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Introduction

The digital reconfiguration of the music industry resulting 
from the emergence of music streaming services has sparked 
significant debate on platforms’ impact on music listening 
practices. Music streaming platforms afford undeniable ben-
efits to listeners, such as ubiquitous access to a seemingly 
infinite catalog of music and the ability to personalize users’ 
experience, thereby enhancing convenience and accessibil-
ity. Nonetheless, numerous studies and social commentaries 
have highlighted several critical issues. These include the 
supposed capability of platforms to reinforce social divisions 
among listeners (Prey, 2016), the alleged homogenization of 
musical taste resulting from recommendation systems’ bias 
and platform curatorship (The Economist, 2018; European 
Commission, 2020; The Guardian, 2019), the perceived 
reduction of exploratory approaches to music discovery 
practices (Ratliff, 2016, p. 6–7; Snickars, 2017), the assumed 
decline of culturally meaningful experiences with music 
products (Chodos, 2019; Rekret, 2019), the purported ten-
dency of platforms to disfavor listening to niche artists 

(Chambers, 2023; Mulligan, 2014), or the presumed trans-
formation of recorded music into a surveillance device 
(Drott, 2018), among other concerns (Hesmondhalgh, 2022).

Against this backdrop, this empirical article examines the 
experiences of “musically competent” subjects, specifically 
music students from the United Kingdom, Netherlands, and 
Italy, who are heavy users of Spotify. Combining qualitative 
interviews, reflective diaries, and analysis of metadata pro-
vided by Spotify’s API, the research presents a theory 
grounded in users’ perceptions. This approach enables explo-
ration of how users engage with platforms’ affordances and 
the impact of algorithmic decision-making, curation, and 
personalization on musical taste. The article contributes to 
the existing literature by providing empirical evidence that 
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can inform ongoing debates about the role of platformization 
in shaping musical experiences in knowledgeable users. It 
recognizes that users with musical competence can serve as 
valuable observers, as they may exhibit critical negotiation 
strategies when engaging with platform affordances or mobi-
lize their taste in specific, unexplored ways. The research 
approach adopted in the study was inductive, whereby the 
conceptualization process evolved alongside the analysis of 
the collected data.

Why Question Musically Competent 
Users?

Digitization and platformization have stimulated a prolifera-
tion of literature on music listening. Although music consump-
tion choices are now more predictable and, according to some, 
more orientable than ever before, the understanding of the lis-
tening habits that have recently taken root in the contemporary 
Western world has so far been limited, given the adventitious, 
fragmented, heterogeneous nature of the practices that define 
them. Novak (2016), in line with DeNora’s (1999, 2000) pre-
vious work, has studied in detail how digitization has trans-
formed the relationship that individuals develop with the 
musical technologies available to them within everyday con-
texts. Krause and Caldwell Brown (2019) claimed that con-
sumers’ music listening choices are increasingly influenced by 
usability, discovery, functional utility, flexibility, connected-
ness, social norms, value for money, and playback options 
diversification. Studies have examined playback technologies 
and media (Adveef, 2014; Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015; 
Bull, 2007; Kibby, 2009; Magaudda, 2011; Prior, 2014; Yang 
& Teng, 2015) as well as algorithmic environments and their 
impact on genre boundaries (Airoldi, 2021), cultural categori-
zations (Flynn, 2017), and users’ perceptions (Siles et  al., 
2020). Kamalzadeh et  al. (2016) highlighted the increasing 
demand for user-friendly interfaces that enable music listeners 
to effortlessly control various aspects of tracks, such as dura-
tion, genre, speed, and mood. This desire arises from the need 
to seamlessly integrate music consumption into desired situa-
tions with minimal effort and fewer mobile devices. Scholars 
have expressed concerns about potential adverse effects on 
listening experiences and music discovery, such as cognitive 
overload and reduced attention (Fleischer, 2017; Klingberg, 
2009). The concept of “ubiquitous listening” (Kassabian, 
2013) emphasizes the transformation of individuals’ relation-
ship with music due to its constant presence in modern life 
(Pontara & Volgsten, 2017). Despite the illusion of control 
provided by platforms (Herbert, 2011; Markham et al., 2020, 
pp. 29–46), this shift seems to confirm the collapse in the per-
ceived value of recorded music and its representation of social 
values (Marshall, 2019).

Although there is a wealth of literature on online music 
consumption, studies have yet to explore whether users with 
advanced musical skills develop a different relationship 
with platforms. Both optimistic views that recognize 

platforms as having high potential for taste diversification, 
customization, and discovery (Bourreau et al., 2022; Knox 
& Datta, 2020), as well as more critical perspectives sug-
gesting that platforms have led to more standardized con-
sumption patterns or commodified connections to music 
(Morris & Powers, 2015; Prey, 2019; Seaver, 2019), a clear 
reflection on the role of cultural capital in shaping media 
consumption practices and influencing users’ interpretive 
processes seems to be lacking. Drawing on Bourdieu’s 
(1984) essential work, studies on music listening have con-
sistently explored the intricate relationship between taste 
and social status, class, and distinction (Prior, 2011). Even 
following a changing scenario that has amplified the chal-
lenge of applying established conceptual categories to 
increasingly fragmented cultural audiences, research in this 
vein has continued to bloom (Bryson, 1996; Holt, 1997; Van 
Eijck, 2001; Shin-Kap, 2003; Jarness, 2015), often illumi-
nating new consumer figures such as “omnivorous listen-
ers” (Barna, 2020; Coulangeon, 2017; Peterson and Kern, 
1996; Rimmer, 2012; Savage & Gayo, 2011). As highlighted 
by Webster (2020, 2023), the pursuit of distinction remains 
crucial even in the context of music streaming services, 
where new forms of distinction may emerge in response to 
the personalizing power of platforms or to reaffirm listeners’ 
identities as cultural consumers.

The notion of “distinction” in music streaming platforms 
may refer to users’ intentional efforts to express their identity 
or convey particular cultural affiliations through their music 
consumption habits. Users may actively curate their digital 
personas, playlists, and listening histories to communicate 
something about themselves to their social circles within the 
platform and beyond. Moreover, users may resist conforming 
to mainstream homogeny and seek out alternative or niche 
music, sharing their curated content and attempting to gain 
recognition for their distinctive musical choices. Generally, 
collaborative playlists, sharing functionalities, and participa-
tion in music-related communities may serve as tools through 
which users actively construct and communicate their person-
ality as cultural consumers. Through engagement with these 
features, users might transform their act of listening into a 
communal experience, garnering recognition and validation 
for their distinctive musical choices. However, a need 
remains to delve further into the study of specific groups 
whose consumption practices might suggest new uses or 
whose perceptions might unveil hitherto unexplored emerg-
ing narratives surrounding the platform system, such as 
“musically competent” users. As in the past with previous 
media, musically competent users might be crucial subjects 
to observe as they may demonstrate strategies of critical 
negotiation with the affordances of the platforms, renew the 
range of consumption patterns, reshape the possibilities 
offered by these technologies, and strategically adopt unique 
positions to differentiate themselves from other groups or 
their peers, thereby serving as essential informants on the 
ongoing platform discourse.
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The concept of “musical competence” is characterized by 
a plurality of interpretations, which are often contingent 
upon the theoretical frameworks and methodologies applied 
within distinct scholarly and pedagogical approaches. One 
prevalent approach, rooted in cognitive sciences, delves into 
the processes underlying musical perception and production, 
exploring the neural substrates and psychological processes 
that underpin musical competence, often through quantita-
tive analysis (Hansen et  al., 2013; Law & Zentner, 2012; 
Swaminathan & Schellenberg, 2018; Wallentin et al., 2010). 
Conversely, socio-cultural perspectives on musical knowl-
edge emphasize the social context within which musical 
practices unfold. From this viewpoint, competence is intri-
cately linked to communal norms and societal expectations 
within specific cultural groups, exploring the role of appren-
ticeship and systems of communications in shaping musical 
expertise (Brinner, 1995; Hargreaves, 1996; Small, 1998; 
Sterne, 2003, p. 92). Moreover, there is substantial variation 
in the approaches to musical competence, spanning from 
skill-based methodologies focused on formal knowledge of 
music theory and proficiency in musical performance, to 
culture-centered models that emphasize music as a domain 
of knowledge or a complex set of social practices.

Providing a definition of “musical competence” falls out-
side the scope of this work, not only because musical compe-
tence can be attributed to various individuals and groups (such 
as music fans or subcultures displaying expertise in their spe-
cific field) but also because participant selection was con-
ducted without adhering to specific indicators. Likewise, no 
particular indicators of musical competence will be put forth.

In this study, subjects deemed “musically competent” will 
be those who self-identify as such and possess expertise in 
music owing to their educational background and past expe-
riences. Following Tagg’s (2009) constructs, “musically 
competent users” will possess both “knowledge in music” 
(“poïetic competence” of creating/composing music and 
“aesthesic competence” of recognizing the culturally 

specific connotations of the music they listen to or produce) 
and “knowledge about music” (ability to address both musi-
cal metadiscourse, i.e., music in its formal aspects, and con-
textual metadiscourse, i.e., music in its cultural, social, 
economic, industrial implications).

Methodology

This study involved 12 volunteers equally distributed across 
the Netherlands, Italy, and the United Kingdom, students at 
three different universities (Utrecht University, IULM 
University of Milan and the University of Liverpool), hailing 
from eight different countries. Given the small sample size, 
the study did not intend to highlight geographical or cultural 
differences. Instead, it aimed to identify common themes.

Participants were selected based on three criteria: they all 
were Spotify premium heavy users; they were all postgradu-
ate or doctoral students in music-related fields; they were all 
considered “musically competent.” Each participant pos-
sessed a background as a musician or had received formal 
musical training. Some had industry experience, such as 
working as event organizers or for record companies. Others 
indicated their past involvement in distinct music subcul-
tures or their status as fans of particular music niches, which 
played a role in shaping their self-perceived identities. Thus, 
it can be inferred that the participants in this research gener-
ally exhibit both the knowledge “in” and “about” music men-
tioned above. Analyzing the perspective of students of 
music-related subjects or musicians has proven to be a meth-
odologically reliable practice (Juslin & Isaksson, 2014), par-
ticularly regarding the relationship between music and the 
devices that mediate its enjoyment (Flynn, 2016). In contrast 
to previous studies, which often included music students for 
convenience within course assignments, this study deliber-
ately selected competent participants without any obligations 
toward the researcher.

Volunteers’ generic profiles are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1.  Research Sample.

Gen. Age Origin Residence Education Field Work experience

P1 M 33 Brazil NL Research MA Music Industry Yes
P2 F 23 France NL Research MA Musicology No
P3 F 32 NL NL MA Musicology Yes
P4 F 25 NL NL MSc Music Psychology No
P5 M 25 Italy Italy MA Music Business Yes
P6 M 23 Italy Italy MA Music Business Yes
P7 M 26 Italy Italy MA Music Business Yes
P8 F 26 Italy Italy MA Music Business Yes
P9 F 27 India UK MA Music Industry No
P10 M 28 UK UK PhD Musicology Yes
P11 M 27 Japan UK MA Composition Yes
P12 F 23 Ukraine UK MA Music Industry No
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This study employed three methods:

1.	 Semi-structured interviews. Around 60-min face-to-
face interviews were conducted. The interviews were 
divided into four macro-areas: personal background, 
esthetic judgments, listening habits, and streaming 
platform usage. The interviews were recorded, tran-
scribed by an AI speech recognition app, edited by 
manual review, and analyzed using NVivo with codes 
determined according to Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
and Flick et al. (2004: 253–258) guidelines.

2.	 Reflective diaries. Participants were asked to keep 
weekly reflective diaries on their music listening 
experiences, including consumption contexts, moods, 
and technologies used. They provided a more open 
and conscious presentation of participants’ percep-
tions. The methodological principles were mainly 
based on Couldry et al.’s (2007) approach.

3.	 On-platform-activity data analysis. Volunteers were 
requested to provide five datasets (“Inferences,” 
“Playlists,” “StreamingHistory,” “SearchQueries,” 
and “YourLibrary”) obtained querying Spotify’s Web 
API. Metadata was then aggregated. The program-
ming language used for the calculations was Python.

Each method accesses different perspectives of the infor-
mants. While interviews and diaries express a subjective 
standpoint (albeit of varying intensity), the digital method 
offers a more objective one. A comparison was sought 
between these various levels of analysis. To the best of cur-
rent knowledge, the combined use of these three methods has 
not yet found application in this specific field of study; the 
integration of the data obtained from each of them has been 
carried out as a validation strategy, as an approach to the gen-
eralization of the evidence that has emerged and as a path-
way to further knowledge.

It is essential to clarify that volunteers’ privileged status 
carries specific implications regarding how they exercise 
their agency on the platform and how they react to and inter-
pret the affordances of the platforms. For this reason, this 
study’s research design was structured to capture both objec-
tive and subjective aspects of their platform experience. In 
contrast to interviews, diaries afford participants greater 
freedom in articulating their thoughts about specific situa-
tions, enabling them to externalize their considerations in 
real-time as events transpire, allowing volunteers to rational-
ize, correct, and revise their entries, resulting in a more con-
scious presentation of their perceptions. This method proves 
valuable for gaining a close understanding of how listening 
practices unfold within the everyday context, offering an 
immediate self-representation of usage contexts, reflecting 
users “intrapersonal subjectivity.” Interviews, on the con-
trary, offer a space for users to articulate their broader views 
on platform affordances, biases, expectations, and taste-
building behaviors, thereby illustrating their “interpersonal 

subjectivity” more explicitly. Within this design, the API 
data analysis function is implemented to offer an objective 
portrayal of user activity. This analysis identifies discrepan-
cies between users’ actual behaviors and their perception or 
desire to self-represent their music consumption experience.

Prior to data acquisition, the study did not set out to 
answer a specific research question. An approach inspired by 
the principles of grounded theory (Glaser, 1992; Oktay, 
2012) was favored. This study aspires to understand how the 
structures of algorithmic systems interact with a particular 
type of user who experiences them daily, the emergent sense-
making processes, and the reflexive interpretation of users’ 
agency while discovering and consuming platform cultural 
content (Kennedy & Hill, 2018). In line with Hagen’s (2015, 
pp. 41–44) previous study, this research sought to adopt a 
phenomenological approach that finds its epistemological 
basis in the principles set out in 1932 by Alfred Schütz 
(1967). Consequently, the objectively and subjectively 
meaningful interpretations of reality reported by users were 
understood in their intersubjective dimension, making them 
both empirical sources and analytical objects of the study.

Data were collected between December 2021 and August 
2022 and analyzed between June and November 2022. The 
study was carried out after collecting participants’ informed 
consent. Informants voluntarily participated in the study, 
aware that no information given could be traced back to their 
identity. The language used for interviews and diaries was 
English, apart from the interviews conducted in Italy, which 
have been in Italian and then translated as literally as possi-
ble. Previous studies (Hagen, 2016, 2022) with similar 
research designs support the adequacy of the sample size.

Findings

The aggregated data analysis immediately highlighted nota-
ble differences in the habits of the volunteers compared with 
the general public. For instance, the analysis of API data 
revealed a minimal overlap between the 50 most-listened-to 
artists by participants and the global 50 most-listened-to art-
ists during the same period. The users’ behaviors further vali-
date the distinctiveness of the sample, as evidenced by their 
preferences for niche magazines, gig attendance, engage-
ment in the local music scene, motivations for purchasing 
physical records, and the marked preference for genres such 
as jazz, classical music, film music, and especially alterna-
tive rock. A similar outcome would have been attained had 
the 50 most-listened-to artists from any other listener niche, 
regardless of their musical expertise, been considered. 
However, in this particular instance, such a specification car-
ries precise implications. Indeed, despite the interviewees’ 
reluctance to hierarchise music based on its commercial 
achievement, there exists a prevailing sentiment among the 
volunteers that engaging with mainstream pop may serve as 
a means to showcase a sense of intellectual openness (as a 
participant puts it in their diary, “I hate how people pretend 
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to be all edgy by listening to Taylor Swift instead of [list of 
independent/non-mainstream artists], it’s just fake intellec-
tualism”). This position aligns with Barna’s (2020, p. 90) 
observation that “[t]he main paradox of the poptimist stance 
is that [. . .] it [. . .] entails the demonstration of elevated 
levels of cultural capital and distinction.”

The qualitative data yielded a multitude of insights. Each 
transcription underwent separate coding, followed by a com-
prehensive comparison of the codes. By aligning the raw 
data with the labels and definitions of emerging themes, 12 
distinct themes were identified and subsequently organized 
into two primary thematic areas. The first area concerns 
users’ perceptions of how platforms have impacted their lis-
tening habits, specifically transforming or conditioning their 
relationship with recorded music industry products. The sec-
ond area focuses on participants’ perceptions of platform 
affordances and the necessary efforts to achieve a more ful-
filling listening experience.

Do Platforms Improve Consumer Experiences?

The impact of algorithmic media on participants’ listening 
habits is a recurring theme in their reflections, frequently 
juxtaposed with their past experiences. As the employed 
analysis prioritizes participants’ perceptions, it is essential to 
acknowledge that time perception is subjective; thus, the past 
is subjectively understood as a phase preceding the introduc-
tion of current technologies and media. Considering the 
diversity of age groups among the respondents, the reflec-
tions on changes in their listening habits may encompass 
experiences that occurred during their teenage years or just a 
few years prior. This approach ensures a nuanced under-
standing of each participant’s experience.

Participants’ reflection on how platforms impacted their 
consumption styles primarily concerns playback technolo-
gies, emotional engagement while listening, and new music 
discovery strategies. The initial two will be addressed in this 
section. Volunteers agree that their training has made them 
more demanding during their formative years. Simultaneously, 
they perceive their expertise has been fostered by their pro-
active quest for more conducive listening conditions, as well 
as the necessity to make efforts to discover non-mainstream 
music.

Most participants indicated a significant decline in their 
use of high-end playback technologies. While audiophile-
grade stereo systems and hi-fi headphones are still preferred, 
the majority now rely less on them since using digital media, 
settling for lower quality standards that suit their current con-
sumption habits:

I used to focus on the quality of the stereo system and the bitrate 
when downloading music, I now find myself adapting to cloud-
based services. [. . .] I used to prefer FLAC format for my 
albums, I no longer store files and have adjusted my listening 
habits accordingly. (P5, diary)

Most participants demonstrate a sound comprehension of 
the advantages of employing high-end technology in terms 
of the quality of listening experience and the ability to mobi-
lize technologies and media, particularly vinyl records, as 
markers of distinction. However, diary analysis revealed that 
listening to physical records through stereo systems has 
practically disappeared from the volunteers’ habits, under-
scoring a notable disparity between their perceived aspira-
tions and current practical needs. Interviewees themselves, 
mostly students residing in shared accommodations, consis-
tently attribute their limited use of hi-fi systems to economic 
and logistical constraints. Moreover, volunteers have 
reported that reducing the playback quality of their listening 
experiences is also correlated with a decline in the quality of 
their engagement:

My appreciation is definitely heightened when listening through 
superior technology, like through a better system because I’m 
potentially receiving more sonic information. (P10, interview)

Through analysis of interviews and diaries, previous 
research findings were confirmed, suggesting that contem-
porary technologies, including streaming platforms, tend to 
foster a disengaged listening approach accompanied by 
reduced emotional intensity. However, it is vital to acknowl-
edge that the decrease in listening intensity is not exclusively 
dependent on technology. Competent listeners, in particular, 
tend to cultivate an elevated sense of their preferences over 
time, which leads to a more rational and analytical approach 
to music. Particularly in their diaries, volunteers have recog-
nized that they primarily utilize recorded music as a back-
drop for other tasks. The situational aspect of listening, 
which is influenced by circumstances or moods, has emerged 
as the primary mode of listening for the participants, in con-
trast to the past:

I have a playlist for when I paint and one for when I do chores. 
One for when I shower and one for when I go running. One for 
when I’m in a good mood and one for when I’m in a bad mood. 
One for social situations and one while studying alone. I also 
have one with songs that my dog howls, yes, so we can sing 
them together. (P4, interview)

Music has become a background for getting from point A to 
point B, and the emotional level is very low. . . but it’s much 
higher if I listen to vinyl records, and very high at gigs. (P6, 
interview)

Respondents concur that listening via platforms generates 
distracting and compulsive experiences, which they balance 
out by engaging in other activities that are not strictly related 
to recorded music, such as attending concerts. This allows 
them to re-establish an unmediated connection with music 
through moments of aggregation or buying merchandise 
gadgets and physical records (although records are widely 
perceived as too dear to be purchased regularly). Participants 



6	 Social Media + Society

also acknowledge that they tend to listen to recorded music 
more erratic and frenzied than they would like, often switch-
ing to another track after listening for just a few seconds or 
halfway through a song to assess its worthiness for more 
attentive listening:

I still struggle to understand how to explore Spotify properly 
because it forces me to be in a hurry, to listen to everything for 
three seconds, because everything is there. It takes the magic out 
of me. (P9, interview)

The “skip rate,” or the average length of time a user lis-
tens to a recording before moving on to the next, is a crucial 
parameter for Spotify’s algorithmic system. Indeed, to pro-
file users’ tastes and accrue royalties for rights holders, tracks 
must be listened to for at least 30 s. The participants’ skip 
rates were analyzed using metadata provided by users after 
querying Spotify’s API, considering all the tracks listened to. 
The data under consideration are aggregated and encom-
passes all tracks listened to by the participants. It is evident, 
therefore, that when users listen to albums or playlists as 
background to other activities without directly browsing the 
platform, the skip rate is lower. Therefore, high skip rates do 
not necessarily correspond to low levels of engagement, as 
the “listening context” plays a key role in defining both the 
intensity of the musical experience (Chirico et  al., 2015; 
Stockfelt, 1997) and the use of platform features to switch 
between tracks. During the interview, participants were 
asked to hypothesize—also considering those flow experi-
ences in which the skip rate is necessarily lower—what per-
centage of the total number of tracks played were listened to 
for less than 30 s. Interestingly, participants’ estimations of 

their own 30-s skips were significantly lower than what the 
API data analysis revealed. Therefore, it could be argued that 
the platform encourages superficial listening more than par-
ticipants acknowledge, even during flow experiences when 
the skip rate is lower (see Figure 1).

Upon closer examination of the data, it is observed that 
track skipping takes place considerably prior to 30 s. Figure 2 
shows that the majority of next-track skips happen during the 
initial moments of track playback, with a gradual decrease 
thereafter.

As per some platform developers (Lamere, 2014), high 
skip rates do not necessarily indicate a hurried, disengaged, 
or passive listening approach. Instead, they could indicate 
greater user involvement in organizing and selecting pre-
ferred tracks. This is partially supported by the observation 
of higher skip rates among younger individuals and those 
with more leisure time. The participants in the study exhibit 
a differing perception, as frequent switching between songs 
is viewed by them not as a sign of refined taste but rather as 
a decline in attention retention.

Implementing a cross-referencing approach provided 
insights into the significance of users’ expertise in their con-
sumption habits and subsequent evolution. Flynn’s (2016) 
framework was deemed the most adequate to classify listen-
ing styles. It has been observed that competence is often 
linked to a reluctance to adopt “prescriptive” listening posi-
tions characterized by minimal control, typically limited to 
channel switching. However, the increased utilization of 
platforms has likely given rise to other forms of passive lis-
tening that unconsciously reflect their competence. One such 
style is “decisive” listening, which lacks deep contemplation 
and active participation but involves the purposeful use of 

Figure 1.  30-s skip rate from smartphone.
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music to connect with one’s memories or moods. We noted 
this listening style among participants who employed it spe-
cifically with familiar music, utilizing it for mental singing 
or as a motivational aid.

A slightly more active position, allowing users to tap into 
their cultural capital, is termed “narrative listening,” whereby 
the listener appears to respond to an innate search for a per-
sonal story through their music selection. Participants pre-
dominantly assumed this position when consuming their 
self-composed playlists, which evoked memories or influ-
enced their daily activities. These listening experiences 
involved a moderate level of emotional engagement and 
were employed by participants to align their daily lives with 
their moods. Despite Kamalzadeh et  al.’s (2016) argument 
that the abundance of recorded music disseminated by plat-
forms may discourage the exploration of new music and 
reinforce existing personal taste preferences, competent lis-
teners consistently aspire to discover novel musical experi-
ences. They strive to establish an emotionally charged 
connection with musical novelty, driven by a paradoxically 
nostalgic attitude that links this desire to their past. Although 
many participants believe that contemporary music is of 
lesser quality than an idealized past, they continue to exhibit 
a strong inclination to explore new offerings. This desire 
becomes evident when their listening mode becomes “impac-
tive,” centered around seeking sonic information that can 
captivate their interest in an unfamiliar piece. Often, this 
occurs while navigating through the algorithmic flow in 
search of timbral elements that pique their curiosity.

Informants, while claiming to sometimes resort to an 
immersive type of listening, say not only that they have 
found themselves in that position more frequently in the past 

but that the systematic assumption of that position has been 
fundamental to the development of their listener personality 
and the definition of their general relationship with music:

I think of the records that changed my life . . . that made me who 
I am today. They were records that needed much listening before 
being appreciated and understood. Take “The Velvet 
Underground & Nico” . . . it opened up a world for me, but I 
didn’t get it straight away . . . it took me dozens and dozens of 
listens. With digital music, that kind of attention is simply 
impossible. (P5, interview)

Maybe if I had Spotify at the time when I got into music, I 
wouldn’t have gotten into music, because I wouldn’t have come 
to know those things that you discover when you listen carefully 
and when you have the strength to filter independently 
everything that the music scene has to offer. (P3, interview)

In sum, competent listeners have a fairly clear idea of how 
platforms have intervened in their listening habits. In some 
of these cases, the intervention of algorithmic media is eval-
uated positively as convenient in terms of costs, logistics, 
and accessibility:

I should be supporting the industry more, but streaming 
platforms’ convenience is overwhelming. And I do have to think 
about the financial outlay. The idea of having to purchase all of 
that media individually wouldn’t be viable financially. (P10, 
interview)

In most cases, the participants’ judgment is more pessi-
mistic, as in their perception, the current media ecology 
would favor more distracted and situational listening, with 
lower emotional participation, with worse-performing 

Figure 2.  Skips distribution within the first 30 s.
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playback devices. Nevertheless, none of the respondents 
declared their intention to stop using streaming platforms in 
the short term, primarily due to a lack of alternatives.

The critical analysis of users’ listening habits, framed 
within Flynn’s (2016) classification, provided insights into 
how users may deliberately deploy their competence through 
actions and expressions to differentiate themselves as part of 
their identity-building projects. However, the performance 
of distinction appears loosely tied to specific platform uses, 
thereby precluding the assertion of “distinction through the 
platform.” In this case, the exception is represented by the 
claim made by some participants of sharing their Spotify 
Unwrapped (the viral campaign enabling users to view and 
share their platform activity highlights from the past year) on 
social media. Instead, this performance of distinction primar-
ily seems to occur through the adoption of a “platform criti-
cism” stance, which involves users explicitly distancing 
themselves from certain platform services perceived as 
homogenizing, such as editorial playlists, a sentiment cor-
roborated by the analysis of API data indicating limited par-
ticipants’ engagement with these playlists. Therefore, user 
dissatisfaction with the platform’s service can be understood 
in two ways: either users’ “performance of competence” 
implies a “platform criticism” stance, or the inherent features 
of music streaming services, despite their perceived indis-
pensability, may not fully meet the requirements of specific 
user groups.

Are Music Platforms Suitable for “Musically 
Competent” Users?

As emerged from the analysis of respondents’ perceptions, 
most believe that platforms like Spotify are structured to 
serve inexperienced users while forcing more knowledge-
able listeners to conform to standardized consumption styles. 
Similar listening positions can be observed in both digital 
and analog media consumption. Flynn (2016, pp. 51–52) 
argued that a particular listening position termed “conversive 
listening” has emerged in the current platform context. 
Regardless of the users’ listening position, streaming plat-
forms use algorithms to capture and datafy user behavior to 
increase their emotional involvement, leading to a conflict 
between the platform’s taste profile and the individual taste 
cognition of the user. Such a dynamic would lead to a flexi-
ble, adaptable, and personalized experience based on a com-
bination of the emotional expectations algorithmically 
generated by the platform based on the user’s behavior, 
allowing for real-time customization.

Data analysis showed that users are cognizant of the 
described mechanisms but perceive them as a platform vul-
nerability. Indeed, participants appeared to be aware that 
both trending and collaborative filtering algorithms operate 
to increase platform traffic by prioritizing data based on 
their quantitative salience. For this reason, most of them 
believe that platforms have a limited ability to understand 

tastes that differ from those of less demanding users, since 
trained users would have different needs from users who 
are satisfied with the content that generates the most traffic. 
Particularly, volunteers expressed discontent with the plat-
form’s recommendation system, which they felt deprived 
them of the delight of discovery. They believe that Spotify’s 
algorithm treats all users equally, regardless of their music 
preferences or consumption style. Participants think the 
system caters only to those with low demands, who are 
interested in listening to popular tracks rather than discov-
ering new, diverse artists. They argue that the algorithm 
should recommend a broader range of tracks to make the 
listening experience more varied:

I hate Spotify’s algorithm, [. . .] it wants to get you into tunnel 
vision, but with people who know a lot of music and listen for 
specific reasons it [. . .] constantly makes wrong associations. 
[. . .] I think it’s tailored for people who know little about 
music, and then it ends up making them even more conformist. 
(P8, interview)

If you listen to niche genres, Spotify will give you indications by 
making wrong correlations. For example, if I listen to an 
electronic music producer who has collaborated with a bigger 
rapper, it will give me music from that rapper’s circuit. And if I 
try to make the algorithm realise that it is wrong and I listen to 
another similar but Swedish electronic artist, as a related artist, 
it will give me some Swedish, again failing to understand what I 
really want. (P5, diary)

Spotify often recommends either stuff that is too famous or 
irrelevant to what I’m listening to. [. . .] In general, it seems to 
me to encourage stuff that’s already famous. There’s a lot of bias 
towards the mainstream, whereas I’m looking for something 
more sophisticated. (P7, diary)

Some participants expressed their discontent with the 
vagueness of the recommenders in specific musical and sty-
listic contexts. Classical music listeners usually raise such 
a remark:

You notice Spotify’s tendency to undervalue the complexity of 
users and level them off. You see it with classical music. There 
can be a thousand reasons why I’m listening to that specific 
Beethoven piece. If you immediately after suggest a Mozart 
piece in a different form, it means you are trivialising me as a 
listener. (P11, interview)

I think Spotify should bring in musicologists to work more on 
the classical music algorithm. The correlations it makes are 
surreal. Why does it suggest 19th-century French opera after a 
Renaissance Italian composer? Can something as broad as 
Western classical music be classified so vaguely? (P2, interview)

Although Airoldi (2016, pp. 1–13) suggested that 
YouTube’s recommendation system, while more crowd-gen-
erated, is associated with fragmented and situational con-
sumption patterns as well (at least among the general public), 
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most participants expressed a preference for the YouTube 
recommendation system over Spotify’s for discovering new 
music, as it creates more opportunity for out-of-print or 
peripheral music, even if of lower audio quality or illegally 
uploaded. Participants perceived the inability to use YouTube 
from smartphones in the background as indicative of a more 
active approach to listening and discovery. Participants’ pref-
erence for an algorithm perceived as more “human” than 
Spotify’s highlights a tendency to value recommendations 
based on the level of disintermediation and user effort 
required for the search. In other words, a recommendation 
from a trusted acquaintance or reference music journalist 
would have a more substantial impact on users’ tastes and 
inspire more active search and discovery efforts. In contrast, 
Spotify’s algorithm would have a weaker effect. This sug-
gests that activities such as reading books or magazines or 
visiting record shops, which serve as essential aggregative 
functions (Timberg, 2015, p. 64), can have greater persua-
sive force than an automated and depersonalized process, 
leading to positive cultural transmission dynamics:

Spotify’s algorithm flattens discovery by converging processes, 
diminishing effort to find hidden gems. [. . .] [T]he single 
digital environment takes away the value of searching, which 
can also affect the quality of the music you have discovered. 
(P5, interview)

The more it gets human and material, the more my appreciation 
grows. (P7, diary)

Quite a few users even claim that, if they could, they 
would prevent platforms from suggesting related content, so 
they would only have to resort to sources that would make 
their discovery processes more articulate and meaningful:

I have installed some extensions on my laptop’s browser so that  
[. . .] the recommendations section is blocked. [. . .] I wish the same 
could be done with Spotify. A Spotify without recommendations. 
(P3, diary)

Interestingly, competent users have a different relation-
ship with Spotify playlists than the general public. The cura-
torial power of platforms through playlists is widely 
recognized among scholars. In fact, playlists perform a gate-
keeping function (Bonini & Gandini, 2019), mediate between 
platform markets (Prey, 2020), logistically facilitate both 
users (Barna, 2017) and the platforms (Eriksson, 2020), and 
contribute to generating new cultural imaginaries (Raffa & 
Pronzato, 2021) and affective horizons (Siles et al., 2019). 
Nevertheless, as mentioned above, respondents showed 
indifference toward editorial playlists, as editorial playlists 
are deemed to be primarily designed for inexperienced users 
and not particularly satisfying for those with more advanced 
competencies.

Participants credit their “listener personality” to growing 
up with record albums instead of singles. The emergence of 

record albums in the second half of the 20th century is 
believed to have advanced popular music by providing more 
comprehensive and diverse products with varying artistic and 
cultural content. However, the digital transition has favored 
the consumption of singles, associated with less demanding 
audiences (Blake, 2020; Chang, 2022; Negus, 1992, pp. 54–
56), and volunteers have expressed concerns about this:

The need for three-minute and 33-second songs has always 
existed in pop. But there were alternatives. There were albums 
in which you could explore new directions. [. . .] I don’t 
understand how the tightening of structures can generate 
innovation. (P6, interview)

Some respondents believe platforms technically discour-
age playing albums in full by promoting individual track lis-
tening. API data analysis (see Figure 3) revealed that only 
5.5% of queries on the platform result in interaction with an 
album, compared with 42% for single tracks and 34.5% for 
artists. Surprisingly, 18% of queries result in interaction with 
a playlist, a form of content participants say they search for 
much less frequently than albums. The cause of this discrep-
ancy between user perception and actual behavior remains 
unclear, and it is challenging to determine whether platforms 
limit album discovery or if it reflects user preference.

More generally, participants’ platform interaction does 
not seem to be optimal. As indicated in Table 2, only half of 
the queries result in a listening.

Overall, informants believe that music streaming plat-
forms are not catering to the needs of musically competent 
users. This perception, although partially substantiated by 
the low levels of positive interaction between queries and 
results, could once again be indicative of a desire for distinc-
tion and a willingness to appear averse to conforming to a 
mainstream platform, as users persist in utilizing the service 
and continue to discern tangible advantages. However, what 
proves particularly intriguing is that it emerges a shared feel-
ing according to which greater levels of control over the 
devices mediating the search for and listening to recorded 
music imply lower levels of engagement:

Figure 3.  Query–content interaction.
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The less I hold my phone, the less I use Spotify as if it were 
Instagram or Facebook, and therefore the more I enjoy listening. 
(P2, diary)

These views align with prior research (Flynn, 2020), 
which suggests that while streaming platforms allow for the 
personalization of music choices, they increasingly reduce 
the knowledge, skills, and time investment required from 
users. Competent users’ concern is that this constant simpli-
fication of the user experience for less demanding users may 
lead to a generalized simplification of the relationship 
between cultural product and user, resulting in a progressive 
lowering of the demand for more nuanced and meaning-rich 
music content that require more interpretive work from lis-
teners. According to most respondents, this dynamic could 
be detrimental to any type of user, but also to artists and 
music as an art form. There are also intermediate positions 
that propose that the cultural value of platforms is contin-
gent on how their users employ them, while for users who 
do not engage in exploration, platforms provide resources 
that are similar to those available prior to the advent of 
music streaming:

One thing that worries me about Spotify is its ability to meddle 
in cultural processes. For example, through playlists, Spotify 
has practically created genres [. . .] born from the activity of 
musicians or labels but from a platform that creates its 
correlations to control the market algorithmically. (P5, interview)

Spotify, as well as social media, create bubbles . . . like cultural 
confirmation biases. We have seen the terrible effects of these 
processes on politics, why shouldn’t they have on culture? (P8, 
interview)

Some participants do not share such a pessimistic per-
spective. A minority believe that the platforms’ modes of dis-
covery and listening could afford even less knowledgeable 
listeners to broaden their musical horizons. This is due to the 

limitless supply of content, which allows even niche artists 
to be discovered, and the reduction of certain symbolic and 
material costs enabled by the platforms. In their opinion, 
despite potential drawbacks, ease of access to cultural con-
tent, self-determination of choice, and affordability may out-
weigh any negatives. In general, however, these views 
remain rather isolated and, moreover, indicate a potential for 
platforms to favor users in disadvantaged positions, but do 
not refute the perception that the affordances of streaming 
services, particularly algorithms, are designed for less com-
petent users. Moreover, the platform’s affordances would not 
spur average users to more meaningful uses, but on the con-
trary, would push competent users to more cursory ones.

Conclusion

In sum, competent users have expressed concerns that music 
streaming services worsen knowledgeable consumer experi-
ence and undervalue knowledgeable users’ needs. The cen-
tral question that has preoccupied these users, particularly in 
their diaries, is whether such platforms can genuinely be 
considered cultural resources. However, while only a few 
hold a favorable view, most users do not intend to abandon 
music streaming services:

Despite all these hassles and my dissatisfaction, I don’t think I 
can do without Spotify anymore . . . mine is a kind of [. . .] make-
do-with listening. (P6, interview)

This study has revealed a widespread ambivalence toward 
platforms among participants. While they view them as valu-
able tools that cannot be renounced, they also see them as 
potentially threatening devices for musicians, listeners, and 
esthetic forms. The “make-do-with listening” referred to by 
the participant (and that resonates in the perceptions of 
many) characterizes a type of consciously submissive listen-
ing to which there is no alternative but which the users them-
selves have little interest in overcoming. Although it is 
considered impoverishing, regressive, and left to the arbi-
trariness of algorithms, it is also considered necessary and 
appropriate to current lifestyles.

Maintaining a certain detachment when interpreting 
users’ opinions is necessary, as platform criticism can be 
biased. As Hesmondhalgh (2022) pointed out, such criti-
cism often relies on past interpretative categories, selectiv-
ity of evidentiary examples, vague demonstrative criteria, 
snobbery, and a lack of consideration of broader social pro-
cesses. Participants in this study also exhibited rhetorical–
argumentative fallacies in their views, including statistical 
generalizations, cherry-picking, misconceptions of compo-
sition, and post hoc correlations. Despite the potential bias 
inherent in their judgments, the insights collected proved 
invaluable. These participant perspectives facilitated the 
development of a theory grounded in users’ perceptions and 
feelings analysis. Data examination showed that music 

Table 2.  Negative Query Interaction.

Participant % negative interaction

P1 16.58
P2 39.44
P3 89.58
P4 33.64
P5 53.19
P6 34.38
P7 43.21
P8 43.09
P9 58.75
P10 66.02
P11 52.14
P12 72.43
X 50.20
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streaming services’ affordances may negatively impact lis-
tening experiences. Interestingly, however, the same find-
ings also suggest that adopting a critical stance toward 
platforms can serve as a distinction marker among specific 
listener groups.

The study of the relationship between a limited number 
of subjects which contribute to the techno-cultural struc-
ture of the platform macrosystem (Van Dijck, 2013, p. 25) 
and the way in which they critically relate to the technical 
and socio-economic structures of the platforms can indeed 
reveal many critical aspects of the current cultural system 
beyond the conditioning, prejudices, and ideologies of the 
users. What emerged is that most of the participants in this 
study expressed concerns regarding the opacity of plat-
form processes. However, while respondents recognize the 
problems that datafication brings, including user surveil-
lance normalization (Drott, 2018, pp. 233–267; Zuboff, 
2019), a lack of clear regulatory principles (Van Dijck 
et al., 2018), oppressive and discriminatory effects on the 
public sphere (Milan & Treré, 2019; Noble, 2018; 
Vaidhyanathan, 2018), and excessive interference of algo-
rithmic power on esthetic experience (Hanrahan, 2018, 
2019), they also express a feeling of “digital resignation” 
(Draper & Turow, 2019).

In conclusion, this study has highlighted two particular 
issues. First, musically competent users felt that platforms 
have impoverished their consumption experience by reduc-
ing adventurous search strategies, lowering technological 
standards for audio playback quality and limiting the con-
sumption of less stereotypical music materials. Second, 
platform infrastructures are perceived to be predisposed to 
users with reduced cultural demands, resulting in less con-
sideration for particular consumer groups, such as classical 
music listeners. In both cases, as evidenced by apparent 
discrepancies in both intrasubjective and intersubjective 
perceptions of agency in comparison to actual agency, the 
idea that platforms do a disservice to users’ idealized sense 
of taste may reveal a proclivity toward the pursuit of dis-
tinction and a deliberate distancing from mainstream media, 
strategically enacted to assert participants’ status of “com-
petent user.” These issues, examined through the lens of 
on-platform activity analysis that revealed the objective 
aspects of participants’ consumption experiences, converge 
on a final question. The initial premise of this study posited 
that knowledgeable consumers possess the ability to recon-
figure the functionalities of cultural consumption technolo-
gies strategically. This study suggests that music streaming 
platforms might be structured as media entities with inflex-
ible affordances that limit opportunities for critical negotia-
tion and the violation of their rigid structures. Nevertheless, 
surprisingly, even individuals potentially interested in criti-
cally reassessing their relationship with these media plat-
forms tend to resign themselves, relinquish their agency 
expansion, and conform to the platform’s prescribed norms. 
It cannot be conclusively stated that proficient users 

privately appreciate platforms while publicly expressing 
disdain to avoid appearing conformist. However, the 
absence of overt resistance to the affordances of streaming 
services or attempts at “tactical” circumvention of their 
constraints raises questions and warrants consideration for 
future research.

The significance of this study lies not only in its findings 
but also in its methodology. The aim was to explore the 
sense-making dynamics of platform users by examining the 
relationship between the objective and subjective aspects of 
their consumption experience and to construct a theory based 
on these diverse perceptions. This research’s mixed use of 
interviews, reflective diaries, and API data presents a novel 
approach not documented in prior studies. Through its imple-
mentation, this study has demonstrated the efficacy of this 
method in comprehending the intricate connection between 
individuals’ agency and the affordances offered by digital 
media. Thus, the methodology employed presents a promis-
ing avenue for both appraising biases in platform criticism 
and uncovering the concealed influence wielded by algorith-
mic media. Within the scope of this study, this approach 
helped evaluate inherent prejudices in platform criticism, 
particularly in gauging whether users’ perceptions are influ-
enced by narratives that diverge from their actual platform 
usage. Concurrently, it enhanced our comprehension of how 
platforms may covertly exert influence to shape user behav-
ior. Subsequent investigations could further verify this 
research design’s methodological validity and applicability.

Prior research has suggested various pathways for the 
evolution of music consumption, which bear some similari-
ties to the findings of this study. Specifically, enduring tech-
nologies are anticipated to continue to simplify the 
consumption process, reducing users’ expected expertise. 
However, the cultural implications of these trends remain 
incompletely comprehended and, as such, have emerged as a 
subject of growing scientific interest, prompting a surge of 
academic investigation across multiple disciplines. This 
research seeks to add to this burgeoning field of studies in a 
meaningful, albeit limited, manner.
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