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Abstract

This paper seeks to measure the extent to which algorithmically generated
playlists, conceptualised herein as cultural intermediaries (Bourdieu 1984),
create ‘attachment’ between consumers of music and producers of music. This
was undertaken following debates in the professional music press problematising
the ability of streaming platforms to create relationships between artists and
listeners and, in a wider discussion, to generate sustainable income for musicians
(Chartmetric 2018, Mulligan 2019 in Griffiths 2019, Music Ally 2019). We develop
the idea from cultural and economic scholars that intermediation results in
‘attachment’ on behalf of consumers (Callon et.al 2002, Smith Maguire & Matthews
2012) by formulating a definition of the term informed by insights from consumer
psychology and applying this framework to a 115-question survey completed by
listeners to Spotify’s ‘Discover Weekly’ Playlist for a one-week period. The findings
suggest that the playlist was able to generate almost no attachment for those
who were considered poorly-involved new music consumers, and only minor
to mid-levels of attachment for those participants considered heavily-involved
new music consumers. We therefore propose that this specific algorithmically
curated playlist might influence low-cost audience attachment behaviours while
its overall impact on the economic success of artists may be limited. This paper
contributes towards academic debates concerning the role and impact of cultural
intermediaries and lends early empirical support to discussions within the
professional music industries and wider public policy (GOV 2020) concerning the
uncertain ability of playlists to influence the artist-fan relationship. In addition, by
developing a more methodologically precise definition of ‘attachment; it is hoped
that the framework provided by this modest study can act as a guide for other
researchers to explore the concept of intermediation and attachment with larger
sample sizes on alternative playlist types and on other digital platforms.
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Introduction

Understanding the economic impact of streaming on musicians with a focus on
issues such as equitability and economic sustainability has risen to prominence
not only in academic discussions (Hesmondhalgh 2020, 2021; Hesmondhalgh,
et.al 2021) and the professional music industries (Music Ally 2019, Dredge 2020),
but in political and public policy circles too. The UK Government’s Digital,
Media, Culture and Sport (DCMS) Committee recently launched “The Economics
of Music Streaming’ (GOV 2020) inquiry, propelled by the #BrokenRecord
campaign on social media. As part of this inquiry, the committee sought to move
beyond economics alone, and instead engage with questions around the nature of
the relationship between streaming platforms and consumers, asking: “Have new
features associated with streaming platforms, such as algorithmic curation of music
or company playlists, influenced consumer habits, tastes, etc?” (ibid). Mulligan
(2019, in Griffiths 2019) argues that, indeed, they have influenced consumer
habits. He suggests that while music is being consumed more, less music is being
discovered ‘meaningfully’ and criticises the abilities of these new technologies
to transform casual listeners into fans; a phenomenon which appears alarming
given that these “dedicated aficionados” (Negus 2019: 375) are seen as important
income generators to artists, who — especially in a post Covid-19 environment —
are likely to be in financially precarious situations (ibid, Musicians’ Union 2012:
4, Dredge 2020). In other words, a critique is developing amongst commentators
within the professional music industries and beyond that streaming services
might not give context to songs (Jopling 2019, Mulligan 2019 in Griffiths, 2019),
and might therefore fail to generate fans outside of their own realms (Chartmetric
2018, Music Ally 2019). Arguments such as this have particular resonance for
artists working in genres such as rap and pop where being embedded within
digital methods of promotion such as Spotify playlists or TikTok can be crucial to
musical careers’.

This paper seeks to measure the extent to which algorithmically generated
playlists create ‘attachment’ between consumers of music and producers of music.
By conceptualising streaming platforms as cultural intermediaries (Bourdieu 1984),
we argue that whilst cultural and economic scholars suggest that intermediation
results in attachment on behalf of consumers (Callon et.al 2002: 205, Smith
Maguire & Matthews 2012: 554), the term itself has not been robustly defined
beyond repeat purchases, nor has the phenomenon been examined empirically
in the context of streaming. Drawing on the work of consumer psychologists to
formulate a working definition of attachment, and applying this framework to a
survey of listeners to Spotify’s ‘Discover Weekly” Playlist for a one-week period,
we present results which suggest that the playlist was able to generate close to
no attachment for those considered poorly-involved consumers and only minor
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to mid-levels of attachment for those participants considered heavy new music
consumers. In this modest study we therefore propose that ‘Discover Weekly” —
an algorithmically curated playlist - demonstrates an ability to influence only
low-cost audience attachment behaviours, suggesting a limited overall impact on
the economic success of artists.

By synthesising consumer psychology, economic and cultural studies
literature to analyse the influence of algorithmic playlists through the prism
of attachment, this paper provides a deeper understanding of the impact of
taste-making on consumer behaviour. It also seeks to refine our understanding
of the results of cultural intermediation, which have been conceptualised with
varying levels of precision in existing academic discussions on the topic (Bourdieu
1984, Featherstone 1993, Callon et.al 2002: 205, Negus 2002, Hesmondhalgh
2006, Smith Maguire & Matthews 2012: 554, Powers 2015). Finally, we seek to
contribute towards debates concerning streaming services’ ability (or lack thereof)
to generate sustainable income for artists (Dredge 2020), and thereby highlight the
necessity of a holistic music marketing approach which seeks to build long-term
artist-fan relationships both within and outside of the playlist realm.

Streaming Platforms as Cultural Intermediaries

In his original conceptualisation, Bourdieu (1984) suggested that cultural
intermediaries, stemming from higher social backgrounds, are afforded influence
by virtue of their understanding of ‘legitimate culture’ and control over mass
media, enabling them to exert influence over middle class taste. Building on
Bourdieu’s (1984: 359) notion of cultural intermediaries encompassing all
occupations involved in “providing symbolic goods and services”, the range of
who might be considered as such has included designers (du Gay et al. 1997) or
even accountants involved in cultural production (Negus 2002). This approach,
however, was critiqued by Hesmondhalgh (2006: 226), who argues that this new
definition of cultural intermediaries equates to Bourdieu’s (1984: 359) definition
of the new petite bourgeoisie, which he had originally defined as a super-group
of the former (ibid). Whilst debates over who might be classified as a cultural
intermediary is thus subject to much debate (Featherstone 1993, du Gay et.al
1997, Negus 2002, Hesmondhalgh 2006, Smith Maguire & Matthews 2010, Prior
2013, Smith Maguire 2014), Smith Maguire & Matthews (2012: 2014), and Powers
(2015) suggest that cultural intermediaries today can be defined by their activities,
rather than social groups or occupations. This appears to unite Bourdieu’s (1984)
ideas with the interpretations made by Featherstone (1993) and Negus (2002) inter
alia, by focussing on “what they do, rather than what they are” (Smith Maguire
2014: 17).
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What do cultural intermediaries do, then? A definition which serves to
synthesise Bourdieu’s ideas with current literature is that; equipped with an
understanding of the cultural landscape and expertise, cultural intermediaries
select and recognise certain cultural goods as legitimate, thus increasing their
value in the form of recognition (symbolic capital) through discourse (Bourdieu
1991: 72, Negus & Pickering 2004: 18-19, Smith Maguire & Matthews 2012: 552,
Smith Maguire & Matthews 2014: 3). Indeed, cultural intermediaries have been
ascribed a significant role for the success of new music due to their perceived
ability to provide culture with value (Fairchild 2014, Musgrave 2017). Smith
Maguire (2014: 22) further concludes that cultural intermediaries need a deep
understanding of their own audiences (ideally by being part of them themselves)
in order to shape their views — a claim supported by Kuipers (2012: 600) and Moor
(2008: 424). Callon et al. (2002: 205) argue that the more intermediaries frame a
good in accordance with a consumers’ values, the more consumers are inclined
to become detached from another good and attached to the good in question.
This process, referred to by Callon et al. (2002: 205) as “requalification”, entails
a (re)-positioning of a good to meet the values of a consumer. It is questionable
whether the specific process of detachment applies to cultural goods such as music
however, given music’s status as a club (or toll) good which is non-rivalrous in its
consumption (Tschmuck, 2017), the ways in which consumers can hold multiple
parasocial relationships with human brands such as musicians in much the same
way we can have multiple friends and companions (see Thomson 2006: 105), and,
as per Torres (2019: 20) drawing on Latour and Stark (1999: 27): “There is not a
way of erasing the mark of that song that we hate now”. Nonetheless, the principle
of attachment through qualification chimes with the aforementioned processes
of providing value through singularisation and presentation. It may therefore be
concluded that the more intermediaries understand their audiences, the more
they are able to successfully impose their own values. This may not only serve
to underline the importance of audience understanding, but also explains one of
the results of their work. As suggested by Smith Maguire & Matthews (2012: 554)
cultural intermediaries’ framing of cultural goods results in an ‘attachment’ on
behalf of their audiences, and this attachment could possibly have a sustainable
impact on the economic success of goods. However, while Callon et.al (2002)
suggest that attachment for consumer goods can result in repeat purchases of
the same good, Smith Maguire & Matthews (2012) do not develop the idea of
attachment nor define the term. Thus, while ‘attachment’ has been employed
within cultural sociology to describe a sense of “fandom”, passion, or the
development of taste (Gomart and Hennion, 1999; Hennion, 2010), alongside a
phenomenological perspective too in the work of Redman (2008), an empirical
interrogation of the term in the context of intermediation debates remains
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underdeveloped (see Thomson 2006, and Loroz & Braig 2015 on attachment to
‘human brands’ for notable related examples).

Is it reasonable to categorise streaming services as cultural intermediaries?
In the first instance, streaming services play an increasingly important role in
new music discovery (Lindsay 2016, Datta et.al 2018). Many have discussed the
ability of streaming services (primarily Spotify) to perform an act of presentation
through their recommendation systems (Mulligan 2014, Morris 2015, Kjus 2016,
Webster et.al 2016, Barna 2017, Eriksson and Johansson 2017, Snickars 2017,
Aguiar & Waldfogel 2018, Bonini & Gandini 2019: 8). Most of the streaming
services recommendations appear in the form of playlists, and Mulligan (2014)
suggests that playlists have become the most significant method of music
consumption. Indeed, as noted by Prey (2020: 2): “Spotify has become the focus
of promotional efforts across the recording industry. Much of this focus is on
playlists” In addition, Spotify’s editorial teams are made of up music professionals
with knowledge of local cultures (Fleischer and Snickars 2017) and playlist
curators for streaming platforms have music industry backgrounds (Gross and
Musgrave 2020: 81) and utilise a network of industry actors to stay informed on
current music news (Bonini & Gandini 2019). Editorial teams at Spotify therefore
have the knowledge necessary to deem musical goods as legitimate, and with a
certain understanding of their audience necessary to exert an influence over
their taste, as least in principle (Fleischer & Snickars 2017: 139-140). Algorithmic
recommendations are suggested to be based on listeners’ taste profiles created
by data collected on the platform (Popper 2015, Eriksson & Johannson 2017:
177). Depending on the user’s intensity of use on the streaming site, they can
thus generate a more or less refined image of what music the listener may like
(Popper 2015). Finally, various writers have suggested that algorithms which
generate recommendations have a deeper understanding of the cultural field due
to their abilities to match similar songs based on similar audiences and playlists
that contain the track, skim the internet for discourse on certain artists/releases,
and identify tastemakers and analyse their preferences (Morris 2015, Webster
et.al 2016, Snickars 2017: 208, Tiffany 2017, Bonini & Gandini 2019: 6). Webster
et.al (2016) further argue that in these cases, cultural knowledge is generated by a
collaboration of human and algorithmic work i.e., the algorithm makes decisions
or recommendations based on human input, such as discourse on online blogs.
Algorithms therefore collect and condense the knowledge of various human
actors in order to make recommendations. We therefore suggest that, drawing
on Smith Maguire’s (2014: 17) focus on “what [cultural] intermediaries’ do’, it
is thus reasonable to conclude that algorithmically curated playlists perform
the aforementioned activities of cultural intermediaries by: (i) the framing of
cultural goods as legitimate, (by selecting relevant music from an abundance of
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options), and (ii) seeking to provide goods with symbolic capital on the basis of
their knowledge of the cultural field (generated by both humans and algorithms).
Indeed, given that they condense knowledge from various (human) sources as
well as having an in-depth understanding of their audiences (i.e., due to user
data), algorithmically curated playlists might arguably have superior abilities to act
as cultural intermediaries compared to a singular human actor. Considering this,
as well as their aforementioned importance in the contemporary music industries,
it may prove particularly insightful to interrogate algorithmically curated playlists’
efficacy as cultural intermediaries.

However, to what extent do playlists exert the kind of influence over consumers
suggested, but not developed, in the work of Callon et.al (2002) and Smith Maguire
& Matthews (2012: 554)? That is, do algorithmically generated playlists engender
‘attachment’? The first challenge this presents is that the term does not receive
sufficient terminological interrogation in the academic literature. Aguiar and
Waldvogel (2018: 25-27), for example, found that being included on a humanly
curated playlist resulted in large numbers of streams for songs over a period of
100 days, thus suggesting that these recommendation systems could also lead to
increased consumer engagement. However, they further found that being on such
a playlist had no effect on song consumption outside of the platform (ibid: 17-18).
Additionally, music industry media has critiqued an increased focus on playlists
due to an observation of many artists receiving high numbers of streams for those
songs that had been included on playlists but failing to generate purchases of their
products outside of the platform (Music Ally 2019). In short, given the existing
scholastic and media landscape, it is extremely difficult to answer the question as
to whether playlists generate ‘attachment’ i.e., to explore the efficacy of algorithmic
playlists at, in the words of the DCMS, “influencing consumer habits, tastes, etc”
(GOV 2020). In order to address this, the second step in this paper involves the
development of a more systematic working definition of attachment.

Defining ‘Attachment’

In the absence of a clear definition of attachment from cultural and economic
scholars — particularly in terms of providing an empirical architecture to examine
the term in the context of intermediation - the most obvious starting point is the
field where the term has enjoyed the most meaningful interrogation: psychology.
Developmental and evolutionary psychology scholars have discussed attachment
as an emotional bond based on a desire for proximity between individuals and
other individuals. As a consequence of feeling distressed when this connection
is withdrawn, individuals can demonstrate “attachment behaviours” in order
to maintain close proximity (Bowlby 1982: 668, 671, Hazan & Shaver 1994: 4).
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Consumer psychology scholars have built on these findings to suggest that these
patterns are reflected by consumers with emotional bonds to brands and products
too (Thomson et.al 2005: 81, 88, Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-Pelgrim 2008, Park
et.al 2010: 10). According to Thomson et.al (2005: 88) this can manifest in a
higher willingness to pay premium prices i.e., that the emotional bond is so strong
that consumers would rather pay above average prices than lose proximity to a
good. Whilst this method of contingent valuation has been widely used - notably
in environmental economics (Bateman & Willis 2000) - studies suggest the
construct is impacted by factors such as income (Horowirz & McConnell 2003),
necessitating some degree of caution.

Park et.al (2010) further argue that strong attachment is reflected by a higher
willingness to enact difficult behaviours in order to maintain a relationship with a
brand. This entails the willingness to regularly purchase a brands’ newest products,
promote it at personal expense, and waiting to purchase a product of said brand in
the future instead of purchasing a non-brand product immediately (ibid: 11). Given
the nature of new music being a product i.e., physically and digitally reproducible
sound recordings, and music artists being referred to as brands (Temple 2018),
it appears reasonable to apply these theoretical constructs to musical goods and
artists. Applied in this way, the ‘products’ might be concert tickets, merchandise
or physical releases (Forde 2018, Music Ally 2019). Furthermore, Park et.al (2010:
10-11) empirically connect brand attachment to actual purchase behaviour, thus
corroborating the idea set forth by Callon et al. (2002) that attachment results
in consumption. As such, Thomson et al. (2005) and Park et al. (2010) provide
us with a series of well-defined behavioural indicators of attachment; a higher
willingness to pay premium prices, and a higher willingness to enact difficult
behaviour in order to maintain a relationship with a brand.

Alongside these behavioural dimensions of attachment, scholars in this area
also delineate three cognitive dimensions of attachment. Firstly, consumers who
show such an intense emotional bond to a product or brand are found to be likely
to see these as a part of their own identity (Schultz et.al 1989, Ball & Tasaki 1992:
158, Fournier 1998: 366, Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-Pelgrim 2008: 7, Park et.al
2010: 6). Secondly, Park et.al (2010: 2) suggest that highly attached consumers’
thoughts and memories towards attachment objects are likely to come to their
mind easily and automatically. Thirdly, Thomson et.al (2005: 79) argue that the
aforementioned anxiety of separation (Bowlby 1982: 671) increases with strong
attachment to brands, which is corroborated by Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-Pelgrim
(2008: 11). Finally, Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-Pelgrim (2008: 7) and Thomson
et.al (2005: 88) further suggest that strongly attached consumers are more likely
to feel positive emotions, such as enjoyment, affection, connection and passion.
However, Park et.al (2010: 3) argue that analysing attachment through the prism
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of emotions may not serve to provide an accurate determination of attachment
strength, due to these being of an individual nature and thus difficult to
conceptualise. As such, this literature provides us additionally with three cognitive
indicators of strong attachment.

Refining the idea of attachment posed by Smith Maguire & Matthews
(2012) and Callon et al. (2002), it thus appears reasonable to assume that if
cultural intermediaries are able to influence the above behavioural and cognitive
indicators, their work might be described as resulting in attachment, thus arguably
influencing the success of new music. The question we seek to answer in this paper
is: to what extent are algorithmically generated playlists successful at generating
attachment defined in this way?

Methodology

The study of digital streaming services is a new and emerging area of academic
inquiry ripe for methodological innovation, as per the work of Snickars (2017)
for example. Building on this, we sought to develop a new model to measure
the concept of attachment in two stages. Firstly, given that the intensity of music
consumption can vary greatly between individuals, a maximum variation sampling
approach was adopted in order to find two different kinds of music consumer. The
first were those heavily involved in new music discovery who might therefore be
likely to show what we call a high willingness to form attachment (HWTFA). This
consumer would be similar in some respects to those music consumers described
by the BPI (2017: 63) as “heavy spenders” or the IFPI (2019: 13) as “music fanatics”,
as they already show increased attachment behaviours towards musical goods they
like. The second were those who rarely sought to discover new music who might
therefore show what we call a low willingness to form attachment (LWTFA). This
consumer would be similar in some respects to those described by the IFPI (2019:
13) as considering music an “unimportant” part of their lives. Furthermore, as
Popper (2015) suggests, algorithmic recommendations become more refined the
more a consumer interacts with them. It is therefore further reasonable to see
heavy Discover Weekly users as more likely to form attachment than those who
rarely use the playlist. In this respect, music consumers are not homogenous, and
the sampling method employed in this study sought to reflect the wide variety of
potential engagement styles (and therefore potential attachment strengths), such
as those captured in the categorisations provided by the BPI and IFPIL.

A small initial sample of nine volunteer participants who self-identified as
users of Spotify’s algorithmically curated playlist ‘Discover Weekly’ were drawn
from a postgraduate Music Business Masters cohort alongside respondents to
an open call on social media (via an Instagram post on the researcher’s personal
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account) based on purposive sampling methods. These respondents took part
in a pre-survey to determine their relative willingness to form attachment based
on their responses to a Music Consumption Involvement task based on the
aforementioned attributes of consumers with either HWTFA or LWTFA (see
Appendix 1). From this, two consumers (one male, one female) were identified
as having HWTFA based on a Music Consumption Involvement score of >6.
One was drawn from the postgraduate Music Business Masters cohort and one
from the open call. A further two consumers drawn from the open call (one male,
one female) were identified as having LWTFA based on a Music Consumption
Involvement score of <4.? The participants were asked to use the ‘Discover Weekly’
playlist as the only tool for new music discovery for the duration of one week,
starting on a Monday given that the playlist is updated each week on this day
(Ditto 2018). They were further requested to block out all other ways to discover
new music e.g., radio, other streaming playlists, YouTube, Instagram livestreams,
etc. in order to increase the validity of their replies and reduce bias through
other influences. On the following Monday, participants were sent an online
questionnaire aiming to determine their levels of attachment after one week of
intermediary interaction.

The questionnaire was devised in order to measure both behavioural
indicators of attachment i.e., higher willingness to pay premium prices, and higher
willingness to enact difficult behaviours, and cognitive indicators of attachment i.e.,
self-connection/identification, memories and thoughts, and separation anxiety.
By synthesising and adapting the psychology and consumer psychology literature
discussed above, an online survey of 115 questions was created to measure
both indicators (see Appendix 2). Questions 1-7 were designed as classification
questions. Questions 8-30 aimed to determine the participants’ attachment
strength toward the most liked and previously unknown song on the playlist,
and questions 31-61 aimed to determine the extent to which the participants
became attached to musician performing the song. Our attachment construct
was therefore comprised of 54 questions. Finally, these questions were repeated
and adapted to measure attachment levels to the participants’ favourite songs and
artists outside ‘Discover Weekly), in order to maximise validity. All replies were
coded to fit a 7-point Likert scale and each of the aforementioned five constructs
(two behavioural indicators and three cognitive indicators) were analysed by
calculating their respective arithmetic means. Attachment indices were calculated
over all replies in order to determine the participants’ total attachment strength,
with a score of 7 suggesting high attachment according to that variable, and a
score of 1 indicating an absence of attachment according to that variable. In this
sense, our construct sought to measure attachment strength which, according
to Thomson (2006: 105), “may provide a parsimonious and unidimensional
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indicator of “relationship quality” or strength”. Methodological details regarding
calculations have been included as endnotes for the purpose of clarification.

Findings

The findings presented below should be interpreted as offering initial data into the
relationships between cultural intermediaries, consumption and attachment, and
as an exercise in exploring the applicability and utility of our multi-dimensional
attachment construct. The small sample size does not provide sufficient strength
to make strong statistical inferences, but the differences observed between the
two groups of consumers in their attachment index scores suggests the tool is
accurately capturing differences in consumer responses and thus highlights
interesting and important areas for further research.

Table 1. Overall Attachment Index3+4

Indicators LWTFA HWFTA
Behavioural Indicators 143 3.71
Cognitive Indicators 1.04 3.58
Attachment Index 1.21 3.63

An analysis of both behavioural and cognitive attachment indicators seen in Table
1 above suggests that the ‘Discover Weekly” playlist was able to generate close to
no attachment for LWTFA participants. This lack of attachment was observed
both towards the individual songs, and the musician performing the song, as
will be delineated below. In addition, the playlist was only able to generate minor
to mid-levels of attachment for HWTFA participants towards both songs and
musicians. Whilst repeat listens of single tracks were relatively likely for these
consumers, the chances of repeat purchases were considerably lower.
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Consumers with Low Willingness to Form Attachment (LWTFA)

Table 2. LWTFA - Behavioural Indicators®

Willingness | Willingness
Attachment| to Enact to Pay Behavioural
Object Difficult Premium Index
Behaviours Price
Song 1.50 1.00 1.43
Artist 1.40 1.50 1.42
Overall 1.45 1.25 1.43
Table 3. LWTFA - Cognitive Indicators
Memories
Attachment Self- and Separation | Cognitive
Object | Connection | Automatic Distress Index
Thoughts
Song 1.20 1.00 1.00 1.08
Artist 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Overall 1.10 1.00 1.00 1.04

The consumers we have categorised as having alow willingness to form attachment
(LWTFA) demonstrated an average index score of 1.43 for behavioural indicators
of attachment, whereby a score of 1 suggests no attachment and a score of 7
suggests deep and meaningful attachment. This suggests that they are very
unlikely to demonstrate attachment behaviours in the form of higher willingness
to pay a premium price (1.25) or willingness to enact difficult behaviours (1.45)
based on their interaction with the ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist as a tool for new
music discovery. These low behavioural indexes were exhibited both towards
their favourite song on the ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist (1.43), and towards that
songs’ musician (1.42). In addition, LWTFA consumers had an overall index
score of 1.04 for cognitive indicators of attachment. This again suggests that they
are very unlikely to display emotional signs of attachment in the form of feelings
of self-connection (1.10), triggering of memories (1.00), or separation distress
(1.00). Again, these low levels were exhibited both towards their favourite song
on the ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist (1.08), and towards the songs’ musician (1.00).

These findings suggest that the playlist generated close to no attachment
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for those participants who were less-involved music consumers. Whilst repeat
listens were not entirely ruled out by respondents, behaviours linked to additional
monetary expenditure were extremely unlikely. A cognitive indicator score of close
to 1 suggests that almost no formative dimension of attachment could be observed
amongst these participants too. Certainly, these results may be linked to the
participants’ predispositions of not being likely to become attached to new music.

Consumers with High Willingness to Form Attachment (HWTFA)

Table 4. HWTFA - Behavioural Indicators

Willingness | Willingness
Attachment| to Enact to Pay Behavioural
Object Difficult Premium Index
Behaviours Price
Song 4.00 317 | 388
Artist 3.60 330 | 353
Overall 3.80 323 | 3.71
Table 5. HWTFA - Cognitive Indicators
Memories
Attachment Self- and Separation | Cognitive
Object Connection | Automatic Distress Index
Thoughts
Song 3.90 4.33 1.75 3.77
Artist 2.70 3.92 3.50 3.38
Overall 3.30 413 2.63 3.58

The consumers we have categorised as having a high willingness to form attachment
(HWTFA) demonstrated an average index score of 3.71 for behavioural indicators
of attachment, whereby 4 is a neutral value. This suggests that they demonstrate
weak to moderate attachment behaviours in the form of willingness to pay a
premium price (3.23) or willingness to enact difficult behaviours (3.80) based
on their interaction with the ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist as a tool for new music
discovery. These moderate levels of behavioural attachment were exhibited both
towards their favourite song on the playlist (3.88), and towards their favourite
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musician from the playlist (3.53). In addition, HWTFA consumers demonstrated
an attachment average index score of 3.58 for cognitive indicators of attachment.
This again suggests that they display moderate levels of formative signs of
attachment in the form of feels of self-connection (3.30), and automatic thoughts
and memories (4.13), although they scored much lower regarding separation
distress (2.63). Again, these relatively low cognitive indicators for attachment
were exhibited both towards their favourite song on the ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist
(3.77), and towards the songs’ musician (3.38).

Both HWTFA participants showed slightly increased levels of attachment to
both the songs on the playlist as well as their artists. Furthermore, both participants
either saved the track and another track of the same artist or stated they would be
likely to save the track and another track of the same artist. Whilst this shows
certain behaviours to maintain the bond, the connection does not appear to be
strong enough for definite purchase intentions outside of the Spotify platform.
Whilst initial interest was generated, reflected by a mid-strength emotional bond
of sufficient strength for considerations of consumption, sustainable behaviour
outside of the playlist remains unlikely. Overall, for these consumers, the
playlist was able to generate slightly elevated indicators of attachment which can
reasonably be interpreted as an initial interest; that is, the audience likes the song
and may listen to more music the artist releases. However, at the current levels of
attachment, it appears likely that consumption would be limited to the Spotify
platform.

Playlists and Attachment

The findings summarised in tables 1 to 5 above suggest that Spotify’s ‘Discover
Weekly’ playlist generated slightly elevated indicators of attachment for consumers
who were already highly involved in new music consumption. It may be the case
that given the refinement of algorithmic playlists based upon intensity of usage,
that the HWTFA group showed more attachment because they had previously
shown engagement with Spotify and thus generated more data for the algorithm
to analyse and therefore serve them better. However, for those less involved in
new music consumption the playlist almost entirely failed to generate attachment.
It slightly influenced attachment behaviours for those with a high willingness to
form attachment, both in regard to the song they liked most as well as its artist.
Whilst saving the track or listening to another song was considered likely, more
difficult actions to maintain a bond with the artist (such as regularly purchasing
a concert ticket or a vinyl) were unlikely and moderated by price. Thus, amongst
our sample, the playlist demonstrated the potential to build a fundament for
consumption in the future, but only if their audience is strongly receptive; a key

Does Spotify Create Attachment? | 87



Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

finding needing further research. However, playlist interaction alone appeared
insufficient for definite and sustainable consumption intentions. Furthermore,
these findings suggest that interaction with the ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist for the
participants in this study did not necessarily result in attachment at all, cognitively
or in behavioural intentions, if consumers are not already engaged in new music
seeking behaviours, and thus already likely to become attached to new music.

Discussion

The findings of this study into the ability of an algorithmic playlist to create
attachment, and thus influence the relationship between consumers and recorded
music itself, are important in two ways. The first relates to scholastic debates
concerning intermediation. The finding that Spotify’s ‘Discover Weekly’ playlist
might have a generally poor - at best moderate - ability to generate attachment,
defined according to the behavioural and cognitive dimensions of the construct
provided by consumer psychologists (Schultz et.al 1989, Ball & Tasaki 1992: 158,
Fournier 1998: 366, Thomson et.al 2005, Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-Pelgrim 2008:
7, Park et.al 2009, Park et.al 2010) problematises how we understand the impact
of intermediation. Given our suggestion that algorithmically generated playlists
- such as ‘Discover Weekly’ - can be considered cultural intermediaries given
their singularising and presenting of both new songs and musicians to audiences,
and providing those that are chosen to be shared with symbolic capital, the fact
that the specific intermediation presented herein resulted in generally poor levels
of attachment can be read in various ways. On the one hand, it may be seen as
challenging the idea that intermediation engenders attachment as per Callon et.al
(2002) and Smith Maguire & Matthews (2012: 554). On the other, it might provide
a mechanism for thinking critically about the effectiveness of Spotify at being an
effective intermediary (although, of course, intermediaries do not solely aim to
create attachment). That is, intermediaries are effective (at least in part) when
consumers trust them to select and present products or brands towards which
consumers might (under certain conditions) go on to form attachments. This has
been seen to be the case, for example, amongst larger, trusted broadcasters in the
competitive television space (Seabright and Weeds 2006) and in the effectiveness
of Oprah Winfrey in reducing consumer seeking costs in the crowded book market
(Thompson 2010; Loroz and Braig 2015). Interestingly then, intermediation
necessitates a relationship — and a form of attachment — with the intermediary
itself. The variance of attachment strengths between the two sample groups
further suggests that the impact of Discover WeeKkly is not solely dependent on the
work of the intermediary i.e., the content of the playlist, but also on the individual
predispositions of consumers. In this respect, attachment as the outcome of
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intermediation is achieved via the interaction between the intermediary and their
content, alongside the active consumer and their habits, traits and interests (a
position perhaps aligned with Gomart and Hennion’s (2010) notion of the active
listener). That being said, it is not clear to what extent the fact that the playlist
was algorithmically generated resulted in poor attachment i.e. whether playlists
which are curated by influential tastemakers such as those seen on competitor
streaming platforms such as Apple Music or Tidal, or even compared to other
forms of tastemaker curated playlists on radio stations for example, might be more
successful at creating attachment. This is an area for further research in the form
of comparative studies and we hope the methodology developed herein might
assist in these.

Secondly, the suggestion that algorithms-as-intermediaries might not have
the power to create strong artist-fan relationships evidenced in a low likelihood
of actions of long-term consumption, has ramifications for how we understand
musical careers and might inform professional practice from music marketing
to artist management. Our findings lend tentative empirical corroboration to
the criticisms of those in the music industry media and beyond who argue that
playlists struggle to create meaningful relationships outside of their realm (Aguiar
& Waldvogel 2018, Chartmetric 2018, Mulligan 2019 cited in Griffiths 2019, Music
Ally 2019). The attachment index scores for highly-involved new music consumers
suggest that while the cognitive signs of attachment were not (yet) strong enough
for repeat purchases, repeat listens were likely for some consumers. In this sense,
our findings suggest that ‘Discover Weekly’ may generate some attachment
behaviours by influencing low-cost consumption when presented to the right
audience. However, any long-term behaviours involving monetary expenditure
were unlikely amongst our sample, thus making it reasonable to assume that
playlist placement alone cannot serve to enable an artists’ sustainable financial
success. Indeed, the ability of streaming more generally to provide sustainable
income to artists is an area currently facing intense scrutiny (Hesmondhalgh
et.al, 2021). Further research across a range of algorithmic playlists with a more
statistically significant sample size is needed to explore the ability (or not) of
playlists of this kind to build relationships strong enough for repeat purchase
intentions and strong bonds of cognitive attachment. Weak bonds of attachment
would make them a questionable tool for sustainable music marketing, and thus
musicians and their teams might want to consider the longer-term benefits of
seeking (algorithmic) playlist placement. Of course, playlist placement represents
just one element in the matrix of precarious artistic careers, and our findings point
towards the necessity of holistic music marketing approaches which aim to build
long-term relationships with consumers both within and outside of the streaming
realm. Certainly, a wide variety of musicians operating in multiple genres and with
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diverse contractual arrangements adopt a range of income diversification strategies
beyond playlist placement, from distribution, publishing, live performances,
merchandise, and more recently the newly emerging NFT (non-fungible token)
market. However, as Prey (2020: 3) notes: “to build and sustain a career in the
music industry, musicians and record labels have become increasingly dependent
on landing on Spotify-curated playlists” Our findings encourage critical questions
about this as a long-term and sustainable method of promotion. Schofield (2019)
suggests that dedicated music fans may opt to support artists through platforms
considered to provide more artist-friendly monetisation, such as Bandcamp or
Patreon. Indeed, in doing so, consumers satisfy both a need for a greater level of
engagement with the product and a sense of community that Spotify does not
provide, and in fairness does not claim to provide.

Conclusion

This paper has presented a small study to try and further our empirical
understanding of the nature of the relationship between consumers of music and
playlists on streaming platforms, in the context of public policy discussions in the
United Kingdom which have sought to better understand this relationship. Our
findings, based on a sample of users of Spotify’s ‘Discover Weekly’ algorithmically
generated playlist, suggest that whilst the playlist offered artists a platform and
generated a small level of initial interest amongst those consumers actively
looking for new music, there was a negligible impact on more passive consumers
of music. Following our development of a more terminologically precise
and methodologically robust definition of attachment - accounting for both
behavioural and cognitive dimensions of the construct by drawing on findings
from consumer psychology - our findings suggest that after employing the playlist
for one week as a method of new music discovery, there was no attachment
demonstrated amongst consumers with a low willingness to form attachment, and
only limited to moderate attachment amongst consumers with a high willingness
to form attachment.

Certainly, there are a number of limitations to the findings presented herein
which are crucial to acknowledge. In the first instance, ‘Discover Weekly’ is only
one algorithmically generated playlist, and therefore it is unclear as to whether
these findings would be observed across other similar playlists. Likewise, as
suggested, these findings would be enriched by follow-up studies exploring the
same concept using curated playlists. Perhaps most saliently, the sample size is
small, driven not least in part by the extensive participant involvement required
to complete our multi-dimensional survey, and relatively homogenous vis-a-vis
its composition. In this respect, our findings cannot meaningfully claim to be
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statistically significant, and in order to confidently determine the extent to which
algorithmically curated playlists generate attachment, a survey with a more
representative sample is therefore recommended. In addition, upon reflection, a
qualitative dimension in the form of follow up interviews to better interrogate our
respondents’ use of Discover Weekly might have been insightful, not least to allow
us to explore issues around the quality of the attachment formed, how this was
experienced, and how this might change or develop over time. Furthermore, while
the sample was carefully chosen to consist of both heavily and poorly involved
music consumers, many users exist in between these extremes, and it is important
to understand these consumers too. Again, a larger sample size may serve to
reduce this risk in further research. In addition, as aforementioned, the contingent
valuation approach centred on the concept of ‘willingness to pay’ can suffer from
an income effect in that those with low incomes may express a low ‘willingness to
pay’ despite being lovers and fans of a particular musician or song. It is also key
to note that respondents in this study were using Discover Weekly in what might
be thought of laboratory settings as opposed to more naturalistic usage where the
playlist would form part of a wider media environment. This was done in order
to isolate the impact of Discover Weekly but removes the possibility that results
might differ with normal day-to-day use. Finally, in order to guarantee consistency
within replies, this research and its findings are constrained to a specific case; that
is, they depict attachment levels to one song and artist, generated by one playlist,
on one streaming platform, after one week of interaction. Whilst all of these
factors were carefully chosen to be the most representative and to provide the
richest possible information, further research is needed.

That being said, perhaps the most important contribution of this paper after
the findings of the study itself, is the methodological approach adopted and its
capacity for subsequent adoption by other researchers in this area. That is, whilst
the findings of the study have limitations, the methodology offers a new model of
how to investigate attachment. We hope further application can be made of our
survey - the construction of which can be seen in Appendix 2 - devised in order to
measure the concept of attachment which has suffered from relative terminological
ambiguity and imprecision in the context of intermediation to date. In developing
this toolkit, we hope other scholars might build on the concepts explored herein
in order that we might obtain a richer and more rounded picture of how, if at
all, streaming services influence the relationship between musicians and music
listeners.
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Appendix 1. Music Consumption Involvement task

Table 1: Music Consumption Involvement Task (Replies on a 1-7 Likert Scale)®

3. Which genres 4. How big of a role
1. 2. |describe your musical| does music play in

Partolpant 1D | e rvder taste? Multiple your life? (As a

answers possible. consumer)

6. On average, how
much money (in £) do
5. How often do you you spend on
A use Spotify’s Discover| recorded music per
o Weekly?

year? (excluding

7. To what extent did | Average Score
the songs on the Music
1 flect your Ci p
streaming musical taste? Involvement

subscriptions)
Female | 25-34 | Indie/Altemative, Other

4 (£30) ] 5.60
LLP1 Male |25-34 Rock, Indie/Alternative,
Other

2 (£10)
Pop, Rock,

Male |25-34 Dance/Electronic, 7
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1(£0) 5
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Dance/Electronic, 7
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6,67
Indie/Altemative

7 (E65) 5
Rock, Dance/Electronic,
. Male 125341 die/aemative
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Appendix 2. Attachment Questionnaire’

Classification Questions

1. Gender

2. How old are you?

3. Which genres describe your musical taste? Multiple answers possible.

4. How big of a role does music play in your life? (As a consumer)

5. How often do you use Spotify’s Discover Weekly?

6. On average, how much money (in £) do you spend on recorded music per year? (excluding streaming
subscriptions)

7. To what extent did the songs on the playlist reflect your musical taste?

Attachment to Favourite Song on Playlist

8. This song reminds me of who I am.

9. If I were describing myself, this song would likely be something I would mention.

10. I feel personally connected to this song.

11. If someone ridiculed this song, I would feel irritated.

12. If someone praised this song, I would feel somewhat praised myself.

13. This song gives me the feeling that I am loved and cared for.

14. This song reminds me of persons who are important to me.

15. This song symbolises a bond with friends or family

16. This song reminds me of important things I've done or places I've been.

17. My thoughts and feelings toward the song are often automatic, coming to mind seemingly on their own.
18. My thoughts and feelings toward the song come to my mind naturally and instantly.

19. I would feel distressed if this song was made unavailable on all platforms.

20. I could easily imagine a life without this song

21. How likely are you to listen to this song when you are distressed or fearful?

22. How likely are you to listen to this song to reduce stress?

23. To what extent are you prepared to spend money, time and energy to promote this song?

24. How likely are you to defend this song when others speak poorly of it?

25. Did you save this track to your library in any form?

26. If no, how likely will you save this track to your library in any form?

27. Did you purchase this track outside of Spotify in any form? (this includes as part of an album)

28. If no, how likely will you purchase this track outside of Spotify in any form? (this includes as part of an
album)

29. This song is one of many in a digital download store. What do you estimate is the average price (in £)
for songs in this store?

30. What price (in £) are you willing to pay for this song?

Attachment to Song’s Artist

31. This artist is part of me and who I am.

32. If T were describing myself, this artist would likely be something I would mention.
33. I feel personally connected to this artist.

34. If someone ridiculed this artist, I would feel irritated.

35. If someone praised this artist, I would feel somewhat praised myself.

36. This artist gives me the feeling that I am loved and cared for.

37. This artist reminds me of persons who are important to me.

38. This artist symbolises a bond with friends or family.

39. This artist reminds me of important things I've done or places I've been

40. My thoughts and feelings toward the artist are often automatic, coming to mind seemingly on their own.

41. My thoughts and feelings toward the artist come to my mind naturally and instantly.
42. T would feel distressed if this artist stopped performing.

43.1 could easily imagine a life without this artist.

44. How likely are you to listen to this artist when you are distressed or fearful?

45. How likely are you to listen to this artist to reduce stress?

46. Have you saved any other track of this artist to your Spotify library?

47.If no, how likely will you save any other track of this artist to your library?
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48. Have you purchased any music of this artist outside of Spotify?

49. If no, how likely will you purchase any music of this artist outside of Spotify?

50. To what extent will you listen to all new music this artist releases?

51. To what extent will you purchase all new music this artist releases?

52. To what extent do you intend to go to all concerts this artist plays in your area?

53. To what extent do you intend to buy all new merchandise this artist releases?

54. To what extent are you prepared to spend money, time and energy to promote this artist?

55. How likely are you to defend this artist when others speak poorly of them?

56. This artist is one of many artists selling a vinyl record. What do you think is the average price (in £) of
these records?

57. What price (in £) are you willing to pay for a vinyl record of this artist?

58. This artist is one of many artists playing concerts. What do you think is the average price (in £) of
similar sized artists’ concerts?

59. What price (in £) are you willing to pay for a concert ticket to see this artist?

60. This artist is one of many artists selling a merchandise t-shirt. What do you think is the average price
(in £) of these t-shirts?

61. What price (in £) are you willing to pay for this artist's merchandise t-shirt?

Attachment to Favourite Artist

62. This artist is part of me and who I am.

63. If I were describing myself, this artist would likely be something I would mention.

64. I feel personally connected to this artist.

65. If someone ridiculed this artist, I would feel irritated.

66. If someone praised this artist, I would feel somewhat praised myself.

67. This artist gives me the feeling that I am loved and cared for.

68. This artist reminds me of persons who are important to me.

69. This artist symbolises a bond with friends or family.

70. This artist reminds me of important things I've done or places I've been

71. My thoughts and feelings toward the artist are often automatic, coming to mind seemingly on their own.
72. My thoughts and feelings toward the artist come to my mind naturally and instantly.

73. Iwould feel distressed if this artists’ music got taken off all platforms.

74. 1 could easily imagine a life without this artist.

75. How likely are you to listen to this artist when you are distressed or fearful?

76. How likely are you to listen to this artist to reduce stress?

77. Have you saved any track of this artist to your Spotify library?

78. If no, how likely will you save any track of this artist to your library?

79. Have you purchased any music of this artist outside of Spotify?

80. If you ticked no, how likely will you purchase any music of this artist outside of Spotify?

81. To what extent will you listen to all new music this artist releases?

82. To what extent will you purchase all new music this artist releases?

83. To what extent do you intend to go to all concerts this artist plays in your area?

84. To what extent do you intend to buy all new merchandise this artist releases?

85. To what extent are you prepared to spend money, time and energy to promote this artist?

86. How likely are you to defend this artist when others speak poorly of them?

87. This artist is one of many artists selling a vinyl record. What do you think is the average price (in £) of
these records?

88. What price are you willing to pay for a vinyl record (in £) of this artist?

89. This artist is one of many artists playing a concert. What do you think is the average price (in £) for
similarly sized artists’ concerts?

90. What price are you willing to pay (in £) for a concert ticket to see this artist?

91. This artist is one of many artists selling a merchandise t-shirt. What do you think is the average price
(in £) of these t-shirts?

92. What price (in £) are you willing to pay for this artist's merchandise t-shirt?

Attachment to Favourite Song from Favourite Artist
93. This song reminds me of who I am.
94. If T were describing myself, this song would likely be something I would mention.
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95. I feel personally connected to this song.

96. If someone ridiculed this song, I would feel irritated.

97. If someone praised this song, I would feel somewhat praised myself.

98. This song gives me the feeling that I am loved and cared for.

99. This song reminds me of persons who are important to me.

100. This song symbolises a bond with friends or family

101. This song reminds me of important things I've done or places I've been.

102. My thoughts and feelings toward the song are often automatic, coming to mind seemingly on their own.
103. My thoughts and feelings toward the song come to my mind naturally and instantly.

104. I would feel distressed if this song was made unavailable on all platforms.

105. I could easily imagine a life without this song

106. How likely are you to listen to this song when you are distressed or fearful?

107. How likely are you to listen to this song to reduce stress?

108. To what extent are you prepared to spend money, time and energy to promote this song?

109. How likely are you to defend this song when others speak poorly of it?

110. Did you save this track to your library in any form?

111. If no, how likely will you save this track to your library in any form?

112. Did you purchase this track outside of Spotify in any form? (this includes as part of an album)

113. If no, how likely will you purchase this track outside of Spotify in any form? (this includes as part of
an album)

114. This song is one of many in a digital download store. What do you estimate is the average price (in £)
for songs in this store?

115. What price (in £) are you willing to pay for this song?

! At the time of writing we note that the track ‘Body’ by Russ Millions and Tion Wayne recently went to
Number 1 in the UK music chart propelled by its performance on TikTok (Music Ally, 2021)

% No participant was found to have an average score of 2 or less. Nevertheless, as this research is focussed
on Discover Weekly users, it is reasonable to assume that all participants are at least moderately involved
in new music consumption. Furthermore, the IFPI (2019: 13) suggests that only 2.5% of consumers consi-
der music as “unimportant” to them, thus decreasing the chances of drawing these in a sample. Therefore,
a below centre (i.e. <4) score could reasonably be seen as sufficient. This enabled the inclusion of two parti-
cipants with scores of 2.96 and 2.97 as those less likely to become attached to previously unknown music.

* Each score represents an own calculation based on reply results. Table used for presentation purposes,
not for calculation.

* Index calculated as the arithmetic mean over all replies (from each participant) and not as arithme-

tic mean of each construct, hence more weight toward constructs consisting of more questions. This
calculation was chosen due to the fact that the questions were adapted from previous scholars’ results of
statistical verification, while the constructs were developed as a summary for this examination. For the sake
of presentation, both participants of each consumer group were summarized into one indicator for each
construct and attachment object.

® “Overall” score calculated as: (arithmetic mean results song + arithmetic mean results artist)/2

¢ Question 6 was asked as an open-ended question. The Likert scale for average spend on recorded music
per year was indexed according to those consumers considered “heavy spenders” by the BPI (2017: 63),
spending more than £62 a year on recorded music. Any participant spending equal to, or more than £62
on recorded music per year was indexed as a 7, with all replies below £62 being proportionally given a
value between 1 and 6.

7'The 54 questions seen in questions 8-61 represent the attachment construct
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