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Introduction: Researching Value Creation of Musicians on YouTube2  

Since its founding in 2005 and its acquisition by Google only one year later the digitally 

networked media3 platform YouTube has become one of the internet’s most used and 

observed media. As a comprehensible example for the growing importance of so called ‘user 

generated content’ YouTube quickly became an object of research for scholars concerned 

with media development and an emerging ‘participatory culture’ (cf. Jenkins, 2006; Lovink & 

Niederer, 2007; Snickars & Vonderau, 2009; Lovink & Miles, 2011). In their 2009 book 

YouTube – Online Video and Participatory Culture Burgess and Green extend this focus by 

giving an overview of YouTube’s social, cultural and economic dimensions. They 

conceptualize the platform in terms of a “continuum of cultural participation” (Burgess & 

Green, 2009a: 57), where various private, organizational and entrepreneurial actors participate 

in different ways and contribute to YouTube as a “cultural system” (ibid.). 

Since then this ‘cultural system’ has undoubtedly changed: Coming from a “common 

culture” (Burgess & Green, 2009b: 30) where vloggers4 published low cost but interactive 

video vis a vis traditional media outlets that were pushing their existing content through 

                                                
1 Paper for the Young Scholars Workshop at the Vienna Music Business Reasearch Days 2014 
2 For his feedback and comments on this paper we would like to thank Robert Caspar Müller. 
3 As we think that all media are ‘social’ we refer to so called ‘Social Media’ as digitally networked media (cf. 
Winter 1998). 
4 Video-Loggers 
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YouTube, the medium has successfully been managed to foster the “inhomogeneous 

integration of differences” (Winter, 2006: 13), meaning that an enormous variety of actors is 

using YouTube not only to participate but as a means of cultural production and value 

creation. It is however not enough to speak of YouTube’s ‘culture’ or its ‘cultural system’. 

We will show that the cultural activities of YouTuber musicians are meaningful, fostering 

relationships and economic value creation thus leading to new convergences of culture, 

economy and sociality. To name a few instances: Beauty vloggers try to make a living out of 

YouTube’s advertising shares and the ‘YouTuber’ seems to become a recognized profession. 

Commercial entrepreneurs have founded multi-channel networks (MCN) which are originary, 

YouTube-related businesses, fostering the careers of promising video artists and securing 

advertising deals. Artrepreneurs (cf. Engelmann, Grünewald & Heinrich, 2012) are seeking 

for new contexts to create their culture and use YouTube to form valuable relationships with 

others. ‘Let’s Players’, recording themselves while playing video games, are watched by 

millions creating new valuable relationships for the games industry. Finally there are of 

course millions of ‘ordinary’ contributors uploading video every day leading to rich 

descriptions of how YouTube has become a – if not the – medium of participatory culture (cf. 

Jenkins, Ford & Green, 2013). At the same time critical voices are being raised. Henry 

Jenkins for example is being called a technological determinist who “celebrates corporatist 

capitalist culture and how it is monetized” (Fuchs, 2013). Others state that through YouTube 

being a profit driven company in need of a working business model “amateur UGC [user 

generated content] is on the verge of being marginalized” (Kim, 2012: 65) and that “those 

who are likely to actually prosper in the future [...] are the site’s owners and their corporate 

partners” (Wasko & Erickson, 2009: 284). 

In this paper we do not want to – at least not directly – evaluate the value of either of 

these claims. On the basis of eleven interviews with musicians and music related actors, who 

structure their work around YouTube, we would like to analyze the convergence of the social, 

the cultural and the economical. In doing so we will describe value creating activities with 

YouTube as a central means of production (cf. Williams, 1977; Winter 2012). We will then 

present inductively gained insight into how through YouTube at the same time both 

inequalities in value creation and participation are flattened out while at the same time new 

inequalities are being constituted through actors’ lack or possession of social and cultural 

capital.  

The paper is thus structured as follows: In a theoretical part we will outline a Bourdieu 

inspired concept of value in the network society. We will then briefly describe the 

methodology and data collected. Then we will reconstruct the YouTube related activities of 
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the interviewed musicians. The analysis will be concluded by a critical conceptualization of 

digitally networked media like YouTube as media intermediaries that either enable or tighten 

a certain scope of action for value creation based on the possession of social and cultural 

capital of a videomaker. 

 

Theory: YouTube as a Holistic Economy with Contingent Definitions of Value 

Our theoretical approach towards analyzing the economy of YouTube is based on previous 

research within creative and music economies that have shown them to be constituted by 

value creation activities and exchanges of forms of value different from (or additional to) 

economic value and capital. Reputation, taste, cultural knowledge, virtuosity and relationships 

to other artists, fans, brands etc. can be mentioned among the forms of value created and 

exchanged (cf. Lange & Bürkner, 2012; Winter, 2012; Grünewald, 2013; Heinrich, 2013). As 

Burgess & Green (2009a) and Jenkins, Ford & Green (2013) draw a similar picture for 

YouTube’s culture, we also treat value creation around and with YouTube as a holistic 

economy, meaning an economy that considers all forms of exchange. This understanding can 

be based in Bourdieus (1986) ‘Forms of Capital’ and Castells (2009) notion of contingent 

logics of value constitution through ’Communication Power’. 

YouTube (and supposedly other digitally networked media) have significantly 

increased the potential for a broad diversity of actors to create value by giving users more 

freedom to determine their understanding of value itself. This is essentially a 

conceptualization of value as it was determined by Manuel Castells. He analyzed forms of 

value in the different networks in the network society. For him, value is an expression of the 

power of those who are able to program networks with their understanding of what is 

meaningful action (Castells, 2009: 27ff). Value as that, what orientates meaningful action is 

thus historically contingent and based on specific networks. The programming of these 

networks with values, he writes, is a process that was traditionally (and still is) being done by 

circulating meaning through centralized mass media. Today however more and more people 

can counteract on that unilateral distribution of power and create value conceptualizations and 

ideas of their own using digitally networked media such as YouTube, Facebook, Twitter etc. 

to build and program their own networks and institutions (cf. Castells, 2013; Grünewald, 

Haupt, Winter forthcoming).  

We can thus not prematurely prescribe definitions of value to our analysis of 

YouTubers that are creating value in and through networks and network media on their own 

terms. But previous research has shown, that the contingent values can at least analytically be 

differentiated in their cultural, social and economic dimension as introduced by Bourdieu 
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(1986). Following him we are looking at YouTube’s economy as a general “economy of 

practices, which would treat mercantile exchange as a particular case of exchange in all its 

forms” (Bourdieu, 1986: 47). For such an holistic economy Bourdieu differentiated social, 

cultural and economic forms of value and capital: Relationships, that widen one’s scope of 

action, cultural knowledge and taste that defines socio-cultural belonging and those forms of 

capital that can easily be transferred into money. Compared to Bourdieu however, in music 

economies these forms of capital are not so much gained through belonging to a certain social 

class but through participating in activities like creating, editing, sharing, consuming, 

interpreting and assessing (Grünewald, 2013: 64ff; Bürkner, Lange & Schüßler, 2014: 27). In 

our analysis of YouTube musicians we are thus trying to trace what constitutes value in 

YouTube’s networks and how it is being created. Based on Bourdieu’s categories and 

previous research in the field of networked music economies we will structure our analysis 

between social, cultural and economic dimensions.5  

 

Methodology 

The empirical basis for this paper are eleven in-depth interviews with musicians and music 

related managers from Germany who have an own YouTube channel and structure their work 

around the platform. It was our aim to cover a range of different music genres as well as 

different forms of video (eg. music video, music tutorial, mashups etc.). The interviews where 

semi-structured and covered four different dimensions regarding the musicians’ creative 

work: Their ‘careers’ on YouTube, content and value creating activities, identities and self-

concept and finally their networks. YouTube musicians where treated as experts of their own 

lifeworld: Of their social contexts (Gläser & Laudel, 2004: 10) als well as parts of an 

organizational elite (Hoffmann, 2005: 271).  

Nine in-depth interviews where held with YouTube musicians that we contacted 

through their YouTube channels and Facebook accounts. Among these YouTubers are no 

‘superstars’ as our inquiries to the ‘big’ YouTubers stayed unanswered. Most of them are 

middle class artists (Benkler, 2012) who have a strong viewership and who court loyal 

communities and fans. Some are working without any commercial interest, doing their video 

besides their jobs and from their homes. Two additional interviews where held to broaden our 

perspective on the commercial activities around actors involved with YouTube. One was held 

with a music manager who is working with MC Fitti, a well known Hip Hop artist, who made 

a big impact on YouTube, as well as one with a representative of a german film production 
                                                

5 It is important to mention that these are only analytical dimensions and we will show that these spheres of 
value are very much intertwined. We also must notice, that this cultural-social-economical framework might be 
too small. More inductive research on the forms of value in music economies will have to follow. 
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company that incorporates originary YouTube content into their activities. The interviews 

where then analyzed by an inductive-deductive qualitative analysis based on our questionnaire 

as well as the three dimensions of cultural, social and economic value.  

 

Cultural perspective: From Skills to Cultural Capital 

Starting point for our interviewees’ activity on YouTube is a certain kind of talent or skill in 

combination with the purpose to share it with other people (e.g. singing, playing guitar or 

producing beats). Some of them report that they wanted to know what strangers say about 

their creative work – as a source for improvements or just to ‚see what happens‘. Positive 

feedback is described as a source of motivation to create more videos on a regular basis that in 

some cases grows to be a perceived responsibility to the growing fan base: „You have to offer 

them something!“ (DeservingDeath).6 Some musicians have used YouTube from the very 

beginning as early adopters, whereas often other famous YouTubers were role models for 

their first steps as videomakers. In this cases the inspiration to become an artist on YouTube 

lies in the cultural system itself. Here YouTube can also be the source for developing new 

skills that are important for one’s own creative practice. Our interviewees often report that 

they learned certain skills they need to be a ‚good' YouTuber (e.g. video editing skills etc.) 

from videos on YouTube itself and/or got help from other YouTubers to increase the quality 

of their work. 

Our interviews reveal: Skills and talents are only the starting point for value creation 

in the context of YouTube. Our interviewee Christian Behrens, manager of german rapper 

MC Fitti, states that one has to develop one’s content on YouTube 'in agreement with 

YouTube’s rules‘ when you use it as a ‚conventional‘ musician. One of these rules and more 

important as simple skills and talents is the ability to link these skills and talents with 

YouTube’s existing culture and networks. One user who's channel mostly consists of a 

cappella parodies of famous pop songs expresses this as his format being „nonsense with 

concept“ (DeservingDeath) – a concept that seems to be heavily pre-structured by ideas of 

connectivity and linkage, which he expresses through frequent collaborations with other 

YouTubers. YouTubers thus have to accumulate a certain cultural capital which they can gain 

through engaging with YouTube, its knowledge, networks and ‘common culture’. However 

they also have to contribute to this culture through cultural value creation: Central to this is 

what YouTubers call ‘cross-promotion’: Cross-promotion can lead from simple mentioning 

                                                
6 One of the advantages of todays hypertext is that you can observe more and more of the artifacts and activities 

that are described in scientific research which is why we provide the name of the YouTube channel instead of 
civil names giving readers the possibility to get an own impression. One interviewee asked to stay anonymous 
though.  
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another YouTuber to collaborations, citations or parodies. Covering the songs of one another 

for example is an effective and plannable cross-promotion activity that is used to generate a 

common cultural theme – also referred to as ‘meme’ by our interviewers – that fosters 

viewership and attention for all the participating actors. Regardless the relevance of cross-

promotion, YouTubers are sometimes careful not to easily open up their networks and their 

cultural reputation for meaningless acts of promotion. One of our interviewees states: 

“What I tried to avoid until now is to do cross-promo with people with whom I cannot 
identify with at all. There is one story… I don’t want to mention the name because he 
is a very big YouTuber. Back then he texted me if we could [...] do just very cheap 
cross-promo. Just appear in a video. Just linking one another. I didn’t like it” 
(Anonymous YouTuber). 
 

A good example for the importance of valuable cultural taste and intuition is the importance 

of cover songs. Cover songs have three basic functions within the activities of our 

interviewees. The first is highly pragmatic: They want to be found by users who search for 

popular pop songs. Secondly to cover a song is a ‚cultural statement‘ that may represent an 

affiliation to a certain genre or subculture. Thirdly, it is a chance to establish relationships to 

the original artist. User YoungPianoTV gives an example for the last point. He covers famous 

german rap songs on his piano and used to send the videos to the original artists. It happened 

that they commented on it or posted on his Facebook page, which was both a source of 

motivation and appreciation of the user’s cultural capital.  

It is striking that our interviewees rely heavily on their own ‚flair‘ and intuition to 

develop cultural capital. More than once our interviewees stress the importance of being 'their 

own boss'. They refuse to work with conventional music labels in fear of their freedom to 

autonomously decide about their content, the way they present themselves to and engage with 

their audience or the relationships, collaborations and partnerships they undertake. They want 

to decide on their own what they do and how much time they invest in creating songs and 

videos. Regarding to the musicians we interviewed an important part of YouTube culture is to 

present oneself not only as an artist but also as a ‚normal' human being: „I make music and 

also show the people who I am“ (JannikBMusic). So the musical content is mostly 

accompanied by vlogs, FAQ videos or other forms of content that allow a glimpse of the 

Youtuber’s personality. User StrawbellyCake describes her experiences with a music label in 

this context. She complains about her former label that wanted to take over her Facebook 

profile in order to improve her fan communication – in a way that in her opinion did not fit to 

her personality. Although some musicians are not capable to answer every fan message they 

would not leave it to someone else. Even in the face of a growing audience and demanding 
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fan communication, social relations on YouTube are still perceived as something very 

personal that make it hard for traditional music label logic to fit it. 

Yet another example for the importance of cultural capital is provided by user J Dryor. 

He owns a channel with ‚sincere‘ music videos where he appears as instrumentalist and 

producer. But he has also established an alter ego called ‚Playerboy‘ that he has used in the 

context of a rap contest (JuliensBlogBattle) hosted by the famous YouTuber JuliensBlog 

Julien is – through his videos called ‘RapAnalyse’ – a well known critic on YouTube. 

Playerboy can be described as an artificial character parodying german rap culture with 

exaggerated lyrics and non-serious, put-on behavior. He took part in a subcategory of the 

contest called 'Hall of Shame‘ where it was the aim to get as many ‚dislikes‘ as possible. The 

user managed to become finalist in the contest and thus gained some popularity and cultural 

capital within JuliensBlog’s user base. But he was not successful in transferring this cultural 

capital to his own channel showing his original and for him more important project which is 

(to the moment) rather unpopular. Here we can see how cultural capital – as a persiflage of 

german rap – emerges in relation with other, more famous YouTubers. But we can also see 

that the transfer of cultural capital can be hindered. 

 

Social Perspective: The Valorization of Relationships 

On YouTube the creation of value is strongly connected to relationships of various kinds: In 

the first step, videos are often created or improved in collaboration with friends or 

acquaintances who also form the early audience. As the audience grows over time, 

relationships with fans are a source of critique and improvement, orientation for upcoming 

videos, and motivation. Although YouTube is valued for its unique community, our 

interviewees do not only use its built in features for communication but several digitally 

networked media like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram in order to communicate and stay in 

contact with their audience and fans. It is important to understand that fans are by no means 

seen as a passive audience. They participate in YouTube’s cultural system by liking, 

commenting, giving suggestions and ideas for new content and making videos on their own – 

sometimes with reference to their favorite YouTubers. For example JannikBMusic mentions a 

fan video where he appears as a Lego character. The borders between being a fan and being 

someone who has fans of his own are blurring. This underlines the central idea of 

participatory culture where everyone can accumulate cultural capital and become a source or 

reference point for cultural orientation.  

Although it is hardly possible to accurately measure the relevance of certain 

YouTubers within the platform’s cultural system, there are some indicators. The number of 
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subscribers and the amount of video views are figures that most of our participants observe 

closely as they are perceived as indicators for their popularity and in a second step also basis 

for revenues. In order to increase these numbers, relationships with other YouTubers are 

highly important. Relationships between YouTubers are strongly based on their public 

communication and cross-promotion with one another. These practices (e.g. mentioning other 

YouTubers in a video, making videos together, parodying one another etc.) form something 

we like to call an ‚economy of collaboration'. As in this economy the number of channel 

subscribers and total views seem to be the most important ‚currencies‘, it so happens that 

‚smaller' Youtubers seek to collaborate with ‚bigger‘ ones in order to gain access to their 

networks, attract their fans and finally increase their own number of subscribers and views. 

As mentioned above, these new relationships also increase the potential to create cultural 

themes or memes. On the other side YouTubers with more subscribers are automatically more 

powerful as they can decide who they want to support and who they want to reject.7 

Regarding this, our participants have made different experiences. User YoungPianoTV 

describes how he sent several messages to other YouTubers in order to spread his videos and 

ask for opportunities to collaborate. In the end this procedure has proven to be very 

successful, as we will describe in more detail below. Other participants state that they have 

received a lot of collaboration requests from YouTube ‘rookies’ since they have a remarkable 

number of subscribers, which reminds them of their own early phase: User DeservingDeath 

recalls that he only then started feeling to be a ‚real‘ YouTuber when he got feedback from a 

‚famous‘ YouTuber for the first time. Here it becomes also clear that the relationships and 

collaboration projects between YouTubers are not only based on ‚calculus', but also on mutual 

sympathy or friendships. An example for this is user Vincent Lee Music, a full time IT 

worker, who has produced music for many YouTubers’ videos, investing his cultural capital 

into their newly formed networks and value creating activities. Here it is also noticeable that 

collaborations amongst YouTubers are often based purely in medial connectivity where the 

collaborators do not necessarily meet in person. Lee’s activities finally led to an extensive 

personal network in the field of music production. His social and cultural capital gained on 

YouTube secured him a job with Hyunday where he was asked to create the music to a car 

advertisement running on YouTube. Based on this ‚hobbyist‘ activity Lee is even considering 

giving up his regular job to become a full time musician and producer for movie scores. 

Relationships and thus social capital is also important to increase ones prospects of cultural 

value creation. As noted, YouTube’s culture is based on collaboration, intertextual linkings 

and cross-promotion. Here the exchange of social capital and cultural value creation go hand 
                                                

7 We have discovered such a ‘regime of unequal relationships’ between musicians elsewhere (Grünewald 2013). 
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in hand in the effectiveness of creating meaningful cultural themes or ‘memes’ that of course 

are also valuable for the fans of these YouTube artists. Vincent Lee provides a vivid example: 

 
Yubafilms credited me because I made the music. And so came my [own] subscribers 
because people wanted to hear the music [...]. For every video they made I made the 
music [...]. People liked it and even wanted the sheet music. [...] That’s really 
collaboration with other YouTubers. Not necessarily because of audience rate [...]. 
And like that things went off. [...] Apecrime approached me and said: “[...] Can you 
make a parody for us?” And through these parodies things went off again. [...] Then 
you upload the instrumental because everybody wants it.”  
 

Economic/Monetary Perspective: YouTube as a Source of Income 

A focus on the concept of participatory culture and user generated content may cover that 

Youtube is a relevant source of revenue for some participants of the cultural system it 

represents. Purely practical, a YouTuber can earn money from his activities by joining 

YouTube’s partner program and enabling the monetization of the videos. After that, 

commercials are shown before or in the videos that are suitable for advertising8 and the 

owners of the channel get a share of the revenue created by the commercials. According to 

YouTube (2014) more than a million videomakers from 30 different countries participate in 

the partner program and earn money from YouTube, while „thousands of channels are making 

six figures a year” (ibid.). As this statement has not been updated in a while one can assume 

that the numbers are even higher. Overall, our interviews give the impression that in the 

YouTube economy talking about money is kind of a taboo, which might in part be explained 

by the contractual conditions of the YouTube partner program and/or of a MCN. Nevertheless 

our interviews are a source of a better understanding of YouTube’s economic (in the narrower 

sense) dimension. 

An obstacle for the monetization of content are existing copyright laws, that are 

challenging the musicians cultural production activities. Most of our interviewees have faced 

legal issues more than once. They get ‘claimed’ for using copyrighted content and are forced 

to delete the video in question from their channel. In case of enabled monetization the revenue 

for claimed videos goes to the original rights holders. While copyright laws are perceived as 

difficult to understand and restrictive, some musicians break the law on purpose, knowing that 

they will not be able to monetize their work, because otherwise they were not able to go on 

with what they are doing. This is the case of StrawbellyCake who translates and interprets 

                                                
8 If video on YouTube is suitable for advertising is evaluated by YouTubes algorithms on basis of what they call 
‘EARS Funnel’. It stands for enabled (YouTuber Partners want to monetize and the video content is licenced by 
the partner), allowed (Is monetization allowed in the country of the viewer, is the form of the video suitable - e.g. 
longer than 30 seconds), requested (is a ad available for the kind of video, is the partner blocking certain 
advertisements e.g. industries that rely on animal experiments). If all are true the ad is served. 
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japanese anime songs. In any case, the laws complicate the monetization of content. Some of 

our interviewees did not enable the monetization of their channel as they are insecure about 

the legal situation and channels using copyrighted content seem to be having a hard time 

getting into YouTube’s partner program. Consequently they state that channels that are 

predominantly based on foreign content are only interesting for MCNs when the artist would 

develop more original content. 

In addition to the direct revenues by YouTube, that are difficult to track down 

correctly from an outside perspective, the musicians benefit from their presence on YouTube 

and make profits also in indirect ways: Some sell their music on iTunes or other online music 

stores and use their videos for promotion purposes. User GregsGuitars works as a guitar 

dealer. Before selling a guitar he presents it on YouTube by simply playing it for a couple of 

minutes. Buyers trust his choices and expertise (cultural capital) allowing him to sell several 

hundred high priced guitars from his home. Besides dealing guitars he is also approached by 

other musicians to participate as a guitarist in live concerts. But most importantly he states 

that he can also culturally charge a guitar with value through playing it: “If I possessed a 

guitar for some time and used it in concerts it is even more demanded by the people.” 

Again StrawbellyCake, who is a freelance voice actor and generates jobs via 

YouTube, can translate her cultural capital as a skilled female voice actor for anime videos 

directly into networks outside of YouTube (social capital) and fees for her work. Vincent Lee 

composes music for commercial films of major companies, which results from many 

YouTube projects that bit by bit lead up to a reputation that goes beyond the borders of 

YouTube. Yet another one (Noah Hunold) makes video tutorials for a popular music 

production software on YouTube which is useful for his career as a music producer as he 

made contact with many other musicians. These cases show how YouTube can simply be seen 

as a means to attract the attention of potential customers or clients. But the seemingly simple 

comprehensibility should not lead us to underestimate the complexity of YouTube’s holistic 

economy. Another case reveals that in terms of value creation cultural, social and economic 

dimensions work hand in hand. The user YoungPianoTV who started to cover pop songs on 

his grandmother’s piano a few years ago and put the recordings on YouTube finally ended up 

in the studio with the famous german rap artist Bushido being well paid for playing the piano 

for some tracks on his most recent album. This ‚professionalization' is the result of many 

conscious decisions. He explains that he deliberately searched for ‚gaps in Youtube’s music 

market‘ that also fit in with his musical interest. After he started to fill this gap by covering 

german rap songs on the piano he also began to text the artists he covered to show them his 

piece of work. In the particular case that lead to the studio job he even tracked down the 
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private Facebook profile of the artist in question, sent him a message and actively asked for an 

opportunity to work with him. This was a successful approach only because the YouTuber 

could rely on a solid basis of skills and relationships from previous projects. Although he 

never generated significant income from YouTube directly, his activities lead up to a 

considerable amount of cultural and social capital, which was also more important than 

money. The source of his motivation was less monetarily but more culturally and socially 

founded, as a statement shows: "Wow, the guy who used to be on a poster in my child’s room 

just gave me feedback“ and further „what I do on YouTube is the basis for that I can make 

more of it.“   

 

As our description of the activities of YouTubers and YouTube musicians shows, these 

networked economies seem to be indeed holistic economies where cultural, social and 

economic value creation converge. Chances for the creation of meaningful artifacts rests on 

cross-promotion with relationships to other YouTubers. Relationships are valuable because of 

their potential to gain more viewers and to create more meaningful, more ‘spreadable’ (cf. 

Jenkins, Ford & Green, 2013) content. Relationships are however more probable when one 

possesses certain cultural skills, intuition for valuable content and uniqueness that he can 

invest in an activity. Thus often cultural and social capital are being exchanged or combined. 

Economic value creation is fostered through cultural and social capital through increases in 

attention and clicks that lead to increased advertising sales and downloads. Finally the cultural 

and social capital accumulated on YouTube can also be transferred into new value creation 

activities like jobs and engagements outside of YouTube. After describing this convergence of 

values and capital in the holistic economy of YouTube and identifying the central logic of 

cross-promotion we can turn to the topic of rationalization of these activities. This is the case 

with multi-channel networks. 

 

Multi-channel Networks: the Rationalization of Value Creation on YouTube 

Analyzing YouTube’s economy and how value here is being monetized, we were also struck 

with some statements of the YouTube musicians regarding a relatively new kind of players 

that are integrating themselves into the YouTube economy but that do not seem to be 

researched very well to the moment: Multi-channel Networks (MCNs). The activities of these 

MCNs are very illuminative in understanding the convergence of different forms of value as 

they are trying to rationalize what is constituting YouTubes common culture and economy.  

MCNs are companies with commercial interests. They are assemblies of sometime 

huge numbers of YouTubers and their channels. These channels are administered by the 
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company.9 MCNs also attract and make deals with advertisers that they match with 

YouTubers from their network. In addition they support the signed YouTubers with 

workshops, technical equipment, format development, legal support and a connection to 

corporate YouTube. In exchange they get a share of the revenue that the signed YouTubers 

get for the advertisements running on their video. On interviewee explains her view on 

MCNs: 

“Today nothing really works without a network. If you wanna get support and you 
contact Google without being in a network, you can wait for two month until you will 
get a reply. And if you are part of a network you will be served more quickly.” 
(Anonymous YouTuber) 
 

MCNs like the US American MakerStudios, which was recently bought by Disney for a sum 

between 500 Million and one Billion Dollars, sometimes administer tens of thousands of 

YouTube channels (Brown, 2014). Some, like the german network Mediakraft organize their 

channels into branded subnetworks. Mediakraft, founded in 2011 was just recently funded 

with 16.5 Million by venture capitalists (cf. Capnamic Ventures, 2014). Alongside 

‘traditional’ music and media corporations MCNs concentrate a high number of attention on 

YouTube. 

                                                
9 That YouTube Channels are administered (by MCNs) means, that they are locked in into YouTube’s and 
Google’s Content-ID System with which (copyrighted) content can be tracked all around YouTube. Every video 
that uses one’s content or parts of it – for example the famous case of a toddler dancing to one of Prince’s songs 
– will be shown to its rights holder allowing him to monetize it by displaying advertisements around it. The 
revenue here does not go to the uploader but to the rights holder. Rights holders using Content-ID can also forbid 
the new video leading to immediate takedown from YouTube. The musicians and YouTube artists call this a 
‘strike’. MCNs also attract and make deals with advertisers that they match with YouTubers from their network. 
They then get a share of the revenue, that these YouTubers get for the advertisements running on their video. 
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Figure 1: Number of unique viewers per YouTube Partner in Germany in September 2013 (Mio). Top 15 Source: 

comscore / statista.com 
 

Now what is being rationalized? As MCNs are economically depending on the advertising 

revenues from their supported channels they are eager to increase their total views. In order to 

achieve this, they use YouTube’s ‚economy of collaboration', wherein the MCN can be 

understood as a kind of ‚broker‘ that arranges and organizes collaborations amongst signed 

Youtubers. Within MCNs it seems not to be a matter of just chance or kindness anymore 

when a famous Youtuber ‚likes‘, mentions or collaborates with less famous ones, but a matter 

of targeted planning. The MCN coordinates which of its Youtubers can benefit from each 

other and by this means ‚rationalizes‘ the above mentioned ‚economy of collaboration‘. 

MCNs thus systematically employ what we previously identified as cross-promotion: Content 

is being created, referred to, spoofed and parodied throughout the network sometimes even by 
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contracting YouTubers to parody another YouTuber before releasing the original video that 

will be parodied. YouTubers will thus refer to each other, sending over viewers and attention 

from one channel to another and by creating cultural links of meaning (and a good laugh 

oftentimes).  

One user describes this process of rationalizing relationships by clearly differentiating 

between more and less valuable contexts respectively other YouTuber’s channels his own 

channel should appear in. JannikBMusic signed a contract with a MCN after he saw that other 

important german YouTubers are part of the network – another example for the importance of 

social capital in this context – and reports that his number of subscribers has increased sharply 

only a while after being signed by the MCN. At the same time he emphasizes the importance 

of connecting with other Youtubers behind the borders of his own network. Other 

interviewees have deliberately decided to not join a MCN – because they disapprove the idea 

of rationalization they represent or, again, in fear of losing their autonomy. In any case they 

made the decision in full consciousness of the fact that this is a decision against earning more 

money from YouTube. 

MCNs also empower YouTubers through knowledge, means of production and 

external relationships. A lot of MCNs own and offer access to film studios and video 

production equipment to their YouTubers helping them to increase the quality of their 

content.  They also offer coaching on how to use video equipment and how increase their 

scope of using Facebook and other digitally networked media. YouTubers also profit from the 

external relationships (social capital) of MCNs as these also acquire music licenses for the 

YouTubers through relationships maintained with record labels. Selected examples from our 

interviews also showed, how a MCN helped in dealing with ‘strikes’ (Videos being taken 

down by YouTube or a rights holder). The MCNs relationship to YouTube then made it a lot 

easier to get it back up by reaching some sort of agreement with a major record company.  

Mediakraft is a good example. It is about judicial securing oneself if there are strikes 
[takedowns of copyrighted content]. I have seen this with a lot of fellow YouTubers 
who had developed a fanbase through hard work. [...] Then their channel got deleted 
and they languished with 2000 viewers instead of 20.000 because they couldn’t find 
him anymore. You want to avoid that with a network. The network can take on the 
strike and can resolve it. (Anonymous YouTuber) 

Videos of certain networked YouTubers can also be put on the YouTube homepage exposing 

it to more monetizable attention. 

Selected network partners will be placed on the homepage in cooperation with 
YouTube. [Or] you can get special permissions like for music that would otherwise not 
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be displayed because of the GEMA but it is unlocked for such a purpose (Anonymous 
YouTuber). 

MCNs thus empower YouTubers in their social, cultural and economic value creating 

activities through the rationalization of cultural and social networking and through at the same 

time accumulate and foster YouTubers cultural and social capital leading to more gains in 

attention and thus accumulation of economic capital. At the same time MCNs also ease the 

legal hassle of working with copyrighted content thus making it easier for the YouTubers to 

connect to ‘traditional’ push cultures of the copyright industries. 

 

Media Intermediation: How YouTube structures the Value Creation of YouTubers 

During our research on what constitutes value on YouTube we developed an idea of the 

dynamics of this form of a post-industrial economy. Our point is that there seems to be a 

dynamic scope of action around a digitally networked medium that can be altered. Here it is 

altered by the relations with a multi-channel network. The MCN opens up the scope for some 

YouTubers and their social, cultural and economical value creation on YouTube. Social, 

through connecting networks of YouTubers and maintaining relationships with rights holders, 

collecting societies and YouTube itself, cultural by empowering YouTubers with equipment, 

knowledge and systematic cross-promotion, economical by securing advertisement deals, 

providing means of production, increasing attention and thus advertisement revenue. 

Suspicious about commercial actors getting involved with YouTube’s unique culture 

and economy it is easy to assume that MCNs are new intermediaries that try to establish 

themselves in a relationship between YouTubers and their fans or fellow YouTubers in order 

to increase their power on that relationship and monetize the value created by artists and fans. 

However we would like to propose a slightly different angle towards the matter and suggest 

MCNs as actors that widen one’s scope of action for participation and value creation in the 

YouTube economy by influencing processes of media intermediation. 

To illustrate our concept of media intermediation we have to show how intermediation 

theory can be extended by incorporating digitally networked media as means of production 

and value creation. In traditional intermediation theory intermediaries add value to 

transactions between producer and consumer.10 For example they aggregate buyer demand or 

they facilitate the market by matching buyers and sellers (Bailey and Bakos, 1997). In the pre-

                                                
10 Intermediation theory in regard to value creation modeling is rather linear and static as opposed to e.g. value 
networks (compare Stabell & Fjedlstein 1998, Pebbart & Rylander 2006, Herrala, Pakkala, Haapasalo 2001). 
Thus we cannot assume that artists, fans are the only ones constituting YouTube(r)’s value networks. However 
intermediation theory is best suited to illustrate our cause of modeling a dynamic scope of action. The model of a 
scope within media intermediation is also applicable to the model of “media networked on�demand�music�
culture” (Winter, 2012: 58) that explicitly considers media as mediators of value creation. 
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napster copyright industry of music (Wikström, 2009) artists had to be signed by an A&R 

from a record company. These artists had to produce records with producers from the 

company and these records had to be pressed, packed and shipped by a distributor to big or 

small retailers. Fans here would only get their record if they would purchased it from one of 

these retailers.11 Their possibility of interaction with the artist himself was basically none as it 

is intended by the anonymity of markets and the reduction of communicative interaction 

through money (Habermas, 1995/1981).  

 

Figure 2: Value Chain of the Recording Industry; Source: Bernardo, 2013: 18 

Today it seems to be clear to most people, that this paradigm has shifted. Today 

intermediaries seem to be vanishing. These theories of disintermediation state, that 

intermediaries are being excluded from the relationships between producer and customer, thus 

between artist and fan (cf. Tschmuck, 2012; Bernardo, 2013; Heinrich, 2013). This has 

become possible through digitally networked media like YouTube, Bandcamp, Soundcloud 

and so on. These media services are means of cultural production that change the relations of 

production and thus economic paradigms. As they offer new and direct ways to produce, 

distribute, promote and prosume music, we as well as others (Winter, 2012; Grünewald, 2013; 

Bernardo, 2013) have been treating digitally networked media as a kind of space in that artist 

and fan can meet and directly interact. This is indicated by the blue space in our graphics. 

                                                
11 Of course this structural paradigm of the music industry has not vanished entirely but it has, for a big part, 
being transformed since artists and prosumers were empowered by digitally networked media to share, create, 
distribute music themselves (e.g. Wikström 2009, Tschmuck 2012). 
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Figure 3: Artist and Fan connected in a space of digitally networked media. Source: Own Research 

This space is what made dis-intermediation possible in the first place. However space is not a 

fitting metaphor in every case as there are different digitally networked media for musicians 

that offer different services with different and distinct possibilities and impossibilities of value 

creation between musicians and fans or YouTubers and other YouTubers. YouTube is 

mediating and at the same time enabling and restricting the relationships and interactions 

between YouTubers and their value creating partners. We thus propose, that one can think of 

a certain scope of action that opens up for musicians and fans around a certain medium. This 

scope seems to influence the productivity of the means and it has been present in a lot of our 

interviews.  

One musician told us, that through changes in the functionalities, algorithms and 

business models of YouTube, their influence on planning and controlling the ‘viral’ impact of 

an video was scaled back by YouTube.12 The scope of action to participate in YouTube’s 

cultural economy was being decreased by changing the medium itself.  

                                                
12 For the problematic term of ‘viral’ media content see Jenkins, Ford & Green 2013: 16ff 
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YouTube as a Media Intermediary with a scope of action (Blue).  Source: Own Research 

This scope is, where multi-channel networks are getting interesting again. We showed, how 

YouTubers get more productive through systematic cross-promotion, the freeing of music 

licences, relationships of an MCN with records labels, through coaching, knowledge and 

material and through the increased possibilities to deal with ‘strikes’ increasing the scope for 

value creation. This is where the blue ribbon that represents the scope for action, value 

creation and productivity increases. 

 

The scope of action around the medium increases through relations with an MCN.  Source: Own Research 

 

Conclusion: Scopes, more forms of capital and (un)equality 

In the introduction we stated that we do not want to add to either/or optimistic/pessimistic 

claims in regard to digitally networked media and participation/freedom but would rather 

broaden the analytic frame towards value creation. Our results however allow a critical 

perspective on cultural freedom and digitally networked media. Optimistic claims like those 

of Jenkins or Winter are routed in the increased access to media as means of production and 

thus propose futures of participatory culture (cf. Jenkins, 2006) or even post-capitalism (cf. 

Winter, 2012). However, Winter and Jenkins also state the increased dependability of media 
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literacy and other cultural possibilities and prohibitors of participation and productivity 

(compare the model of open networked value creation in Winter, 2012; 66 and Jenkins, Ford 

& Green, 2013: 304f). Marxists however discuss the issue from the perspective of ownership 

of these media judging the talks of socialization of the means of production as an fatal error as 

these media are owned by capitalist corporations (cf. Fuchs & Sevignani, 2014). Our 

Bourdieu inspired framework however shows another point for further critical study that is 

not based in questions of media literacy and ownership of the means of production but in the 

restricting power of various known or unknown forms of capital on the ability to participate 

and create value. In line with the theoretic considerations of most of the here cited scholars, 

digitally networked media open up an immense scope for participation and value creation for 

ordinary people. Their scope however is restricted by their ability to accumulate cultural, 

social and economic capital – or other forms of capital – necessarily transforming ordinary 

people to neo-capitalists (cf. Lin, 1999). Also our analysis of the activities of multi-channel 

networks has shown that participation and value creation is restricted by one’s ability to add 

value to the programs of certain sub-networks within the rather neo-capitalist than post-

capitalist economies. ‘Social Media’ thus at the same time unchain old inequalities of 

(cultural) participation and value creation while at the same time new inequalities are being 

established. MCNs in this respect are organizations that try to concentrate social, cultural and 

economic capital in order to increase their competitive advantage in the YouTube economy 

and thus their own scope of accumulating capital. 

Still more research is needed. As shown in the theory section, the framework of 

cultural, social and economic capital is tighter as a network society concept of value allows 

(cf. Grünewald, 2013). Other forms of value and capital that are already indicated here e.g. 

aesthetic capital (cf. Winter 2012), acoustic capital (cf. Lange, Bürkner & Schüßler, 2014) 

follower capital, and of course other restrictions in accumulating these like (media-)literacy 

are certainly possible but have to be subject to following studies with more inductive 

grounded theory approaches that also surpass YouTuber-networks as small as the ones 

researched. Of course also the relationships of YouTubers and primarily MCNs will have to 

be subject to future research as all data on MCNs here stems not from the actors itself but 

from the perspective of YouTubers as well as on secondary research. Questions to be asked 

would be if and how MCNs influence the content being created in a normative dimension e.g. 

through target-group formating and how users are disadvantaged and advantaged by not 

taking part or by developing MCN-independent identities and networks. 
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