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ABSTRACT

This article investigates the ways content producers, marketers, and
other promotional stakeholders work to optimize cultural goods
and services for platform-dependent production, distribution, and
monetization. We are particularly interested in how content
creators ﬁnd novel ways to work within, around, and even against
platform politics and policies by manipulating algorithms,
business models, and guidelines, or otherwise readying their
content for optimal circulation on multiple platforms. Through
comparative cases of music, games, and apps that draw on trade
press and industry discourse, institutional and ﬁnancial analysis,
and select interviews with musicians, we consider various forms
of, and strategies for, what we call cultural optimization. We draw
on these instances to better understand the similarities and
diﬀerences in the optimization of cultural content and metadata
for economic or cultural gains. We hope our comparative
approach reveals diﬀerent conceptions of the term optimization,
and that this term—in all its digital, ﬁnancial, and cybernetic
connotations—might prompt new ways of thinking about the
interactions between content, (meta)data, platforms, and culture
that have long shaped the circulation of cultural goods.
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Introduction: optimizing optimization
The CyberPR post “YouTube Optimization For Musicians” oﬀers nine ways for musicians to optimize their video’s potential on YouTube.1 Mobile game studios are encouraged to adjust their “game’s app icon, app name, app preview video, screenshots and app
description” to improve a game’s chance of being seen and played.2 “The Beginner’s
Guide to App Store Optimization” from Forbes likewise helps software developers
achieve a higher ranking in Apple’s iOS Store or Google Play searches with the
promise that “some basic optimization can go a long way.”3 Countless similar blog
posts and webinars call out to musicians, game developers, and app makers, reminding
them that in a world of seemingly limitless digital content, their song, game, or app is
only as good as it is discoverable.
CONTACT Jeremy Wade Morris
53711, U.S.A.

jwmorris2@wisc.edu

© 2021 National Communication Association

6132 Vilas Hall, 821 University Ave. Madison, Wisconsin

162

J. W. MORRIS ET AL.

While these headlines point to the role optimization plays in shaping the cultural
industries, they illustrate the murkiness that surrounds the term “optimization.”
Above, optimization is almost synonymous with regimes of visibility or prominence in
discovery; it helps musicians, game developers, and app producers to stand out, and to
secure appearances on front pages and other high-traﬃc areas. Yet optimization also
makes the production, circulation, and monetization of cultural goods more contingent
and platform-dependent.
Optimization has become a key business strategy for both platform providers and
content producers spurred by the competitive nature of the cultural industries, the abundance of digital content, and the growth of platform markets. The emergence of platforms such as YouTube, Steam, the iOS App Store, and Spotify signal changes in
economic, industrial, aesthetic, and cultural conventions that accompany the production
and circulation of cultural goods. This process of “platformization”4 and the shift from
“platform-independent” to “platform-dependent” modes of cultural production5
means that platform companies create and maintain governance frameworks (rules, policies, guidelines) as well as the interface aﬀordances and features that govern the ﬂow of
content on their platforms.6 As a result, content producers such as musicians and software developers must contend with algorithms that shape selective promotion of
content, user interfaces that mediate how songs are heard and games are played, licensing
and royalty arrangements that administer new remuneration practices, and myriad
mechanics that directly impact the number of streams, downloads, or clicks. In this
way, the logics of optimization, and the particular ways they are folded back into the creative practices of cultural producers, position optimization as a kind of cultural disposition: culture is optimized, and culture optimizes back.
We investigate the ways content producers, marketers, and other promotional stakeholders work within these parameters to optimize cultural goods and services for platform-dependent production, distribution, and monetization. We focus speciﬁcally on
how content creators react to the logics of optimization that platform politics and policies
impose, sometimes by embracing them while at other times subverting or even ﬂat out
rejecting them. Although the drive to optimize cultural products is not in itself new—
the cultural industries have long worked to maximize the exposure and discovery of cultural products7—we argue that the ways optimization takes place on platforms embeds
logics of optimization more deeply into the cultural goods themselves, which has a signiﬁcant impact on the practices of cultural producers. We examine three comparative
cases—music, games, and apps—to illustrate various examples of optimization that
exist across a range of digital cultural goods and platforms. We draw on these instances
to better understand the similarities and diﬀerences in the optimization of cultural
content and (meta)data for economic or cultural gains.

Logics of optimization
Although the term “optimization” typically conjures research in engineering, math, and
computer science, we are particularly interested in what we are calling cultural optimization: the process of measuring, engineering, altering, and designing elements (e.g., interfaces, metadata, features, functions, etc.) of digital cultural goods (i.e., music, games,
apps, podcasts, etc.) to make them more searchable, discoverable, usable, and valuable
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in both economic and cultural senses. As Fenwick McKelvey and Joshua Neves argue in
the Introduction to this themed issue, optimization has never been just a mathematical
technique; it is also a social practice supported by regimes of cultural and industrial legitimation. Cultural optimization involves seeing cultural products as dataﬁed content and
producing cultural products in ways that will be speciﬁcally visible to the myriad of discovery engines and interfaces that content must circulate through on contemporary
digital platforms. Although cultural optimization may sound like a technical process
of making content more eﬃcient, visibly prominent, streamlined, or ready to use, the
innocuous-sounding techniques involved in search engine optimization (SEO), like
“editing on-page text to foreground certain keywords, restructuring entire websites to
make them ‘search-friendly,’ or building links from other websites to increase a page’s
ranking,” produce results that are hardly innocuous or simply technical.8
Building on recent work in critical platform studies,9 we are particularly interested in
optimization at the infrastructural layer (content producers who tweak content to negotiate a platform’s technical aﬀordances), the economic layer (content producers who
optimize the monetization of products), and at the governmental/visibility layer (navigating platform guidelines to engineer cultural and social discoverability).10 These layers, we
argue, help distinguish current practices of cultural optimization from previous/historical forms of marketing or cultural production that sought to make cultural products
more visible and discoverable. We are not arguing that the use of algorithms somehow
makes cultural optimization a wholly novel practice. Cultural production has long
involved marketing, retail, distribution, and tools like “genre” to help streamline cultural
products into “sellable” categories.11 Content producers have also become more adept at
making modiﬁcations to television shows, movies, games, and book covers in response to
audience feedback. Instead, we argue that cultural optimization goes beyond these earlier
forms of organizing content to make goods more discoverable because of the deep integration between a platform-dependent cultural commodity and its discovery via algorithms, as well as the reliance on some form of computational calculation that
underpins the process of optimization.
Cultural producers now make cultural goods expressly with search engines, platform
economics, and discovery algorithms in mind—or at least with the perception of these
regimes, models, and frameworks.12 They seek to capitalize on and undermine the
media power that platforms wield as nodes that “coordinate users, content creators,
and software to make content more or less engaging.”13 Cultural producers are incentivized to see their products as computational content that can be tweaked at the level of
data and code to increase discoverability, engagement, and in some cases monetization.
Given that the display, search, discovery, and consumption of cultural goods now all take
place through the same software platforms that distribute cultural content, content needs
to be crafted with the mechanics and infrastructure of the platform in mind. Even when
content creators are not borrowing optimization “solutions” directly from math or
engineering, they are still taking on a calculative mindset;14 they are trying to see their
content as the computer platform sees them. Our case studies explore how the norms
and practices of optimization shape the tools and techniques involved in that process.
We turn now to explore how the logics of optimization—and perceptions of these
logics—shape our three cases and what new pressures cultural optimization puts on producers and cultural products.
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Music: “ﬁnding optimization” and “engagement optimization”
In 2019, British indie band The Pocket Gods released an album called 300×30—My Life
as a Playlist. The album contained 298 songs, each one clocking in at slightly more than
30 seconds. With bizarre keyword-stuﬃng song titles such as “Liam Gallagher Is Jealous
of My Clever Turn of Phrase” and “Phil Collins!”, it is easy to dismiss this collection—
and the band’s earlier series of 100×30 albums—as clever attention-seeking stunts.
However, these peculiar projects also provide insight into what “optimizing” music for
digital platforms may look like from the vantage point of the creator.
The rise of streaming as the dominant music consumption model throughout much of
the world15 necessitates a look at how musicians and recording industry professionals
optimize music for platforms such as Spotify and Apple Music. While most artists do
not name their tracks after famous musicians or employ other blatant SEO tactics,
there is a propensity to “think of song titles and lyrics not just as signatures of their creative processes, but as keywords that might direct traﬃc to their content.”16 Alongside
such practices of “metadata optimization,” we can also detect pressure to engage in
“sonic optimization.”17 While it is diﬃcult to empirically demonstrate a direct causal
connection between streaming and shifts in music production,18 interviews conducted
with musicians and music industry insiders indicate widespread discussion about how
to produce “songs that stream.” As one Dutch pop musician and producer explains:
I know for a fact that in the New Music Friday playlist (on Spotify), a user, I think, listens to
a song for about 5 seconds before they skip. So you have to catch their attention in 5 seconds.
So whenever I do a session with musicians, I try to make the intro as fast or as interesting as
possible. So from the top it should grab your attention.19

This is a widespread perception: To optimize a track for streaming requires the listener to
be hit early and hard with a succession of repeated hooks. It is also common knowledge
among musicians that a track only registers as a “stream” on Spotify once it is played for
30 seconds. Only then does it begin to generate royalty payments and count on music
charts. It is thus critical to maintain the listener’s attention until the half-minute mark
of a track. The Pocket Gods cheekily reasoned that once a stream was counted, there
was no need to carry on much beyond this point. While most musicians would reject outright the suggestion to “optimize” their music in this way, there is some evidence that in
recent years songs are getting shorter and choruses are coming in earlier.20 “Don’t bore
us—get to the chorus” is of course a long-standing pop music adage. The diﬀerence is
that now, a platform algorithm rather than a record executive or radio DJ rejects and
demotes the “boring” track.
Artists are optimizing more than just individual music tracks for streaming; albums
also appear to be undergoing reinvention. While few artists would attempt to ﬁt as
many tracks onto one album as The Pocket Gods, albums do appear to be expanding
in length.21 Again, the logic of the longer album can be attributed to new payment structures and chart calculations introduced by streaming. While a retail album generates the
same royalties regardless of length, the streaming pay-per-play monetization model
rewards tracks with more plays and albums with more tracks. This is particularly true
for chart-competitive artists. When Billboard began incorporating streaming into its
chart calculations in 2014, it became advantageous for artists to add tracks to an
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album since more tracks enable more total streams—with 1,500 on-demand streams
equivalent to one album—which in turn helps the album to move up the charts.22 As
a marketing manager for Atlantic Records put it, “[s]tacking albums with extra songs
is a strategic way to achieve certain goals.”23
Perhaps an even more signiﬁcant trend in the optimization of the album is its replacement. As suggested by the title of The Pocket Gods’ mega album 300×30—My Life as a
Playlist, the playlist has become the central form of music consumption on music streaming platforms.24 There are over three billion user-generated playlists on Spotify, and
thousands of playlists created by the platform itself. Playlist consumption accounts for
approximately two-thirds of monthly content hours on Spotify.25
To understand what is driving the rise of the playlist format, it is useful to distinguish
between two interdependent modes of optimization: what Emanuele Arielli calls “ﬁnding
optimization” and “engagement optimization.”26 The ﬁrst refers to the expectation that a
search for information be “ﬂawlessly respondent to a user’s interest and needs.”27 The
replacement of albums by mood-based playlists can be attributed to this expectation.
“We’re not in the music space,” Spotify CEO Daniel Ek famously said; “we’re in the
moment space.”28 As illustrated by the vast number of Spotify playlists with the word
“chill” in their title (e.g., “Acoustic Chill”; “Chill Vibes”), users search playlists for
those moments over and above artist names or traditional music genres. (According
to Spotify’s internal data, “chill” is the top listening moment among Millennials.29)
Optimizing engagement builds on these “ﬁnding optimization” practices. “Engagement optimization” is “the maximization of the users’ decision to use the service,
spend time on it, attend to its products, and share them with others.”30 To optimize
that outcome, platforms push music artists to build, update, and promote their own
playlists to attract new listeners and retain existing fans. For example, Spotify oﬀers
the following tip to musicians: “Ask your fans who you should check out and add
their suggestions to your own playlists. This is useful between shows/releases when
you’re looking for ways to keep your fans engaged.”31
Of course, there is nothing new about packaging and promoting new songs with
genres, moods, contexts, and brands, or repacking “old songs in a new wrapping”32 to
optimize discoverability and proﬁt. Editorial playlists—curated by human editors—on
streaming platforms trace their lineage to radio playlists ﬁrst introduced by AM DJs to
keep listeners tuned to a particular station.33 These early playlists were the radio
version of what Raymond Williams called “planned ﬂow.”34 However, algorithmic
streaming playlists represent a shift from planned or “programmed ﬂow” to “programmability.”35 Platforms collect and generate behavioral and performance data in real
time, allowing algorithmic playlists to be dynamically personalized and recombined in
a myriad of ways. While there are ongoing experiments to “shape-change” individual
tracks to ﬁt listener contexts, algorithmic playlists represent the most prominent way
that music is made “contingent” and “platform-dependent.”36 In doing so, playlists facilitate economic optimization by permitting the recycling of older tracks, aligning them
with new releases or alternative compilations and extending the shelf-life of the digital
music commodity.37 Like a shipping container or standardized food packaging, the playlist, as Maria Eriksson writes, “functions as a stabilizing device that prepares music for
mathematical calculation and transport optimization.”38 On contemporary streaming
platforms, then, “the techniques of standing out are becoming increasingly
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computational.”39 Thus, “optimization” identiﬁes a process whereby musicians, record
labels, and other stakeholders in the recording industry are pressured to see music as
dataﬁed content—to assume the view of a computer.

Games: from ex ante to ex post game optimization
For the developers and publishers of digital games, optimization has always been a deeply
necessary, if not innate, part of game production. After all, games are “component-based
software, their malleability and modularity allow for easy upgrading, extension, and
recirculation.”40 Any aspect of a game, from how it is played (e.g., diﬃculty, progression)
to how it looks (e.g., characters, menus), can be altered at any time, and this mutability
lends itself to optimization practices. Historically, economic imperatives and technological aﬀordances each had a diﬀerent impact on what parts of a game were deemed worthy
of optimization and who was doing the optimization. In retracing the history of game
optimization as an industry practice, three broader categories emerge: technological
optimization, engagement optimization, and economic optimization. While we untangle
these categories here for analytical purposes, in practice they are deeply intertwined.
Moreover, institutional shifts and innovations, such as digital distribution and new
business models, coupled with the opening up of new consumer markets, has resulted
in a shift in optimization categories.
Technological optimization makes game development historically distinct from analog
forms of cultural production, such as music. Arguably, there is no clear distinction
between game development and technological optimization. As an instance of software
development, game development is an inherently iterative process, which involves rapid
prototyping and constant testing.41 As creators of prototypical “platform-dependent”
cultural commodities, game developers had to account for the numerous aﬀordances
and constraints of platform hardware and their associated modules and components.
Game development for the ﬁrst generation of dedicated game consoles, the Atari VCS
launched in 1977, is indicative of the longer history of technological optimization.
Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost describe not only how the more obvious technological
limitations of joysticks (i.e., game controllers) dictated game development, but also the
more subtle challenges, such as “the idioms of programming that a language supports,”
or “transistor-level decisions made in video and audio hardware.”42 These technological
constraints again show that game production is rooted in engineering and computer
science discourses and practices in a way that music is not.
A distinct division of labor emerged within game development teams when game
designers became primarily responsible for engagement optimization. Initially, the
roles of programmer (writing computer code), game designer (designing rules), and
artist (designing visuals), were embodied in one person. However, the industry’s rapid
pace of technological innovation meant that development tasks have become more
complex and more specialized. Consider the problem of how to balance a game’s level
of diﬃculty. For a game to be engaging or “fun,” it not only needs rules, but also obstacles
and challenges to overcome. Whether the goal is to devise a level, a quest, or an end-boss
to defeat, game designers seek to add or strip away complexity in search of an optimal
experience. In this instance, rather than the quantiﬁed, more binary world of programmers and technological optimization, game design hews more closely to the practices and
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discourses of artists and corresponds with Arielli’s understanding of engagement
optimization.43
The third optimization category inherent to game production is economic optimization. Game development is as much constrained by the economic realities of forproﬁt development as by technology. This was true for the ﬁrst arcade video games introduced to North American markets in the 1970s. For those developing coin-operated
machines—the arcade cabinets that aﬀorded public, communal play in arcade halls—
the question of a game’s diﬃculty was intertwined with the arcade’s political
economy.44 Players faced a straightforward value proposition: Drop a 25-cent coin in
a cabinet and play until the lives or plays run out.
Notably, these early cases of technological, engagement, and economic game optimization should all be considered ex ante practices. Whereas the rules of chess and checkers
are non-negotiable (i.e., they are culturally ﬁxed), the rules of arcade games are technologically ﬁxed, hardcoded into a logic board hidden inside a cabinet. The same can be said
of the ﬁrst generations of dedicated console hardware. Each subsequent hardware generation aﬀorded developers with more storage and computing power, thus allowing for
greater design complexity. Likewise, business models have changed, as have the practices
associated with economic optimization. Whereas arcade games were akin to a service
wherein one pays for a single session, video games distributed via cartridges were sold
as premium-priced products one could own. Thus, with the introduction of new game
hardware, game designers started to compromise on accessibility, allowing for more sustained play sessions.
In a testament to the industry’s vibrancy and relentless focus on harnessing technological innovations, the introduction of ubiquitous internet connectivity radically transformed game production.45 In the mid-2000s, game devices such as the Xbox 360 and
PlayStation 3 came equipped with full internet access capabilities. As a result, ex post
optimization came to complement ex ante strategies as it allowed developers to
provide technological and engagement optimization via remote updates, patches, or
hotﬁxes after a disc-based game release.46 Additionally, digital distribution provided
game publishers with novel business models that oﬀered an unprecedented level of granularity in terms of economic optimization. Game publishers, driven by a clear business
rationale, started to experiment heavily with new commodity forms, such as downloadable content containing additional modules with maps, worlds, and/or levels.
In the early 2010s, the introduction of “social games” on Facebook and mobile game
apps distributed via app stores solidiﬁed the contingent nature of digital games. Social
and mobile games such as FarmVille, Candy Crush Saga, and Subway Surfers attracted
hundreds of millions of players, many of them new to the industry. General purpose platforms (e.g., phones, tablets, and social media networks) introduced a slew of new
business models. In less than a decade, the freemium business model dethroned
premium pricing, lowering the barrier to play. Instead of paying up front, freemium
or “free-to-play” games “monetize” players via a mix of advertising and optional microtransactions (e.g., virtual coins, boosts, hats, etc.). Put diﬀerently, the smallest viable
monetizable unit was reduced from content modules to individually priced in-game
items or mechanics.
The freemium model’s popularity was spurred by the PC distribution platform Steam.
Its diﬀusion intensiﬁed technological, engagement, and economic optimization, and
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further blurred its already porous boundaries. To elicit a potential payment, players of
freemium games need to be engaged for as long as possible. Similar to coin-operated
arcade games, the ﬁrst time playing has to be instantly fun. Second, to increase the
chance of eliciting payments or to being served in-game advertisements, freemium developers focus on player aggregation, retention, and ultimately, monetization.47 Game
designers have started to create more open-ended experiences, mixing “time-based monetization strategies” with retention mechanics, such as limited-time oﬀers and in-game
timers.48 A slew of “key performance indicators” (KPIs) entered the game development
lexicon: average revenue per daily active user, day 1 and day 30 retention (D1 and D30),
and cost per install. Guided by these KPIs, game studios started to invest heavily in, and
subsequently optimize, elaborate “user acquisition” advertising campaigns, which target
players with demographic proﬁles similar to paying players. While designing and prototyping a new freemium game will always be a case of ex ante optimization, the moment a
title has any traction, a studio will shift towards ex post improvements. While most freemium games will never reach critical mass, the enduring popularity of a handful of freemium titles suggests that game optimization of individual titles can last a decade, if not
longer.

App stores: meta-platform optimization
Musicians and game developers focus their optimization strategies within platforms such
as Spotify, PlayStation, or Facebook. However, there is yet another level of cultural
optimization they must account for: the app stores that distribute the apps through
which many of these services/products are available. The policies and mechanics governing discoverability and measurability on Apple’s iOS Store or Google Play also shape the
success and failure of cultural content. In addition to content platforms, then, app stores
as retail platforms structure the business and distribution models of cultural content. In
other words, there are ways for musicians to stand out on Spotify or for game developers
to engineer the optimal experience with Candy Crush Saga, but both these processes of
optimization ﬁrst rely on users ﬁnding and interacting with the Spotify app or the Candy
Crush Saga app, via app stores.
Although app store optimization occurred informally before Apple and Google
launched their app stores in 2008, the rise of these centralized platforms intensiﬁed
the incentive to optimize. While the ﬁrst year or two of app stores produced a number
of high proﬁle success stories of independent developers who had shot to the top of a
particular category or section of the app store, it did not take long for developers to
feel the golden years were over.49 Once it was open to third-party developers, Apple’s
iOS Store debuted with just over 500 apps; that number grew close to 500,000 by
2011.50 There are now several million apps across dozens of app stores, and this increase
has brought with it the challenge of getting noticed on these newly dominant platforms.51
The term “app store optimization” dates back to these early years of growth around
2009.52 Given that content creators and marketing companies were, by the late 2000s,
well-versed in the strategies of search engine optimization, it was not long before spinoﬀ services, agencies, and consultants began cropping up to assist developers in
making their apps more discoverable by repurposing SEO tactics. So, if musicians and
game developers are balancing between multiple forms of optimization (i.e., ﬁnding/
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engagement optimization, technological/economic optimization) and toying with the
timing of that optimization (i.e., ex ante and ex post), what can we learn from the strategies content producers are employing in the meta-platform of app stores?
While early attempts to optimize for app stores were largely focused on ﬁnding and
discoverability, App Store Optimization (ASO) has evolved into a thriving para-industry
that adds new pressures on app developers and puts platforms and users into conﬂict
over competing ideas of optimization. Early attempts at ASO targeted keywords. ASO
companies pooled data on the frequency of search terms, which they would then sell
or oﬀer freely to app publishers.53 Although this data was often speciously compiled
from third-party services (since Apple and Google did not share their data), in the
absence of other similar statistics, these keyword data became valuable metrics for app
store hopefuls. ASO companies could then recommend to app publishers what metadata
they could tweak by adding more highly valuable search terms and discarding the less
common ones. A screenshot from one of these early services, for example, suggests
tips such as “You have spaces in between your keywords, in addition to commas. For
extra room, use commas without spaces” and “Whenever possible, include both the
singular and plural versions of all keywords” before recommending popular keywords
like “Sudoku,” “Games, Puzzles,” and “Sudoku Games.”54
As the interfaces of app stores evolved to include diﬀerent options for presenting apps
(i.e., screenshots, video trailers, ratings, reviews, etc.), ASO companies have expanded
their range of advice. Search visibility is now just one part of a suite of optimization
oﬀerings, including tactics for improving the number of successful installs (conversion
optimization), preview video and screenshot optimization, marketing copy optimization,
and sentiment analysis.55 Following Apple’s and Google’s introduction of search ad features that let publishers buy and place ads for their apps based on the keywords that users
search,56 ASO companies now oﬀer similar services. Finally, given the prominence and
proﬁt that can come from being featured in an app store’s highlighted sections (e.g.,
landing pages, trending apps, editorially promoted “apps we love right now”), ASO companies often promise and measure their success by their ability to push apps into these
desired sections of app stores.
The search algorithms that Apple, Google, and other app store platforms use are
opaque and proprietary, as are the formulae for determining which apps get featured
or promoted. This lack of transparency has bred a host of folk theories about what
does and does not work. Recommendations usually involve “optimizing” an app by
adjusting consumer facing (meta)data (e.g., app title, description, or category) and focusing on improving the number of installs, the quality of reviews, and the number of times
an app is opened or engaged with.57 As app stores age, the metrics they use to surface
apps (e.g., click-through rate, discards, update frequency, number of crashes) are
getting more ﬁne-grained while keywords and other basic metadata are no longer as
credible or valuable in ranking algorithms.58
While these optimization tactics seem geared toward discoverability, ASO companies
also make recommendations that subtly reconﬁgure an app’s production processes, timelines, and feature oﬀerings. Take, for example, update frequency. Since it appears Apple’s
and Google’s app stores factor in updates as part of whether an app ranks highly,59 developers are implicitly encouraged to release more updates for their apps. For example, the
app Bible, by developer Life.Church, has an update roughly every 15 days for a text that
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one would assume is pretty stable. A closer look reveals these updates are almost exclusively new language localizations released on a fairly consistent schedule. Language
updates boost the app’s discoverability since the new localizations allow the developers
to add even more keywords in their app descriptions.
Optimization, then, is circular; it has an impact on cultural production but at the same
time culture profoundly impacts optimization. ASO companies and app publishers react
to the metrics and features that platforms provide, and platforms react to how ASO companies and app publishers try to game or subvert their algorithmic and editorial processes. App stores “optimize” for their own needs (i.e., eliminate spoof apps, proﬁt,
interface updates, etc.). As they make these changes, they set new terms for how cultural
producers might then need to optimize their cultural commodities. ASO companies then
present their optimization solutions as a means for app publishers to stand out in these
crowded markets; it is hard not to see the circular nature of these solutions. Informediaries such as App Annie or SensorTower use data from their clients to produce app store
rankings and create other proprietary data they need to legitimize their suites of ASO recommendations.60 Once the techniques of optimization have been applied and adopted by
others in the market, more optimization strategies are needed. Any solution for optimization, then, is only ever a temporary one. Since optimization is an iterative and neverending process, the beneﬁts of this logic fall squarely to ASO companies, who can
continue to update their oﬀerings and services, and prey on the hopes and dreams of
developers looking for ways to make their app stand out. The challenges of this logic
fall squarely to independent app developers or those without the resources to aﬀord
this pricey process of cultural optimization.

Discussion and conclusion
Cultural optimization is not just about ﬁnding, seeing, hearing, or playing cultural commodities; it is a contested negotiation between content producers, the cultural commodities they make, and the platform providers that shape how content is circulated,
measured, monetized, and experienced. “Metric power” shapes not only what content
gets displayed and discovered, but also the very possibilities of digital content by
“marking out divisions, by deﬁning value, by rendering visible, and by envisioning outcomes.”61 Because optimization shapes cultural commodities at their most fundamental
levels—music, mobile games, and apps are all being optimized for discoverability,
engagement, retention, and display—cultural optimization represents the internalization
of logics that not only conform to platform policies, but also maximize the possibilities
for economic or reputational gain.
For musicians, optimization might mean adjusting songs so they are more likely to be
included on platforms’ trending playlists. For mobile game developers, optimization
involves not only tweaking game mechanics to ensure player engagement and retention,
but also continuous adjustments to software and monetization models in tandem with
user acquisition strategies. For app developers and publishers, optimization may mean
converting users to longer-term subscription models or setting an update schedule
with frequent and incremental changes so as to increase visibility to app store algorithms.
The three cases we have discussed highlight how optimization occurs at the infrastructural, economic, and governmental layers of digital platforms. Along with discoverability
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and visibility, studies of optimization should focus on the impact of retention, monetization, and engagement strategies on the cultural content in question.
Although there are similarities across the cases (most cultural creators want their work
to be seen, found, and used), the diﬀerences between cultural products make for interesting particularities in the process of cultural optimization. To list just one example: What
is the corollary of optimizing for engagement in music versus software? The model for
maximizing proﬁt on music streaming services rewards more frequent engagement
with shorter tracks. The economic imperative for most freemium games relies on recurrent play while premium-priced console games rely on sustained play sessions. What
more might we uncover by thinking broadly about cultural optimization across sectors
and media commodities?
Regardless of the diﬀerent tactics for cultural optimization, the process puts pressures
on musicians, game designers, app developers, and other creative workers. First, it disproportionately favors incumbent cultural producers with existing structural advantages,
including more time, expertise, and capital to spend on expensive optimization strategies.
Second, it puts content producers/creative workers in an uneasy and contingent relationship with platform providers due to competing ideas of “optimization.”62 When a band
like The Pocket Gods releases a 300-song album of 30-second tracks, they risk takedown
notices or charges of policy violations if Spotify deems the album release tactic a form of
“spam.”
Cultural optimization works to render traditionally platform-independent cultural
content, such as music, platform-dependent through the foregrounding of playlists or
other features that platforms promote. By doing so, optimization also reiﬁes the
uneasy and contingent relationship cultural producers have with platform providers,
reinforcing the kinds of “contingent cultural commodities” that are integrated with the
infrastructural, governmental features and aﬀordances of dominant platform companies.63 The rules and policies that govern platforms make explicit the tension between
platform providers’ incentives to “optimize” culture, versus those of content producers.
Ultimately, we argue that the optimization of culture at these various layers puts pressures on creative laborers such as musicians, game developers, and app developers. These
pressures are constant, long-term, and rarely static or stable because, as McKelvey and
Neves state in the Introduction to this themed issue, “the ends of optimization are
without end.” Thus, we call for greater critical attention to the role optimization plays
in platform-dependent cultural production as well as the very shapes and forms optimized music, games, and apps assume.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank this themed issue’s Guest Editors, Fenwick McKelvey and Joshua
Neves, for their guidance and feedback; thanks also to the others who reviewed and worked on this
text. David thanks Rob. Rob thanks Jeremy. Jeremy thanks David.

ORCID
Jeremy Wade Morris http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6419-0398
Robert Prey http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2339-5872
David B. Nieborg http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3498-789X

172

J. W. MORRIS ET AL.

Notes
1. CyberPR, “YouTube Optimization for Musicians,” CyberPR, 2020, https://www.
cyberprmusic.com/8-ways-make-next-youtube-video-better-last/.
2. Chartboost, “The Mobile Game Dev’s Guide to App Store Optimization,” Chartboost,
April 26, 2020, https://www.chartboost.com/blog/mobile-game-devs-guide-app-storeoptimization/.
3. John Rampton, “The Beginner’s Guide to App Store Optimization,” Forbes, October 16,
2015, https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnrampton/2015/10/16/the-beginners-guide-to-appstore-optimization/#4695072823f1.
4. Anne Helmond, “The Platformization of the Web: Making Web Data Platform Ready,”
Social Media + Society 1, no. 2 (2015): 1–11, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115603080.
5. David B. Nieborg and Thomas Poell, “The Platformization of Cultural Production: Theorizing the Contingent Cultural Commodity,” New Media & Society 20, no. 11 (2018): 4275–92.
6. Tarleton Gillespie, Custodians of the Internet: Platforms, Content Moderation, and the
Hidden Decisions that Shape Social Media (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018);
Robert Gorwa, “What Is Platform Governance?” Information, Communication & Society
22, no. 6 (2019): 854–71; Fenwick McKelvey and Robert Hunt, “Discoverability: Toward
a Deﬁnition of Content Discovery Through Platforms,” Social Media + Society 5, no. 1
(2019): 1–15, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118819188.
7. Bill Ryan, Making Capital from Culture: The Corporate Form of Capitalist Cultural Production (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1991); David Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries,
2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2007).
8. Malte Ziewitz, “Shady Cultures,” Society for Cultural Anthropology, April 28, 2017, https://
staging.culanth.org/ﬁeldsights/shady-cultures; “Rethinking Gaming: The Ethical Work of
Optimization in Web Search Engines,” Social Studies of Science 49, no. 5 (2019): 707–31;
Matteo Pasquinelli, “Google’s PageRank Algorithm: A Diagram of the Cognitive Capitalism
and the Rentier of the Common Intellect,” in Deep Search: The Politics of Search Beyond
Google, ed. Konrad Becker and Felix Stadler (London: Transaction Publishers, 2009),
152–62.
9. Gillespie, Custodians of the Internet; Gorwa, “What Is Platform Governance?”; Nieborg and
Poell, “The Platformization of Cultural Production.”
10. Nieborg and Poell, “The Platformization of Cultural Production.”
11. Keith Negus, Music Genres and Corporate Cultures (London: Routledge, 1999).
12. Taina Bucher, “Want to Be on the Top? Algorithmic Power and the Threat of Invisibility on
Facebook,” New Media & Society 14, no. 7 (2012): 1165; Tarleton Gillespie, “Algorithmically
Recognizable: Santorum’s Google Problem, and Google’s Santorum Problem,” Information,
Communication & Society 20, no. 1 (2017): 64; Kelley Cotter, “Playing the Visibility Game:
How Digital Inﬂuencers and Algorithms Negotiate Inﬂuence on Instagram,” New Media &
Society 21, no. 4 (2019): 895–913.
13. McKelvey and Hunt, “Discoverability,” 1.
14. David Beer, Metric Power (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016).
15. “IFPI Global Music Report 2019,” IFPI, April 2, 2019, https://www.ifpi.org/news/IFPIGLOBAL-MUSIC-REPORT-2019.
16. Jeremy Wade Morris, “Music Platforms and the Optimization of Culture,” Social Media +
Society 6, no. 3 (2020): 7, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120940690.
17. Morris, “Music Platforms and the Optimization of Culture.”
18. Though, see Hubert Léveillé Gauvin, “Drawing Listener Attention in Popular Music: Testing
Five Musical Features Arising from the Theory of Attention Economy,” Musicae Scientiae
22, no. 3 (2018): 291–304.
19. “Simon,” personal communication, 2019.
20. Dan Kopf, “The Economics of Streaming Is Making Songs Shorter,” Quartz, January 17,
2019, https://qz.com/1519823/is-spotify-making-songs-shorter/; Hubert Léveillé Gauvin,
“On Popular Music and Media: Analyzing Changes in Compositional Practices and

REVIEW OF COMMUNICATION

21.
22.

23.
24.
25.
26.

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

34.
35.
36.

37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

173

Music Listening Choice Behavior Using Attention Economy Principles” (Ph.D. diss., Ohio
State University, 2018).
Elias Leight, “Why Are Albums So Long Right Now?” Rolling Stone, February 22, 2018,
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/why-are-albums-so-long-right-now203591/.
Steve Collins and Pat O’Grady, “Oﬀ the Charts: The Implications of Incorporating Streaming Data into the Charts,” in Networked Music Cultures: Contemporary Approaches, Emerging Issues, ed. Raphaël Nowak and Andrew Whelan (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016),
151–69.
Malcolm Manswell, quoted in Leight, “Why Are Albums So Long Right Now?”
Robert Prey, Marc Esteve Del Valle, and Leslie Zwerwer, “Platform Pop: Disentangling Spotify’s Intermediary Role in the Music Industry,” Information, Communication & Society
(2020): 1–19, https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1761859.
United States Securities and Exchange Commission, “Form F–1 Registration Statement,
Spotify Technology, S.A.,” March 23, 2018, 109–11, https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/
data/1639920/000119312518092759/d494294df1a.htm.
Emanuele Arielli, “Taste and the Algorithm,” Studi Di Estetica, no. 12 (2018): http://
mimesisedizioni.it/journals/index.php/studi-di-estetica/article/view/628. They are interdependent because content ﬁrst needs to be found to be engaged with, while at the same
time algorithms are designed to surface content that is more deeply engaged with.
Ibid., 79.
Daniel Ek, quoted in John Seabrook, “Revenue Streams: Is Spotify the Music Industry’s
Friend or Its Foe?” New Yorker, November 17, 2014, https://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2014/11/24/revenue-streams.
“Spotify for Brands,” Spotify, n.d., https://ru.spotifyforbrands.com/en-RU/ (accessed May
17, 2021).
Arielli, “Taste and the Algorithm,” 79.
“Promotion—Guide,” Spotify for Artists, n.d., https://artists.spotify.com/guide/promotion
(accessed October 30, 2020).
Patrik Wikström and Robert Burnett, “Same Songs, Diﬀerent Wrapping: The Rise of the
Compilation Album,” Popular Music and Society 32, no. 4 (2009): 507–22.
Elena Razlagova, “The Past and Future of Music Listening: Between Freeform DJs and Recommendation Algorithms,” in Radio’s New Wave: Global Sound in the Digital Era, ed. Jason
Loviglio and Michele Hilmes (London: Routledge, 2013), 62–76; Tiziano Bonini and Alessandro Gandini, “‘First Week Is Editorial, Second Week Is Algorithmic’: Platform Gatekeepers and the Platformization of Music Curation,” Social Media + Society 5, no. 4
(2019): 1–11, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119880006.
Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge,
2003), 86.
José Van Dijck and Thomas Poell, “Understanding Social Media Logic,” Media and Communication 1, no. 1 (2013): 2–14.
Stuart Dredge, “AI Music Reveals Its Plans for ‘Shape-Changing Songs,’” Music Ally, August
8, 2017, https://musically.com/2017/08/08/ai-music-shape-changing-songs/; Thomas Poell
et al., “The Platformization of Cultural Production” (panel, Association of Internet
Researchers Annual Conference, Tartu, Estonia, October 19, 2017).
Maria Eriksson, “Online Music Distribution and the Unpredictability of Software Logistics”
(Ph.D. diss., Umeå University, 2019); Jeremy Wade Morris, Selling Digital Music, Formatting Culture (Oakland: University of California Press, 2015).
Maria Eriksson, “The Editorial Playlist as Container Technology: On Spotify and the Logistical Role of Digital Music Packages,” Journal of Cultural Economy 13, no. 4 (2020): 10.
Morris, “Music Platforms and the Optimization of Culture,” 3.
Nieborg and Poell, “The Platformization of Cultural Production,” 4277.
F. Ted Tschang, “Videogames as Interactive Experiential Products and Their Manner of
Development,” International Journal of Innovation Management 9, no. 1 (2005): 103–31.

174

J. W. MORRIS ET AL.

42. Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost, Racing the Beam: The Atari Video Computer System (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009), 1.
43. Arielli, “Taste and the Algorithm.”
44. Carly A. Kocurek, Coin-Operated Americans: Rebooting Boyhood at the Video Game Arcade
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015).
45. Aphra Kerr, The Business and Culture of Digital Games Gamework/Gameplay (Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage, 2006).
46. Jan Švelch, “Resisting the Perpetual Update: Struggles against Protocological Power in Video
Games,” New Media & Society 21, no. 7 (2019): 1594–612.
47. David B. Nieborg, “Free-to-Play Games and App Advertising: The Rise of the Player
Commodity,” in Explorations in Critical Studies of Advertising, ed. James F. Hamilton,
Robert Bodle, and Ezequiel Korin (London: Routledge, 2017), 28–41.
48. Elizabeth Evans, “The Economics of Free Freemium Games, Branding and the Impatience
Economy,” Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies
22, no. 6 (2016): 563–80.
49. Peter Kafka, “The App Boom Is Over,” Recode, June 8, 2016, https://www.recode.net/2016/
6/8/11883518/app-boom-over-snapchat-uber.
50. “iPhone App Store Downloads Top 10 Million in First Weekend,” Apple Newsroom, July 14,
2008, https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2008/07/14iPhone-App-Store-Downloads-Top10-Million-in-First-Weekend/; “Apple’s App Store Downloads Top 15 Billion,” Apple Newsroom, July 7, 2011, https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2011/07/07Apples-App-StoreDownloads-Top-15-Billion/.
51. Timothy F. Bresnahan, Jason P. Davis, and Pai-Ling Yin, “Economic Value Creation in
Mobile Applications,” in The Changing Frontier: Rethinking Science and Innovation
Policy, ed. Adam B. Jaﬀe and Benjamin F. Jones (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2014), 233–86.
52. Johannes Borchardt, “App Store Optimization (ASO) (1/5): Keywords & Description,”
Droid-Blog, June 23, 2011, http://droid-blog.net/2011/06/23/app-store-optimization-aso14-keywords-description/.
53. Sarah Perez, “ASO (App Store Optimization) Is the New SEO, and Here’s a Tool to Do It,”
TechCrunch, February 28, 2012, https://techcrunch.com/2012/02/28/aso-app-storeoptimization-is-the-new-seo-and-heres-a-tool-to-do-it/.
54. Ibid.
55. Lee Wilson, “A Complete Guide to App Store Optimization (ASO),” Search Engine Journal,
March 14, 2018, https://www.searchenginejournal.com/app-store-optimization-how-toguide/241967/#close.
56. Lauren Goode, “App Store 2.0: The App Store Changed the Way We Buy Software.
Can Apple Do It Again?” The Verge, June 8, 2016, https://www.theverge.com/2016/6/8/
11880730/apple-app-store-subscription-update-phil-schiller-interview; “Search Ads on
Google Play and New App Promo Tools Roll Out to Advertisers and Developers,” Google
Inside AdWords, July 29, 2015, https://adwords.googleblog.com/2015/07/launchingsearch-ads-on-play.html.
57. Sophie Bishop, “Managing Visibility on YouTube through Algorithmic Gossip,” New Media
& Society 21, nos. 11–12 (2019): 2589–606.
58. Josh Kocaurek, “Deconstructing the App Store Ranking Algorithms [Infographic],” Appsposure, August 3, 2017, https://appsposure.com/app-store-ranking-algorithms/.
59. Stefano Comino, Fabio M. Manenti, and Franco Mariuzzo, “Updates Management in
Mobile Applications: iTunes Versus Google Play,” Journal of Economics & Management
Strategy 28, no. 3 (2019): 392–419.
60. David Beer, “Envisioning the Power of Data Analytics,” Information, Communication &
Society 21, no. 3 (2018): 465–79.
61. Beer, Metric Power, 128.

REVIEW OF COMMUNICATION

175

62. Caitlin Petre, Brooke Erin Duﬀy, and Emily Hund, “‘Gaming the System’: Platform Paternalism and the Politics of Algorithmic Visibility,” Social Media + Society 5, no. 4 (2019): 1–12,
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119879995.
63. Nieborg and Poell, “The Platformization of Cultural Production.”

