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INTRODUCTION
In contemporary consumer culture, the consumption of media 

content online is increasingly a shared social experience. In the US, 
for instance, as much as 75% of the online audience consumes news 
shared by peers (Purcell et al. 2010). As a result, the importance of 
consumer communities in distributing and marketing professional 
media content is growing (Newman and Dutton 2011). Online media 
and the particular applications designed for sharing media content 
enable and encourage the contemporary media consumers to share 
their media consumption experiences by providing links in e-mail 
messages or web pages, and increasingly by tweeting, using such 
social plugins as the Recommend Button on Facebook, or utilizing 
services like Pinterest and Storify. In the paper, our aim is to contrib-
ute to a better understanding of this phenomenon and Internet-based 
activity by theoretically elaborating on its nature as social curation. 

In building our theoretical argument, we start from the idea that 
curation is essentially about people adding their qualitative judge-
ment to whatever is being gathered and organized, as Rosenbaum 
(2011, 3-4) has argued. In the context of the media, curation is about 
consumers aggregating, sharing, ranking, juxtaposing and critiquing 
content on a variety of platforms (Clark and Aufderheide 2009, 6-7). 
In the literature on computer science (Ball, Whyte, and Donnelly 
2010; Goble et al. 2010), curation is usually discussed in relation to 
data management. More explicitly, digital curation entails the man-
agement and preservation of digital material to ensure accessibility 
over the long-term (Higgins 2011, 79). We part ways with this data 
management approach in our study and rather focus on the aspects of 
sharing and dissemination when discussing social curation (Gaskill 
2010; Liu 2010; Ammann 2011). More specifically, we set out to 
conceptualize social curation as a communal practice, similar to 
practices that characterize brand communities (Muniz and O’Guinn 
2001; Schau, Muniz, and Arnould 2009). The discussion and elabo-
ration of the concept of social curation enables to elucidate the role of 
consumer communities (Kozinets 1999, 259; Prahalad and Ramas-
wamy 2004, 8; Arvidsson 2005, 242) in the practices of distributing 
and marketing media content – imbuing media content with social 
significance – and to understand content sharing as consumption 
phenomena on the Internet (Belk 2010, 730). 

From a technological perspective, social curation refers to the 
communication of media content (e.g. news and entertainment) in 
digital networks, in particular by using social media platforms and 
services. But since we are trying to contribute to a better conceptual 
understanding of social curation as consumption, we work towards 
a more sociological and cultural definition and conceptualization of 
social curation. On a very general level, we look into social curation 
as consumption of media content in online market environments. It 
can be viewed as a social and communicative activity through which 
people engage in appropriation, appreciation and mediation of digital 
media content, for various kinds of personal, social and political pur-
poses (Warde 2005). Media content is put to use (appropriated and 
appreciated) in the course of engaging in the practice of social cura-
tion. In practice, this entails a set of sense-making and sense-giving 
activities that are grounded in individual and social activity (Weick 
1995). These activities of the media consumers include browsing, 
reading, and watching interesting media content; making sense of 

the content by analyzing, evaluating, and categorizing; giving sense 
to the content by commenting, narrating, and tagging; and commu-
nicating and mediating the content by recommending, posting, and 
tweeting. 

From the viewpoint of consumer research, the media audience 
cannot be regarded as a group of passive consumers, but as active 
participants in the processes through which value is created in the 
market (Potts et al. 2008; Cova and Dalli 2009, 315; Banks and 
Humphreys 2008; Merrin 2009). Personalized media consumption is 
experiencing a transition toward consumption as a networked prac-
tice (Jenkins 2006, 244). The transformations in the relationship be-
tween media producers and consumers may suggest a shift in which 
the frameworks of analysis and categories that worked well in the 
context of an industrial media economy are no longer helpful (Banks 
and Humphreys 2008, 402), as the consumption of media content is 
not restricted anymore to the reception of ready-made mass products 
(Chan-Olmstead 2006, 31; Livingstone 2008, 394; Merrin, 2009, 
24). The industrial model of one-to-many mass consumption is giv-
ing way to an interactive model based on partnership and conversa-
tion with consumers (Hartley 2004, 6). 

Despite the fact that social curation represents a strategically 
important change in the business environment for media companies, 
social curation as a phenomenon is currently inadequately under-
stood and studied, particularly theoretically. Along with discussing 
the relevance and the implications of social curation for the media in-
dustry, we consider it to be important to critically refine and elaborate 
on social curation as a concept and a construct in consumer research. 
In the paper, we therefore set out to work towards a theoretically 
more sophisticated conceptualization of social curation, drawing 
firstly from the discussion on art curation.

ANALYSIS OF THE CONCEPT

The Element of Curation in Social Curation
In order to conceptualize social curation, it is necessary to pose 

two questions: (1) what is curation in social curation, and (2) what 
is social in social curation. Curation as a practice and concept has 
extended beyond galleries and museums into different fields of con-
sumption in the creative industries, as the words curate and curator 
have become increasingly common in describing activities such as 
selecting and presenting (Schlatter 2010). In a sense, curation, both 
as a concept and practice, has gone viral. 

We consider it to be important to question the rather loose use 
of the term curation. Conventionally, in the art world, curators have 
functioned as gate-keepers, as arbitrators of taste (Ames 1992), rec-
ognizing, and in some cases nurturing, emerging trends, celebrating 
a previously unknown artist as worthy of our attention, or delegating 
another to oblivion. As such, they carry a position of great trust and 
authority. Little wonder that the term curator, derived from the Latin 
word cuare, translates to to care. Curators care not only about a given 
art object, but also about how that object is perceived and experi-
enced, and, equally important, whether and how it is remembered. 

Through their exhibitions, collections, and catalogues (Lisus 
and Ericson 1999), art museums provide a particular vision of cul-
ture, one imbued with aesthetic value by the individual taste and 
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knowledge of their curators, the linchpins within the inner workings 
of the art world. Museums’ primary mission, to bring art to the pub-
lic, is carried out through the efforts of curators, who serve as media-
tors between the artist and the observer as they select, organize, and 
display art objects, siting them within a cultural and historical con-
tinuum. Through special exhibits and related educational activities, 
curators target a diverse audience, ranging from artists and fellow 
connoisseurs, to dilettantes in search of an afternoon’s diversion, to 
tourists eager to pose before an important object, documenting their 
visit with a souvenir photograph. 

The curators’ drive to capture their audience’s attention, and to 
leave a lasting impression, has long depended on an array of skills 
both broad and finely honed, with a strong emphasis on writing. 
Curation writing, whether a simple identifying label or a complex 
discussion of an object’s embodiment of a specific trend, or a mir-
roring of social mores, offers a context crafted to pique and sustain 
interest. For many museum attendees, words matter: they can shape 
a museum experience, providing a means for understanding a given 
display. Is an object a variation on a theme, a continuous innovation, 
or a breakthrough into completely new territory? Is it a simple reflec-
tion of, or a heartfelt response to, the political realities of its time and 
place? The more complex the narrative, the greater the importance 
accorded the object, and the higher its value (Morgan 1996). 

Much as research and development are critical to the strategic 
thrust of an organization, so is the work of curators critical to suc-
cess within the art world (Joy and Sherry 2003). The heart of any 
art museum from a curatorial perspective is its permanent collec-
tion, with curators bearing primary responsibility for precisely what 
is collected, how it is classified and interpreted, and how and when 
it is exhibited. Curators are knowledge brokers of a specific nature, 
taking culture created by others, and interpreting and publicizing it 
for the public good.  

Historically, curators have had the cultural cache to make un-
known objects both known and valuable, serving as a link between 
art production and consumption. They have had personal and schol-
arly reputations to develop and sustain; as professionals, they have 
had to be objective in their evaluation of art, as well as of the artists 
and movements on which they choose to focus. Often authors in their 
own rights, curators have exerted a powerful influence within not 
only the art world, but also within the general public—one need look 
no farther than the scholarly, painstakingly produced catalogues, me-
mentos of the equally scholarly and painstakingly produced shows 
that they chronicled, to appreciate the cultural impact curators have 
wielded over the years.

That curatorial role is changing rapidly, however, and concur-
rently diminishing in gravitas, as museums have increasingly (and, 
one might argue, unavoidably), become a highly theatrical hybrid 
form of art commingled with commerce. The once scholarly cata-
logues have been replaced by glossy brochures (Sandler 1996). 
Blockbuster exhibits, necessitated by the realities of museum fi-
nances, are becoming more common. The curators themselves, once 
armed with graduate degrees in the Fine Arts or related disciplines 
and active researchers in niche subjects, have been increasingly su-
perseded by those more involved in overtly commercial endeavours. 
How to appeal to an audience with a less leisurely style of consump-
tion, with an expectation of constantly refreshed imagery? The pull 
between high art and low commerce, while age-old, has escalated 
since the 1980s, as the art market welcomed art writers committed 
to research, conservation, publication, and art exhibition within a 
strong market orientation. As museums increasingly lack the funds 
to acquire new art, they often must sell objects from their permanent 
collections before acquiring new pieces in a bid to stay current. The 

job of curators now, by necessity, includes assessing and monitor-
ing the financial worth of museum holdings. While curators once 
typically were employed solely as permanent members of a museum 
staff, or as freelancers working with an assortment of museums, to-
day many under-employed curators routinely also work for private 
investors, galleries, or auction houses to supplement their incomes. 
Where once a curator’s job was to, in essence, protect an object from 
becoming a commodity, today their job is, in no small measure, to 
ensure that it does become a commodity, and more specifically a 
brand – one ideally with resale value in the museum gift shop.

There are many similarities between art curation and content 
curation in social media. According to Rohit Bhargava (2009), Se-
nior Vice President of Strategy and Marketing for Ogilvy 360 Digi-
tal Influence, “a content curator is someone who continually finds, 
groups, organizes and shares the best and most relevant content on 
a specific issue online.” The New York Times, which curates blog 
posts from outside sources, is a good example of a content curator.  
As Steve Rosenbaum (2009) of the Silicon Valley Insider comments 
about the New York Times, “what the Times knows is that content 
that they validate with their brand and redistribution becomes more 
valuable, both to readers and to the content curators.” The same 
could be said of important curators in the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, or the Smithsonian. The job of a content curator is not to cre-
ate more content, but to make sense of the best and most relevant 
content and thereby to add a voice and point of view about existing 
material. 

In principal, anyone who has an opinion about the value of a 
product and means to inform others about this and also to distribute 
the product itself can be a curator. However, when comparing the 
use of curation in the popular discourse to how it is conceived in the 
art context, we confront several problems with the somewhat inflat-
ed use of curation in describing content sharing online. Those who 
curate content in social media are not expected to use professional 
skills when curating content. They are not presumed to conduct re-
search around the specific topics that they curate. In addition, they 
do not necessarily organize content into collections and structures, 
although such curation services as Storify offer the possibility to ar-
range online content into specific collections and create narratives 
that highlight the importance of the selected articles. On the Storify 
website (http://storify.com/tour) it is proclaimed that “Storify lets 
you curate social networks to build social stories, bringing together 
media scattered across the Web into a coherent narrative. We are 
building the story layer above social networks.”

Professional art curation is more of a top-down process than a 
participatory activity. Gaskill (2010) ties social and curation explic-
itly together and defines the social curator as “a practitioner who 
seeks to contextualise fully the potential of exhibitions as structures 
of communication and exchange, and aims to maximise social in-
teraction and intervention across curatorial approach, process and 
outcome.” However, in this definition the social curator is still a 
(professional) practitioner, somebody who is trained to curate, not 
just a layperson who informs others in social media about interesting 
content.

According to Rosenbaum (2011, 3-4), there can be both ama-
teur and professional curation. Social curation is about amateur cura-
tion, where the curators are ordinary consumers. Social curation is 
about choosing from a group of content possibilities, however not 
necessarily making the choices based on expert skills in, for exam-
ple, art or journalism. Yet, ranking, juxtaposing and critiquing con-
tent requires some kind of knowledge, it is not an arbitrary practice. 
The amateurs might not be experts but they often have an educated 
and informed opinion, involving some accountability. However, it is 
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unclear what is the relevance of this element of selection and quali-
tative judgement in social curation from the perspective of media 
organizations. Does it matter if the choices made by the consumers 
on what to distribute entail knowledge and expertise or not? Do the 
media companies care, what of their content is curated as long as 
their content is distributed as extensively as possible? Do connec-
tions matter more than expertise? Put bluntly, a professional author-
ity with 50 Facebook friends might be less valuable as a curator for a 
media company than a high school kid with 1000 Facebook friends. 

Importantly, in an era of abundance of online content, amateur 
curation – the bottom-up or lay-curation – serves an important role in 
making contents both known and valuable, serving as a link between 
media production and consumption. Social curation is a vital filter in 
content consumption on the Internet. In art curation, the curator is the 
linchpin in a system that imbues art with aesthetic significance, and 
curatorial decisions can catapult an object from obscurity to public 
exposure (Joy and Sherry 2003, 163). In the same vein, social cura-
tion as a practice can imbue various kinds of online media content 
with social significance and extend the circulation of those contents. 

Social curation shares characteristics with both sharing and 
word-of-mouth communication. According to Belk (2010, 715-
720), sharing is a consumer behaviour that bears on a broad array 
of consumption issues ranging from sharing household resources to 
file sharing. In contrast to other acquisition and distribution mecha-
nisms, such as gift giving and commodity exchange, which involve 
transfers of ownership, sharing is about joint ownership and mutual-
ity of possession (ibid.). Similarly, social curation is not about the 
exchange or transfer of ownership, because the one who curates the 
digital content does not lose possession of it – she can still read the 
news article, for example, after having curated it. Importantly, and 
in contrast to sharing, social curation is pronouncedly about distribu-
tion. Curation is not about sharing the car with other family mem-
bers, but distributing content forward. Curation does not represent 
the sharing of ownership but rather the provision of access to others. 

Social curators are knowledge brokers that interpret, publi-
cize and endorse content. Thus, there is always an aspect of recom-
mendation involved. This links social curation with word-of-mouth 
(WOM) communication (Brown, Broderick, and Lee 2007; Kozinets 
et al. 2010). But again, the element of distribution marks the differ-
ence. In social curation, the access to the content itself is provided 
with the recommendation. In the online environment, it is much 
easier to share the (digital, Internet-based) content, not just provide 
verbal descriptions of it. By contrast, in WOM the content or prod-
uct is not necessarily distributed, but rather only an awareness of its 
existence is acknowledged by means of expressing an opinion. This 
is comparable with how in the context of art the curator provides the 
content, as opposed to an art reviewer or art critic who only offers 
information about the content. 

SOCIAL CURATION AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON 
Now we turn to discuss what is social in social curation. In 

a general sense, social curation is a social activity in that it entails 
communicative interactions and relationships between two or more 
individuals. People engage in social curation as members of particu-
lar social entities, that is, groups, communities and society, as part 
of a whole network of social relations. As such, social curation rep-
resents social action in the sense that it is intentional and rule gov-
erned: it is performed in order to achieve particular purposes and in 
conformity to some social rules, and it is this intentional content that 
specifies what sort of an action it is (Fay and Moon 1994, 21). Social 
curation becomes intelligible based on not only the intentions of the 
social agent who performs the activity (the intentional communica-

tion of the agent) but also based on the culturally shared or collective 
understandings (ideas, norms, and values) that give meaning to and 
thus regulate the activity (Moisander and Valtonen 2012). 

As a result, the ways in which individuals engage in social cura-
tion always and inevitably reflect the social and cultural context in 
which they perform the activity. The cultural context in which social 
curation has emerged and is typically performed is the participatory 
media consumer culture. Social curation may thus be viewed as so-
cial and cultural practice. From this perspective, the analytical focus 
shifts from the particular activities and technologies to the symbolic 
significance and uses of social curation in consumers’ everyday 
lives, as integral parts of consumers’ everyday lives especially as 
members of the contemporary media culture.

As a social and communicative practice, social curation may be 
viewed as a discursive activity through which people make sense of 
themselves as individuals and members of groups, communities and 
society. Much like authoring personal blogs and status updates, so-
cial curation maybe be viewed as a self-defining and self-expressive 
behaviour: people share content that is self-relevant and help them 
to communicate particular ideas and images of themselves to their 
peers (Schau and Gilly 2003). This discursive activity may also be 
something that relates to people’s civic engagement or political ac-
tivity as citizens and members of the political society (Kozinets and 
Handelman 2004). The social curator thus engages in the activity of 
curation in the role of a consumer and citizen.

Social curation is a practice through which people construct 
their individual and collective identities: they engage in identity 
work and pursue their identity projects (Holt and Thompson 2004; 
Mikkonen, Moisander, and Firat 2011; Thompson and Tambyah 
1999) using the complex repertoires of images, narratives, and ac-
counts that the global mediascape (Appadurai 1990, 1996) offers 
as discursive resources. Through social curation, consumers thus 
author and elaborate on coherent “narratives of the self” both for 
themselves and also to their peers and social networks (Shankar 
2001; Thompson 1997). Through this identity work, people not only 
make sense of themselves but also build and maintain their personal 
relationships and create a sense of belonging and community (com-
panionship, friendship) as well as collective identity as members of 
their in-groups and communities (Cova 1997; Cova and Pace 2006; 
Muniz and O’Guinn 2001).

The purpose is to be social, in that by curating content people 
maintain social contacts to other people. Alike any form of sharing, 
social curation is a communal act that links people to others and 
creates feelings of solidarity and bonding; it is an expression of the 
desire for connection (Belk 2010, 716-717). In social curation, this 
personal connection plays an important part. It is significant that the 
curator is somebody familiar, with whom the audience has a personal 
relationship (e.g. by being friends). Alike word-of-mouth communi-
cation, social curation is based on interpersonal exchanges (Brown et 
al. 2007, 4). This idea is expressed well in the way Facebook stresses 
the social aspect of recommending: ”Rather than seeing popular sto-
ries, products or reviews from people you don’t know, you’ll now 
see content that matters to you the most—from your friends” (Hau-
gen 2010). 

Recent research shows how the sharing of media content in 
communities leads often to the receivers actually reading, listen-
ing or watching that content (Purcell et al. 2010, 40). It can be as-
sumed that the curated content is commonly consumed because of 
the personal connection between the curator and the receivers and 
not necessarily because of the significant content-related expertise 
possessed by the curating individual. As Kozinets (1999, 259) notes, 
in the online environment, consumers evaluate quality together and 
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place great weight on the judgments of their fellows. Therefore, a lot 
of the expertise involved in social curation is social in nature – it en-
tails skills in maintaining relationships and nurturing the collective 
identity and the sense of belonging together.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE MEDIA INDUSTRY
Our conceptualization of social curation opens up a number of 

research questions concerning the role of social curation in contem-
porary marketplace and consumer culture, in particular in the context 
of the media industry. Media consumers share media content, but 
they also share their media consumption experiences and especially 
the choices concerning which content they have decided to consume. 
In our research, we are especially interested in the implications of 
social curation for media organizations.

The backdrop for social curation is that, because of digital net-
works, media contents are in constant flux. Manovich (2008, 203) 
uses the term media mobility to describe a state where media con-
tents never arrive at some final destination, as in the mass communi-
cation model. Instead, they continue to move between sites, people 
and devices, and as they move, they accumulate comments and dis-
cussions (ibid.). Similarly, Jenkins (2009) uses the term spreadable 
media to describe how the digital networks facilitate the sharing of 
contents (see also Terranova 2004, 2). What the Internet-based social 
networks have had an effect on are precisely the abilities of people 
to distribute content; because of the new communication platforms 
and services, the audience can now have an audience (Napoli 2009, 
2010). Social curation is well attuned to the nature of the Internet 
as an environment that enables efficient horizontal communication 
between consumers (Lüders 2007, 194-195).

According to Marshall (2009, 81), the successful operation of 
the media industry is in fact as much about media production, as it 
is about facilitating the maintenance of social connections though 
content sharing and communication among its consumers. Pre-ex-
isting social networks are becoming fundamental to the sustenance 
of media, and therefore the media companies need to acknowledge 
the convergence of media and communication, where the social and 
communicative (interpersonal) dimensions have invaded, informed 
and mutated the media elements. When in the traditional model of 
mass communication, a newspaper or a television company created 
the value to the product without consumer involvement, the value 
is now increasingly created as consequence of the process of nur-
turing the activities of media consumer communities (Bowman and 
Willis 2005, 10) and the careful cultivation of consumers’ narrative 
networks (Kozinets et al. 2010, 87). This outlook is characterized 
in how, instead of audiences, media businesses today, indeed, talk 
about networks (Deuze 2009, 152).

Also Jensen (2010, 14) proposes a shift of focus from media to 
communication when studying the media consumption – an agenda 
emphasising the recombination and reconfiguration of one-to-one, 
one-to-many and many-to-many communication. Media consumer 
studies should shed more light on the links between consumption of 
mass media, interpersonal communication and networked commu-
nication. The significance of media use does not remain on the indi-
vidual level alone but it flows from the personal media consumption 
toward more collective experiences and social sharing. (Heikkilä et 
al. 2011.)

With this progression as a setting, our argument is that social 
curation is an important means for media organizations to a) connect 
with consumers and b) utilize the interpersonal networks in consum-
er communities in distributing and marketing their content. Available 
research indicates that social media is already an important chan-
nel for obtaining more readers, listeners and viewers for the online 

content produced by the media companies (Guo and Chan-Olmstead 
2011; Hermida et al. 2012). For instance, in Britain the BBC, Fi-
nancial Times, Guardian and the Economist have seen a sharp rise 
in the number of referrals from Facebook, Twitter and other social 
networks. In fact, search engines are being partly replaced by the 
social media as a portal to news and other information. (Newman 
and Dutton 2011.) Media scholars (Domingo et al. 2008; Thurman 
2008; Wardle and Williams 2010; Qing and Hollifield 2011; Lewis 
2011; Hermida et al. 2012) have argued that for contemporary me-
dia corporations, engaging, encouraging and assisting consumers in 
the circulation and distribution of media content is more important 
than having them participate in content production with or for the 
companies. Thus, a key challenge for the media industry consists of 
tapping into the social and community dimensions of the participa-
tory media culture. 
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