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Introduction 
This paper addresses the increasing pervasiveness of ‘wellness cultures’ (Smith et al 
2024) in music streaming platforms (MSP). By ‘wellness’ we mean a set of psychosocial 
tendencies emphasizing lifestyles, habits, and behaviors that center health and positivity 
as the obvious pathway towards happiness and success. This conception of well-being 
as an individual responsibility that can be managed through consumption (O’Neill 2020, 
2021) now dominates different sectors, becoming particularly prominent in 
contemporary digital platforms and social media environments (Docherty 2021, Smith et 
al 2024). Following Bishop’s (2023) notion of ‘influencer creep’, we propose a 
conceptualization of ‘wellness creep’, whereby normative approaches to health and 
positivity increasingly influence wider areas of culture and society. We unpack this 
conceptualization through the examination of music distribution via streaming products, 
critically exploring how MSP reproduce and reinforce neoliberal, datafiable and 
advertising-friendly (Drott 2018, Eriksson et al 2018; Prey 2018) conceptions of physical 
and emotional well-being. 
 
Contextualizing wellness creep 
Our conception of wellness creep is informed by wider discourses around subjectivity 
and the body, in which pursuing a good life demands the instrumentalization of digital 
technologies for self-actualization, resonating with neoliberal demands (Lupton 2014, 
Stark 2020). Such discourses are often associated with the ‘datafied self’ (Lupton et al 
2022), the rise of digital health ‘gurus’ (Ajana 2022), and the popularization of wearable 
devices and health apps (Ajana 2020) in our increasing datafication of everyday life 
(Burgess et al, 2022). We aim to critically explore the entanglements between promises 



 
 

 

of wellness (O’Neill 2020, 2021) and data-driven self-optimization. We approach 
wellness creep as a dynamic spectrum that ranges from more neutral understandings of 
well-being (e.g. improved sleep or focus) to extremist biopolitics that promote hyper-
monitoring of the self or ‘biohacking’ (Grewe-Salfeld 2021). 
 
We are also in dialogue with the scholarship on popular music and capitalism, 
particularly the history of programmed music in commercial environments (Sterne 
1997). Our approach concurs with certain aspects of recent critiques of MSP as modern 
Muzak (Allen Anderson 2015), in ways that decontextualize music tracks from their 
creative context, turning them into ‘emotional wallpaper’ (Pelly 2017, Eriksson et al 
2018). This is aligned with the rise of ‘mood’ as genre in music distribution and 
commercialization (Krogh 2022, 2020; Allen Anderson 2015), and of hyper-personalized 
(Spotify 2023) and ‘genre-less’ (Leight 2019) playlist products. Finally, we draw on 
discussions on the use of media technologies to orient affect and cognition through the 
staging of ‘atmospheres’ (Roquet 2016, Böhme 2018, Salazar 2023, Lunt 2024) – 
which, in the platform lexicon, is often encapsulated by the term 'vibe' (James 2022). 
 
Research design 
Deliberately responding to a current 'Spotify-centrism' (Hesmondhalgh et al 2024), we 
combine the platform walkthrough and critical interface analysis of Spotify, Apple Music 
and Amazon Music. We focus on the meanings embedded in these platforms' 
interfaces, as they make “normative claim[s] about [their] purposes and appropriate use 
that both demonstrates an understanding of users and builds a set of possibilities into 
the object” (Stanfill 2015:1060). In doing so, we also draw attention to the visual and 
textual semiotic content of MSP. Although we do not examine user interpretations of 
such built-in possibilities, we use walkthrough methods (Light et al. 2018; Duguay and 
Gold-Apel 2023) to understand how these interfaces are shown to users and how they 
prescribe certain forms of navigation and interaction. Here, we focus specifically on the 
everyday interaction with these interfaces to document “screens, features and flows of 
activity”, establishing what the “intended purpose, embedded cultural meanings and 
implied ideal users and uses” are (Light et al 2018: 881). We foreground how MSP 
shape understandings of music and wellness, and how particular elements of these 
platforms (e.g. playlists) are instrumentalized to respond to neoliberal understandings of 
culture and wellbeing.  
 
Preliminary findings and conclusions  
Our analysis demonstrates how streaming platforms 'stage' wellness-focused 
atmospheres, prioritizing ways of acting and feeling that reproduce normative 
conceptions of physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. The three analyzed MSP 
rely abundantly on vague emotional descriptors, including the widespread use of 
‘wellness’ itself but also other elusive terms such as ‘mindfulness, ‘soothing’, ‘healing’, 
'mellow', ‘wistful’, ‘wholesome’, as well as imperative moods such as ‘relax’, ‘sleep’, 
'rest', ‘unwind’, and activities like ‘spa day’, ‘duvet day’, and ‘relaxing bath’. Eventually, 
they more explicitly adopt the rhetoric of therapization typical of the wellness discourse 



 
 

 

found in other industries – for instance, the playlist ‘sad girl vibes’, on Amazon Music, is 
accompanied by the tagline “Music is our therapy and the doctor is in”.  
  
‘Chill vibes’ is mobilized as an umbrella term to refer to the staging of comforting, calm, 
‘cozy atmospheres’ (Salazar, 2023) – where microclimatic states such as rainy, foggy, 
cloudy are pervasive, as are westernized readings of medicinal and spiritual traditions 
such as vinyasa yoga – by allegedly sophisticated algorithmic systems. ‘Chill vibes’ 
invokes particular affective and cognitive dispositions (Ngai 2012), simultaneously 
constructing and promising to fulfill fantasies of happiness (Drott 2018) – the playlists 
produce and respond to a demand for 'downtime' to make the daily grind more 
manageable, prefiguring a subject that is always rushing, aiming for productivity, and 
who finds in music a much-needed escape from the tolls of capitalism. Expanding on 
the arguments of Eriksson et al (2018), we posit that 'chill vibes' are supposed to 
unproblematically mitigate the effects of, while preparing the user to keep thriving in, a 
reality of stress and unrest. We argue that MSP appropriate and exploit common human 
responses to stress and unrest through the management of musical consumption and 
sonic environments (Hesmondhalgh & Campos Valverde, 2025), thus monetizing deep-
seated cultural ‘tactics’ (De Certeau 1984) to cope with everyday life. 
 
We shed light on how industry discourse, user interfaces, affordances and playlist 
products push pseudoscientific ideas of health and self-care as tools for the pursuit of 
an aspirational good life through cultural consumption. For example, Amazon Music’s 
partnership with Berlin-based company Endel, focused on “creating digital sound 
atmospheres with the intent to improve listeners' well-being” with “sleep, relaxation, and 
ultimately productivity in mind”. Although Endel’s AI-powered soundscapes are available 
on all of the analyzed MSP, the collaboration with Amazon Music has further resulted in 
the playlist ‘Sleep Science’, one of the top recommendations for the ‘Wellness’ category 
(Figure 1), which is composed by 118 AI-generated tracks that are meant to guide the 
user through 9-hours of sleep. Endel’s proprietary algorithm is repeatedly described as 
“backed by extensive scientific research”. Yet, such ‘scientific’ backing is not 
demonstrated, constituting a kind of PR discourse that promotes junk pop science. 
 

 
Figure 1 

  



 
 

 

Ultimately, we propose that the phenomenon of wellness creep into MSP illustrates the 
articulation of music's social power (DeNora 2000), and platforms' algorithmic power 
(Bucher 2018) and symbolic power (Scharlach 2024), and speculate that it may further 
fuel the wellness to far-right pipeline (Gordon et al 2021) seen in other consumer 
products. We note that users of streaming platforms that consume these products are 
likely to be recommended other health fad audio content, kickstarting an algorithmic 
rabbit hole that has been demonstrated to draw users to extreme ideologies about 
health and politics. We show how the promise of wellness can be mobilized to promote 
regimes of subjectivity and governmentality, including ideas about self-interpretation 
and self-improvement, and how these are increasingly entwined with the commercial 
optimization of data and artificial intelligence. 
  
References 
Ajana, B.(2022). Personal Science and the Quantified Self Guru. In: Lawrence, S. (ed.). 

Digital Wellness, Health and Fitness Influencers: Critical Perspectives on Digital 
Guru Media. Routledge, p. 52-72 21  

Allen Anderson, P. (2015). Neo-Muzak and the Business of Mood. Critical Inquiry, 
41(4), 811–840. https://doi.org/10.1086/681787  

Bishop, S. (2023). Influencer creep: How artists strategically navigate the 
platformisation of art worlds. New Media & Society, 0(0). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448231206090 

Böhme, G. (2018) Atmospheric Architectures. The aesthetics of felt spaces. 
Bloomsbury. 

Bucher, T. (2018). If…Then. Algorithmic Power and Politics. Oxford University Press. 
Burgess, J., Albury, K., McCosker, A., Wilken, R. (2022). Everyday Data Cultures. Polity 

press. 
DeCerteau, M. (1984). The Practice of Everyday Life. University of California Press. 
DeNora, T. (2000). Music in Everyday Life. Cambridge University Press. 
Docherty N (2021) Digital self-control and the neoliberalization of social media well-

being. International Journal of Communication, 15, 3827-3846. 
Drott, E. (2018). Why the Next Song Matters: Streaming, Recommendation, Scarcity. 

Twentieth-Century Music 15/3, doi: 10.1017/S1478572218000245  
Duguay, S., & Gold-Apel, H. (2023). Stumbling Blocks and Alternative Paths: 

Reconsidering the Walkthrough Method for Analyzing Apps. Social Media + 
Society, 9(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051231158822 

Eriksson, M., Fleischer, R., Johansson, A., Snickars, P., Vonderau, P. (2018). Spotify 
Teardown. Inside the black box of streaming music. The MIT Press. 

Gordon, A., Hobbes, M. and Rothschild, M. (2021). The Wellness to QAnon Pipeline 
[Podcast]. [Accessed 21 February 2025]. Available from: 
https://open.spotify.com/episode/3KGTXG3xm9jfxPUUiuU4Gh. 

Grewe-Salfed, M. (2021). Biohacking, bodies, and do-it-yourself: the cultural politics of 
hacking life itself. Transcript Verlag. 

Hesmondhalgh, D., Campos Valverde, R., Kaye, D., & Li, Z. (2024). Critically Analyzing 
Platform Interfaces: How Music-Streaming Platforms Frame Musical Experience. 
International Journal of Communication, 18, 22. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/681787
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448231206090
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051231158822
https://open.spotify.com/episode/3KGTXG3xm9jfxPUUiuU4Gh


 
 

 

Hesmondhalgh, D., Campos Valverde, R. (2025). Living with Music in the Digital Age: 
Entanglements of the Functional and the Aesthetic. European Journal of Cultural 
Studies. https://doi.org/10.1177/13675494251388903  

James, R. (2022). When did "vibes" become a Thing? It’s her Factory. 
https://itsherfactory.substack.com/p/when-did-vibes-become-a-
thing?r=1ejb2&utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=web 

Krogh, M. 2022. Experimentation in and with the Stream: Music, Mood Management 
and Affect In: B. Timm Knudsen, M. Krogh and C. Stage, eds. Methodologies of 
Affective Experimentation. Cham: Springer International Publishing, pp.117–138. 
[Accessed 21 February 2025]. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
96272-2_6. 

Leight, E. 2019. Future 25: John Stein, Co-Creator of Spotify’s Genre-Less Pollen 
Playlist. Rolling Stone, 30 September. 
https://www.rollingstone.com/pro/features/future-25-john-stein-co-creator-of-
spotifys-genre-less-pollen-playlist-889139/ Accessed 27 February 2025. 

Light, B., Burgess, J., & Duguay, S. (2018). The walkthrough method: An approach to 
the study of apps. New Media & Society, 20(3), 881-900.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816675438 
Lunt, P. (2024). The Felt Experience of Atmosphere. In: Hill, A., Lunt, P. (2024). The 

Routledge Companion to Media Audiences. Routledge. 
Lupton, D. (2014). Self-tracking cultures: towards a sociology of personal informatics. 

OzCHi’14, https://doi.org/10.1145/2686612.2686623  
Lupton, D., Clark, M. and Southerton, C. 2020. Digitized and Datafied Embodiment: A 

More-than-Human Approach In: S. Herbrechter, I. Callus, M. Rossini, M. Grech, M. 
de Bruin-Molé and C. John Müller, eds. Palgrave Handbook of Critical 
Posthumanism [Online]. Cham: Springer International Publishing, pp.1–23. 
[Accessed 21 February 2025]. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
42681-1_65-1. 

Ngai, S. (2012). Our aesthetic categories. Zany, cute, interesting. Havard University 
Press. 

O’Neill, R. (2020). Pursuing “Wellness”: Considerations for Media Studies. Television & 
New Media, 21(6), 628-634. https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476420919703 

O’Neill, R. (2021). ‘Glow from the inside out’: Deliciously Ella and the politics of ‘healthy 
eating’. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 24(6), 1282-1303. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549420921868 

Pelly, L. 2017. The Problem with Muzak. The Baffler. [Online]. [Accessed 21 February 
2025]. Available from: https://thebaffler.com/salvos/the-problem-with-muzak-pelly. 

Prey, R. (2018). Nothing personal: algorithmic individuation on music streaming 
platforms. Media, Culture & Society, 40(7), 1086-1100. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717745147 

Prey, R. (2020). Locating power in platformization: music streaming playlists and 
curatorial power. Social Media + Society, 6(2), 1–11. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120933291 

Roquet, P. (2016). Ambient media. Japanese Atmospheres of Self. University of 
Minnessotta Press. 

Salazar, M. (2023). Cosy vibes. Cosiness as an atmospheric aesthetic category. 
Doctoral Thesis. University of Sussex. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/13675494251388903
https://itsherfactory.substack.com/p/when-did-vibes-become-a-thing?r=1ejb2&utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=web
https://itsherfactory.substack.com/p/when-did-vibes-become-a-thing?r=1ejb2&utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=web
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-96272-2_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-96272-2_6
https://www.rollingstone.com/pro/features/future-25-john-stein-co-creator-of-spotifys-genre-less-pollen-playlist-889139/
https://www.rollingstone.com/pro/features/future-25-john-stein-co-creator-of-spotifys-genre-less-pollen-playlist-889139/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816675438
https://doi.org/10.1145/2686612.2686623
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42681-1_65-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42681-1_65-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476420919703
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549420921868
https://thebaffler.com/salvos/the-problem-with-muzak-pelly
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717745147
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120933291


 
 

 

Scharlach, R. (2024). How to Spark Joy: Strategies of Depoliticization in Platform’s 
Corporate Social Initiatives. Social Media + Society, 10(3). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051241277601 

Smith, N., Southerton, C., Clark, M. (2024). Researching contemporary wellness 
cultures. Emerald Publishing. 

Spotify Newsroom 2023. Get Fresh Music Sunup to Sundown With Daylist, Your Ever-
Changing Spotify Playlist. Spotify Newsroom. [Accessed 22 March 2024]. 
Available from: https://newsroom.spotify.com/2023-09-12/ever-changing-playlist-
daylist-music-for-all-day/. 

Stanfill, M. (2015). The interface as discourse: The production of norms through web 
design. New Media & Society, 17(7), 1059–1074. doi:10.1177/1461444814520873 

Stark, L. (2020). The emotive politics of digital mood tracking. New Media & Society, 
(22)11, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820924624 

Sterne, J. (1997). Sounds Like the Mall of America: Programmed Music and the 
Architectonics of Commercial Space. Ethnomusicology Vol. 41, Issue 1, pp. 22-50. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051241277601
https://newsroom.spotify.com/2023-09-12/ever-changing-playlist-daylist-music-for-all-day/
https://newsroom.spotify.com/2023-09-12/ever-changing-playlist-daylist-music-for-all-day/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820924624

