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PODCASTS IN THE EUROPEAN UNION: WHY SPOTIFY WILL SHAPE THE 
FUTURE OF EUROPEAN PODCASTING

Michael Bossetta, Lund University

Two major, ongoing developments are shaking up 
podcasting. The first is Spotify’s entrance to the market, 
and the second is a rapid consolidation of the podcast 
industry. While these factors have led to fierce competition 
over ad revenue in the United States, the battle for 
podcast supremacy there has had strong knock-on effects 
in Europe. Most pointedly, all signs point to Spotify 
emerging as Europe’s leading podcast provider, and this 
has significant ramifications for how the medium will 
develop across the continent. In this essay, I’ll outline why 
Spotify will exert an outsized influence in shaping the 
future of European podcasting. 

Within one year of offering podcasts on its platform, 
Spotify swiftly captured the European market. Voxnest 
estimates that Spotify already attracts more podcast 
listens than Apple in nearly every EU country1. This 
development, while remarkable, is unsurprising for three 
reasons. First, 74% of Europeans own Android devices2, 
barring them from Apple’s podcast services. Second, 
Europe is Spotify’s largest market, constituting 34% of its 
299 million users3. Third, Spotify faces surprisingly little 
competition over its core music streaming business in 
Europe. Pandora, one of its main American rivals, does not 
operate in the EU for copyright reasons, and Apple Music 
suffers from low iPhone penetration. 

These structural factors primed Spotify for success in 
Europe, and none of these structures are set to change 
soon. Spotify will continue to offer podcasts to an 
underserved Android market, tap into its European 
user base of 100 million streamers, and operate in an 
environment of low competition. Of course, several 
smaller podcast providers operate in Europe, and many 
markets themselves on providing localized content in 
national languages: Ausha and Pippa in France, iVoox in 
Spain, or Podimo in Denmark. 

However, whether any of these companies will be 
profitable remains unclear. It’s probably not a positive sign 
that the Swedish Acast, one of Europe’s largest podcast 
start-ups, recently received 25 million Euros from the 
European Investment Bank’s “Juncker Plan”. The Juncker 
Plan was established to “provide alternative sources of 
financing to innovative companies in need of financial 
support that struggled to obtain a traditional bank loan”4. 

Like Ausha in France, Acast is propped up by public funds, 
whereas Spotify recently turned a profit and has a market 
cap of 50 billion USD. 

If anything, the best-case scenario for these European 
start-ups is to be purchased by Spotify, who has recently 
shown no reservations in making much larger acquisitions 
(e.g. Gimlet Media, Anchor FM, Parcast, and The Ringer). 
Should they refuse an offer, Spotify can either poach 
their original content by offering podcasters high salaries 
(as they did with Joe Rogan) or develop an entirely new 
series (as they did with “The Michelle Obama Podcast”). 
Although these are American examples, Spotify has 
already made similar, highly successful moves in Europe. In 
Germany, it hired the hosts of a retired, popular radio show 
to pick up their work in podcast form as “Fest & Flauschig,” 
and in France, Spotify produced the chart-topping fiction 
series “Le Nuage.” 

So as I see it, there’s little stopping Spotify from becoming 
the EU’s podcast hegemon. The question is: how will 
Spotify’s power shape the future of podcasts in Europe? 
Here, I offer three rosy scenarios that would bolster the 
democratic potential of podcasting in Europe, tempered 
by three, slightly more realistic scenarios based on current 
market trends. 

First, Spotify wields the power to increase the visibility of 
podcasts in Europe, especially in underdeveloped podcast 
markets like Eastern Europe. Unlike other providers, 
Spotify can bring new audiences into podcasting via its 
music streaming service. Using highly resourced, data-
driven UX design and a/b testing, Spotify can convert 
music streamers into podcast listeners, increasing the 
popularity of podcasts across the continent. However, the 
conversion of audience streamers to podcast listeners is 
likely to be driven by entertainment – such as comedy or 
episodic fiction series – rather than civically meaningful 
content like news or public affairs. Early data from 
Germany suggests as much: Spotify podcast listeners 
prefer comedy (24%) or sports (16%) podcasts, whereas 
Apple listeners prefer podcasts about news (23%) or 
society and culture (16%)5. Thus, there is no guarantee that 
Europeans will become better informed citizens if Spotify 
increases podcast listening across Europe. Although, 
recent research from Sweden suggests that comedy 
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podcasts can discuss political issues in relatable ways that 
promote positive democratic outcomes6.  

Second, Spotify can increase the diversity of podcasters 
in Europe, especially in countries where native language 
content is lacking. Spotify’s acquisition of Anchor, a free 
podcast hosting platform, greatly lowers the technical and 
financial knowledge resources for starting a podcast. With 
the tagline “The easiest way to make a podcast,” Anchor 
encourages curious individuals to start producing content, 
and three quarters of Spotify’s new podcast releases 
are hosted on Anchor7. Crucially, Spotify’s curation 
algorithms have the power to promote independent 
content; however, they are more likely to advertise 
Spotify’s exclusive content, especially its shows with 
major celebrities (for example, Joe Rogan and Michelle 
Obama). Despite being a Swedish company, Spotify’s 
celebrity contracts in the US will likely contribute to wide 
scale promotion on the platform, limiting the visibility of 
independent, European voices in underserved markets. 

Third, Spotify offers the potential to expand the media 
landscape across European national publics. Although 
media systems differ across Europe, the continent as 
a whole lacks the same unfiltered public debate that 
Americans exhibit through free speech. For example, the 
press in Mediterranean countries have historically strong 
ties to political parties, public service broadcasters in the 
North adhere to strict norms of impartiality, and journalists 
in some countries–like Hungary–are experiencing media 
suppression. Spotify could recruit national figures like radio 
hosts and journalists to produce exclusive content outside 
of traditionally rigid media systems, which could in turn 
inject more unfiltered debate around issues of national or 
regional relevance. However, it is unlikely that Spotify will 
invest resources in ways that seek to challenge, subvert, 
or even improve existing media landscapes. As the 
recent experiences of other tech platforms show, getting 
involved with online news publishing can lead to charges 
of partisan censorship, algorithmic bias, or being hosts 
for disinformation. While Spotify may fall victim to these 
allegations in the future, the company is likely to strive 
to be as apolitical as possible in its podcast offerings by 
keeping a core focus on entertainment. 

Undoubtedly, Spotify will grow the visibility of podcasts, 
increase the diversity of podcasters, and open up new 
avenues for public debate in Europe. The extent to which 
this growth will have democratic implications remains 
an open question. Yet, Spotify exerts an outsized role 
in shaping the future of European podcasting. The 
potential for Spotify to play “Kingmaker” in the podcasting 
space–either through selecting who to promote or which 
companies to acquire–is particularly pronounced in 
Europe. This power could be angled toward promoting a 
more informed and engaged European citizenry, but the 
more likely scenario is an influx of entertainment and true 
crime podcasts aimed at keeping users retained on the 
platform.

1 https://blog.voxnest.com/2020-mid-year-podcast-industry-report/
2 https://gs.statcounter.com/os-market-share/mobile/europe
3 https://s22.q4cdn.com/540910603/files/doc_financials/2020/q2/Shareholder-Letter-Q2-2020_FINAL.pdf
4 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_19_5473
5 https://www.wuv.de/tech/spotify_gewinnt_an_bedeutung_apple_verliert
6 Ödmark, S. (2019) Making news funny: Differences in framing between journalists and comedians. Journalism, Epub ahead of print. Available at https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/

pdf/10.1177/1464884918820432
7 https://s22.q4cdn.com/540910603/files/doc_financials/2020/q2/Shareholder-Letter-Q2-2020_FINAL.pdf


