function of curation is extending across the 

marketplace for cultural products and becoming more important and valuable. However, 

conceptually, curation has morphed from a latin verb with a specific meaning into a fuzzy set 

of evolving and overlapping practices with a wide range of connotations. To date, therefore, 

curation remains poorly understood. Instead of focussing on the entire marketplace, this 

paper addressed the challenge of conceptualising curation by looking at the illustrative 

context of recorded music, which features a mix of traditional and emerging curators who 
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operate in a range of physical, virtual and temporary spaces. By identifying and examining a 

subset of these curators, the paper considered ‘what’ curation is as well as ‘why’ and ‘where’ 

it is performed.  

 By combining an iterative review of existing curation-related terminology and analysis 

of interview data, the paper distilled a list of 90 actions into a five part typology. This 

typology also included a set of outcomes to provide a rationale for the groupings and 

simplified examples from each actor to provide context. The analysis also sought to 

demonstrate the complexity of curation in the real world by revealing the overlapping and 

non-linear nature of the curation-related actions within the typology. Moreover, the empirical 

data highlighted a division of labour within and between actor categories whereby different 

individuals or systems within organisations, from global firms to local independent shops, 

may specialise in and perform different actions. As a result, the paper asserted that the 

positionalities of producers, consumers and curators are fluid and that the marketplace for 

recorded music should be understood as an ecosystem where interconnected curatorial actors 

may challenge or reinforce each other by collaborating or competing. Despite the 

acknowledged limitations of comprehensiveness, the typology represents an incremental and 

valuable step in trying to conceptualize curation and contributes to existing theory.  

 Building on existing literature and the notion that curators have fluid positions within 

the marketplace, the paper identified a range of rewards and imperatives that motivate actors 

to perform curation. In addition to obvious economic rewards such as pay and profit, exerting 

influence was shown to be an important motivator. Here the paper provided nuance by 

demonstrating the importance of market position and scale. Indeed, while record labels aim to 

wield control over other actors in the global marketplace, Swedish state radio attempts to 

shape tastes and promote culture at a national level. Locally, independent businesses and 

individuals may perform curation to contribute to and mark their positions within cultural 
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scenes. Thus, curation can generate economic as well as social and cultural capital. Yet, 

psychic rewards such as the intrinsic joy of engaging with music also serve to motivate actors 

to perform curation and may off-set precarious working conditions including low and 

uncertain rates of pay.  

 The paper also stressed that examining the spaces where curation is performed is vital 

to understanding curation-related practices and processes. It highlighted the range of 

physical, temporary and virtual spaces where curation occurs and asserted that far from being 

a mere container of activity, specific spaces and spatial dynamics shape these activities as 

well as the exchanges between curators, producers and consumers and the dynamics and 

outcomes of such interactions. As the array of channels and conduits expands different 

curators appear to choose specific spaces for specific activities in strategic ways. The 

evidence that curators use face-to-face as well as asynchronous interactions to create and 

maintain trusting relationships and temporary events, as well as social media platforms to 

discover new music, demonstrates that they are acutely aware of the relative strengths of 

different spaces and how to optimise them. It also reminds us that in the digital age physical, 

temporary and virtual spaces complement rather than replace each other.  

 Ultimately, the paper argued that curation is too central to understanding the 

marketplace for cultural products to simply dismiss as a hollow buzzword or ephemeral 

contemporary condition. Yet, while the paper engaged with curation in a constructive manner 

it is clear that more research and conceptual work is needed. To suggest but a few potential 

avenues for further enquiry it would be useful to examine how music-related curators interact 

with each other as well as producers and consumers in greater detail. More specifically, there 

is a strong need to examine how and why producers and consumers choose to work or 

interact with different curators. Furthermore, whether the growing supply of actors and 

channels in the marketplace results in the need for curators to curated and how this happens. 
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By extension, there is a need for a closer investigation of how curators create and 

communicate values in the marketplace not only for themselves but for producers, 

consumers, specific products, platforms and spaces including shops, neighbourhoods and 

cities. Finally, beyond developing more robust conceptualisations of curation within specific 

contexts, a more complete picture may be produced by comparing and contrasting curation-

related activities, processes, motivations, values and spatial dynamics across different 

industries and markets such as music, food, fashion, media and art.  
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