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Abstract
The study analyses how the functions and purposes of mindfulness meditation practices are constructed in the narratives of 
the Headspace mobile application. The quantitative component deployed a semi-automatic, computer assisted text analysis 
of 964 posts on the Headspace blog, and involved topic modelling and keyword co-occurrence analysis. This step identified 
dominant topics within the sample, and key term associations, which informed the in-depth qualitative text analysis of the 
recordings of four Headspace meditation packs, and 45 blog posts written between 2014 and 2018. The analysis focused 
on identifying the narratives, defined as structured storylines with plots, actors, and attached meanings. The analysis has 
shown that in the Headspace narratives, the function and purpose of mindfulness is constructed with reference to science 
and medicine, which also positions the app and the services it offers among scientific achievements, rather than spirituality 
or alt-med movements. The medical authoritative framework manifests itself in links to research, and referring to problems 
and solutions in medical or therapeutic terms. Apart from the medicalization of the practice, its healthicization is also mani-
fested in the repetitive encouragement to monitor one’s health and actively improve one’s wellbeing. In effect, the narratives 
associate taking care of one’s health with the morally desirable behavior. The study concludes that the medicalization and 
healthicization of mindfulness identified in the app narratives shift the meaning and function of the practice from spiritual 
growth and enlightenment to a “will to health” and the obligation of constant self-monitoring.
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Ever since Mindfulness-Based Interventions (MBI), espe-
cially Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) have 
gained popularity among the general public, the secularized, 
therapeutic interpretation of mindfulness has been the object 
of debates among Buddhist and non-Buddhist scholars and 
practitioners. One of the main focal points of these discus-
sions has been the appropriation and possible distortions of 
Buddhist ethics and principles (Monteiro et al., 2015; Purser, 
2019; Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2011; Wilson, 2014), as well 
as on the secularization of the spiritual practice for com-
mercial purposes (Purser, 2019). From a critical viewpoint, 
Jeff Wilson argues that mindfulness has become the “basic 
part of the spiritual landscape of North America; authorized 

by science, endorsed by Oprah, marketed by Buddhists, 
appropriated by self-help gurus” (Wilson, 2014, p. 40). In 
the same vein, Ronald Purser and David Loy describe the 1 
popularity of the practice in the West as “McMindfulness” 
(Purser & Loy, 2013), pointing to the fact that it has not only 
lost its original spiritual context and meaning, becoming an 
exercise encouraging individualization, and self-centered-
ness, but has also been used by large corporations as a pow-
erful tool to turn employees into docile, compliant workforce 
(Purser, 2018, 2019).

The discussions encompass several ethical, spiritual, and 
practical dimensions of mindfulness, but in doing so, they 
are focused predominantly on the MBI-related programmes 
and self-help books, without paying sufficient attention to 
a growing domain of mediatized mindfulness, i.e. practices 
which take place with the use of media, or are available 
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entirely through the media, such as mobile applications. In 
consequence, few of these works consider the media, and 
digital media in particular, important agents of the evolu-
tion of secularized mindfulness (cf. Borup, 2016a; Wilson, 
2014). However, since in the last decade mindfulness medi-
tation apps have become a flourishing market, worth over 
1,2 million dollars and with millions of users worldwide, 
they should by all means be included in the debates. In 2019, 
two such apps were among the top five health and wellness 
mobile applications: Calm (50 million downloads, as of July 
2019, see: Press, n.d.), and Headspace (approx. 65 million 
users across 190 countries, available also in German and 
French since 2019) (Headspace Fact Sheet, 2020). Thus far, 
several studies were conducted on how using the apps may 
affect the users’ wellbeing, cognitive function, depression, 
and stress levels (Chittaro & Vianello, 2016; Bennike et al. 
2017; Economides et al., 2018; Strauss et al., 2021), but they 
have not been the object of a systematic sociological inquiry.

While this paper acknowledges the importance of 
the ethical debates and critiques, instead of engaging 
in them, it aims to advance the discussions further by 
including a sociological perspective on the mediatized 
mindfulness. As such, the goal of the paper is to answer 
the question of how in the app narratives (i.e. organ-
ized and connected storylines, actors, patterns of mean-
ing, and common themes, cf. Keller, 2013, p. 124) the 
meanings, purposes, and functions of the practice are 
constructed. The basic premise is that since the app 
design and features differ from MBSR programmes 
or self-help books deploying mindfulness, it can be 
expected that the app content will also be different, and 
as such should not be viewed as yet another means of 
delivery of the same message, but as a distinctive mes-
sage altogether. Considering that there are thousands 
of other meditation apps (Buddhist and secular alike), 
many of which were created long before their more suc-
cessful competition, the popularity of these particular 
applications may indicate that the secularized mindful-
ness narratives they offer are especially appealing to 
consumers in the West. Hence, it can be assumed that 
the increased popularity of Headspace and Calm may 
translate into the emergence of new meanings, func-
tions, and purposes of practicing mindfulness in the 
West, in light of which the analysis we propose aims 
to shed some light on how these meanings and func-
tions are constructed. On the basis of a mixed-method 
analysis of the Headspace mindfulness app and blog 
posts, it will be argued that one of the contexts of the 
transformation of mindfulness through the app is its 
medicalization and healthicization. As a result, the pri-
mary meaning and function of the practice is shifted 
from spiritual growth and enlightenment to a “will to 
health” and the obligation of constant self-monitoring.

The Mediatization of Mindfulness

Mediatization is a term which captures “on the one hand 
the increasing spread of technologically based media 
in society; and on the other hand how different social 
domains are being more and more shaped by these media” 
(Hepp & Hasebrink, 2018, p. 16). This concept consid-
ers the media as agents of change of communication and 
by that also the social construction of reality (Hepp & 
Hasebrink, 2018, p. 16). Mediatization is not just about 
increased presence of media in society (more devices, 
more connections, etc.), but views media and media use 
as inherent in all human (and human–machine) commu-
nication. Intensive digitalization and the concurrent data-
fication had not only advanced the spread and reach of 
media, but also transformed the social world in a way that 
it “very deeply relies on these technologically based com-
munication media”, hence the term “deep mediatization” 
to describe the digital media environment (Hepp, Breiter, 
and Hasebrink 2018, p. 6). In times of deep mediatiza-
tion, “the very elements and building blocks from which a 
sense of the social is constructed become themselves based 
on technologically based processes of mediation” (Hepp, 
Breiter, and Hasebrink 2018, p. 6). From this perspec-
tive, mindfulness is not only communicated, practiced, and 
experienced with the use of media, but also constructed, 
reinterpreted and reformulated in the process. A mobile 
app used for practicing mindfulness constructs a certain 
image or a representation of the practice, which is a com-
bination of the creators’ vision, marketing and promotional 
strategies, expected target audience, etc. An app for Bud-
dhist meditation may offer a wholly different narrative on 
the purpose and meaning of mindfulness than a secular 
app intended for stress management.

The Headspace app (https:// www. heads pace. com/), 
created in 2010 by Andy Puddicombe and Richard 
Pierson, is a library of individual meditation sessions 
(“Singles”), and “Packs” consisting of ten to 30 sessions, 
each lasting on average between three and 20 min—the 
user chooses the desired session length. Typically, a 
brief introduction and summary discuss a topic of each 
session and theme, while the middle section comprises 
a set of standardized breathing exercises and guided 
meditations. Installation and access to an introductory 
meditation pack is free, but there is a fee for monthly 
subscription with unlimited access to all available 
packs and features. The packs are divided thematically: 
Health, Happiness, Brave, Work and Performance, and 
Sport are among the featured themes. The app is avail-
able in a desktop and mobile version, and has a colorful, 
cartoonish design, with characters such as a smiling or 
meditating brain appearing throughout the sessions. It 

https://www.headspace.com/


15212 Current Psychology (2023) 42:15210–15222

1 3

also includes instructional videos on various meditating 
techniques, such as visualization. Headspace is intended 
for individual use, which is reflected in its structure, 
in which group-oriented features are limited to a group 
meditation session at a fixed time each day (the feature 
for paying subscribers was introduced in 2019, but par-
ticipation is optional), and inviting friends to use the 
app. The focus on the individual is also reflected in the 
app’s contents, since the guided meditation address one 
practitioner. The website hosted a lengthy blog (changed 
into Articles in 2021),2 with a couple of thousand posts 
on various topics, such as health, wellbeing, relation-
ships, etc. Its scope went beyond explaining the features 
of the app and encouraging license purchase, and it is 
a lifestyle and wellbeing supplement to the app itself. 
Thus, both the app and the accompanying blog were cho-
sen as the object of analysis. The popularity of Head-
space reflected in the number of downloads and public-
ity, the fact that it advertises itself as part of science (and 
thus creates an association between mindfulness and the 
secular world, rather than religion or spirituality), and 
explicit marketing towards large corporations (the Press 
Kit mentions over 300 successful collaborations with 
multinational businesses such as Nike or Google) make 
Headspace a particularly adequate object of investiga-
tion. These factors, along with the app’s features and 
content convey a certain representation of secularized 
mindfulness practices, their context, meaning, and func-
tion, which will hopefully offer a better understanding of 
the contexts of mindfulness practices in the West.

The Medicalization of Mindfulness

Medicalization is "a process by which nonmedical problems 
become defined and treated as medical problems, usually in 
terms of illnesses or disorders” (Conrad, 1992 p. 209). It 
entails a deployment of “a medical framework to understand 
a problem, or [uses] a medical intervention to "treat" it” 
(Conrad, 1992, p. 211). On a conceptual level, this process 
occurs when a medical vocabulary is used to define a prob-
lem, its causes and solutions, but medical interventions or 
treatments do not necessarily take place. This investigation 
of Headspace focuses specifically on the conceptual level, 
as it analyses how the narratives produced by the app are 
associated with medical terminology. Another level of med-
icalization, the institutional, in which “organizations may 

adopt a medical approach to treating a particular problem in 
which the organization specializes” (Conrad, 1992, p. 211), 
pertains for instance to the efforts made by the Headspace 
app creators to obtain FDA approval as “prescription app” 
and a form of medical treatment.3

Medicalization is not necessarily associated with ration-
alization (Bull, 1990), but with providing a single authori-
tative framework, and ascribing authority to medical pro-
fessionals and/or research. Conrad differentiates between 
medicalization and healthicization, associating the latter 
with contemporary wellness practices. Healthicization is 
health promotion which “proposes behavioral or lifestyle 
changes for previously biomedically defined events (e.g. 
heart disease)” and “turns health into the moral” (Conrad, 
1994, p. 397). Healthicization reframes health and wellness 
as one’s capital, and formulates taking care of one’s men-
tal and physical health as an individual responsibility and a 
moral obligation.

Although Conrad presents medicalization and healthici-
zation as an opposition, it will be argued that the Headspace 
app encompasses both phenomena, depending on what fac-
ets of the app narratives are taken into consideration. Mind-
fulness practice is presented as part of scientific and medical 
achievement, which can be used to help solve certain health 
problems, manage symptoms and health conditions (includ-
ing stress, anxiety, insomnia, burnout). As such, the effects 
of mindfulness are described in medical terms, with refer-
ences to the authority of research and medical professionals, 
which pertains to the medicalization of mindfulness. Health-
icization manifests itself in the narratives which suggest that 
addressing one’s (mental and physical) health problems and 
symptoms, and following advice to become healthier and 
happier is an obligation, as the individuals should monitor 
their wellbeing, strive to improve it, and promptly address 
problematic issues.

It should be noted that following the definition above, to 
some extent MBSR may already be viewed as a medical-
ized practice: in particular when it involves the clinical set-
ting, medical vocabulary used as a frame of reference and 
authority (naming health conditions and framing mindful-
ness practices as a form of supportive therapy), and affilia-
tion with acknowledged medical institutions. Furthermore, 
MBSR, and other MBIs have been assessed in numerous 
studies, where the efficacy of the interventions was measured 
using scientific methods (Davidson et al., 2003; Baer et al., 
2006; Hodgings and Adair 2010; Baer, 2011; Keng et al., 
2011; Laurie and Blandford, 2016; Economides et al., 2018). 
These studies argue that regular meditation may have posi-
tive impact on cognitive functions, along with several other 

2 As of July 2021, the blog exists under Articles (https:// www. heads 
pace. com/ artic les). The former blog posts are changed into articles 
(without author names). The links to the blog quoted in the Refer-
ences are therefore redirected to the Articles’ section. Their content 
remains unchanged.

3 http:// blog. petri eflom. law. harva rd. edu/ 2018/ 07/ 16/ medit ation- 
theres- an- almost- fda- appro ved- app- for- that/

https://www.headspace.com/articles
https://www.headspace.com/articles
http://blog.petrieflom.law.harvard.edu/2018/07/16/meditation-theres-an-almost-fda-approved-app-for-that/
http://blog.petrieflom.law.harvard.edu/2018/07/16/meditation-theres-an-almost-fda-approved-app-for-that/
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health benefits, which indicates that mindfulness programs 
have “objective” effects. Some authors emphasize that mind-
fulness is closely connected to medicine and science, which 
justifies and contextualizes the practice in secular societies 
(Wilson, 2014). Headspace, as an app which draws on the 
principles of MBIs, may be expected to undergo similar pro-
cesses of medicalization: a comparison of these two forms 
of practice focused on the issue of medicalization would 
require a separate study. Simultaneously, Headspace is 
not an MBI-type program done online: the app’s design, 
features, and focus make it a unique phenomenon, which 
produces a narrative of mindfulness with distinct features, 
which are the object of investigation in this paper.

Method

Text Mining and Co‑occurrence Analysis

The quantitative analysis conducted was based on the text 
data webscraped from the Headspace blog (www. heads pace. 
com/ blog): 964 posts were used in the analysis. For the pur-
pose of the study, a semi-automatic computer-assisted text 
analysis was deployed, using a standard topic modeling tech-
nique and keyword cooccurrence identification. All posts 
were webscraped in August 2018.

Topic modeling enabled the identification of the main 
themes present in the blog corpus without any assumptions 
about the relevant keywords appearing in the texts. Topic 
modeling refers to a combination of “algorithms for discov-
ering the main themes that pervade a large and otherwise 
unstructured collection of documents” which “can organize 
the collection according to the discovered themes” (Blei, 
2012a, p. 77). The most popular method of topic assignment 
is the Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) model (Blei et al., 
2003), which is a probabilistic topic model using Bayesian 
formulation to reveal hidden (latent) topics in the given text 
corpus.4 Topics obtained via LDA analysis are probability 
distributions over terms (Blei, 2012b). This study deployed 
an LDA model while setting the number of topics on the 
basis of stability analysis using the top-weighted Jaccard 
index (Ignatow, & Mihalcea, 2017). The LDA analysis was 
conducted in Python using Gensim 3.5 package. Stand-
ard text preprocessing consisting of four steps—removing 
stopwords, conversion to lowercase, tokenization, and vec-
torization- was conducted using the Sci-kit learn machine 
learning package. As a result, over 20 topics were retrieved 
from the Headspace blog corpus – identified with ordinal 

numbers. Due to limited space, this paper discusses five of 
them (Table 1).

In order to deepen the quantitative analysis, for the pur-
pose of this paper co-occurrence analysis of four keywords 
was performed, and consisted of two major steps. Firstly, 
four keywords (body, suffering, mind, and community) were 
chosen: they were selected from the list of terms within the 
20 identified topics. The selection was purposeful, and its 
aim was to choose keywords pertaining to the aspects of 
human life that may be improved by meditation and that 
also appear in the app recordings. Suffering was chosen as 
a keyword which is connected with the Buddhist concept of 
dukkha adapted by MBSR (see above), to investigate what 
phrases co-occur with it and what domain they pertain to 
(spirituality, medicine, psychology, etc.). Two keywords 
were found repeatedly in several topics (body, mind), and 
two appeared rarely (suffering, community). Secondly, the 
words frequently mentioned with the four keywords were 
identified. This was achieved by dividing the number of 
texts containing both terms (pre-identified keyword and a 
potential keyword) by the number of texts including pre-
identified keywords of interest. As a result, four ranked lists 
of co-occurring terms were obtained and will be presented 
below (Fig. 2).
Qualitative analysis of the Headspace sessions 
and blog posts

To build on the quantitative study, the qualitative module con-
sisted of two data corpora: 1) the recordings of four selected 

Table 1  Selected topics identified in the Headspace blog corpus. 
Source: own elaboration

Topic 1:
thoughts
anxiety
feelings
person
self
experience
meditation
moment
practice
relationship

Topic 2:
brain
stress
mindfulness
self
meditation
health
research
researchers
depression
studies

Topic 3:
social
media
phone
online
friends
technology
facebook
relationship
dating
attention

Topic 4:
food
eating
mindful
diet
weight
body
habits
choices
guilt
obesity

Topic 5:
sleep
pain
insomnia
chronic
bedtime
caffeine
management
depression
treatment
effects

4 Being an unsupervised machine learning algorithm, LDA does not 
require providing a training dataset nor manual coding of the docu-
ment.

http://www.headspace.com/blog
http://www.headspace.com/blog
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Headspace meditation packs: Basics (30 sessions), Relation-
ships (30 sessions, part of the Happiness theme), Productivity 
(10 sessions, part of the Work and Performance theme), and 
Coping with Cancer (30 sessions, part of the Health theme), and 
2) 45 Headspace blog posts written between 2014 and 2018. All 
recordings were downloaded between January and April 2018, 
and screenshots from the sessions (desktop app version) were 
used as an additional data source. The license for app use was 
purchased by one of the authors. The Headspace blog posts were 
selected based on a two-stage sampling process. Twenty posts in 
total (i.e. five posts per category) were taken from the “Work”, 
“Living”, “Death” and “Health” post categories, as those were 
most relevant to the themes of the study. The remaining 25 posts 
were sampled from all articles containing predefined short lists 
of keywords listed below:

1. ‘insight', 'comprehension', 'contemplation', 'realization'
2. ‘health’, 'sickness', 'anxiety', 'wellbeing'
3. ‘community’, 'relationship', 'colleague', 'community’
4. ‘individual’, 'personal', 'myself', 'emotions'
5. 'productivity', 'boost', 'results'.

In order to be selected, the blog post had to contain at 
least one of the predefined keywords. As in the former sam-
pling approach, five posts were taken from each list. The 
keyword selection took into account the frequency of words 
in the blog corpus. The most frequently appearing and 
generic words have been avoided for the sake of achieving 
a thematic differentiation of the selected posts. In order to 
assure reproducibility, in both cases the selection was per-
formed using the pseudo-random number generator.

The collected blog and app recording material was then ana-
lyzed following the principles of the Sociology of Knowledge 
Approach to Discourse (SKAD). This approach was chosen as 
particularly relevant, as it focuses on the processes of knowledge 
production, in a three-step analytical procedure whose objective 
is to reveal the phenomenal structure, meaning patterns, and nar-
rative structures which organize the “content of an utterance” 
(Keller, 2013, p. 113). SKAD is therefore interested in how 
meanings, values and knowledge are constructed, disseminated, 
and interpreted. In the case of the Headspace content, the key 
research question was how the meaning, function, and purpose 
of mindfulness practices is constructed in the app, and what the 
typical narratives encompassing these aspects of mindfulness are.

Results

Health as One of Key Topics

The thematic categorization of Headspace blog posts has 
shown that “Living”, “Health”, and “Meditation” are the 
most densely populated categories constituting almost 90% 

of texts in the Headspace blog corpus, and that the highest 
number of posts was published in 2017 (Fig. 1).

These results are hardly surprising, given the promotional 
strategy of the Headspace company, and its focus on health 
and well-being. Topic identification (Table 1) has further 
emphasized the connection between the Headspace narra-
tives and health:

Table 1 above presents five topics identified using LDA 
within the Headspace blog.5 Overall, among 50 keywords, 
23 pertain to medicine, health, and science. Those keywords 
can be grouped into health and medical conditions (obesity, 
anxiety, [chronic] depression, stress, insomnia), symptoms 
(pain), forms of treatment and managing symptoms or issues 
(management, diet, treatment), body parts and parameters 
(body, brain, weight), things affecting the body (caffeine, 
food, eating), and terms connected to research (researchers, 
studies).

This basic inquiry points to a connection between the 
conceptualization of mindfulness and health and medicine 
in the Headspace blog posts. It may be inferred that the app 
focuses on various ailments, health problems and risks, and 
includes scientific research as an important reference point. 
Furthermore, as Fig. 2 below illustrates, almost all terms 
co-occurring with the keywords “body”, “mind”, and “suf-
fering” can be associated with medicine and science. The 
body is represented through its elements (hormones, mus-
cles, pounds [weight]), and functions or processes, which 
may need to be addressed.

Similar terms are related to “mind”: “evidence-based", 
“peer-to-peer”, and “effectiveness” reveal a connection with 
research, evaluation, and reliability. Terms such as “rac-
ing”, and “wandered”, while not pertaining to medicine and 
research per se, are indicative of relations with mental health 
and wellbeing. A “racing mind”, like ruminating, is a com-
mon issue that meditation is said to help address, by ena-
bling the individual to retain focus and peace of mind. The 
third keyword, “suffering”, is also strongly associated with 
medical terms, such as “stressors”, “medication”, “reduces”, 
“treating”, “neural”, and “reduction”, which indicate that 
Headspace generally associates suffering with stress. The 
emotional aspect of suffering appears only through the key-
word, “ashamed”, but its spiritual connotations are omitted. 
This reduction of suffering to stress-related issues is par-
ticularly interesting when compared to the MBSR’s broad 
understanding of suffering, which is closer to the Buddhist 
concept of dukkha. A departure of this kind may be indica-
tive of a change of a framework of reference, i.e. from one 

5 The list is the effect of a combination of automated LDA identifi-
cation of the most prevalent (frequent) topics and a manual selection 
of the most illustrative ones. The most distinctive terms were chosen, 
excluding stopwords and generic words.
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which combines ethical, spiritual, therapeutic and medical 
dimensions to one which focuses on the medical, physi-
ologic frame of reference. Thus, it may be concluded that 
Headspace narratives define suffering in medical terms, as 
a problem which can be mitigated or solved with the help 
of meditation.

Interestingly, a similar medical association is not made 
with “community”. The co-occurring terms pertain to its 
qualities (“spiritual”, “isolated”, “rewarding”, “weird”) 
instead of appealing to the health of the population, diseases, 
etc. This exception may be attributed to the app function 
itself: it is meant to be used by individuals, whose problems, 
medical conditions, and potentially harmful habits mind-
fulness meditation may help manage. Thus, the presence 
of others is important insofar as it is related to individual 
experiences and actions, or personal problems that need to 
be addressed—stress being the major one.

In numerous interviews and talks that Puddicombe has 
given since the launch of the app, he has emphasized the 
scientific approach to mindfulness the company embraces, 
showing that Headspace builds on the research on medita-
tion, and develops it further in a unique way (Jilla, 2019; 
Widdicombe, 2015). Interestingly, while terms like “reli-
gion” and “spirituality” do not appear on the Headspace 
blog (Buddhism is only mentioned in two posts showcasing 
the career of Puddicombe, an ex-Buddhists monk), there are 
ample references to science and scientific expertise—mostly 
in relation to the efficacy of mindfulness meditation. This 
implicitly distances the creators of Headspace, the app itself, 
and in consequence also mindfulness practices from some 
of the wellness and alt-med trends which discourage people 
from seeking medical advice, or openly reject the achieve-
ments of modern science (cf. Brueck, 2018). This is also 

reflected in some of the statements found on the Headspace 
website:

At Headspace we see meditation as both a practice 
rooted in ancient history and a topic of modern sci-
ence. This is why we are as equally committed to 
providing authentic expertise in meditation and also 
studying the science of meditation. Science has been 
an integral part of the Headspace business since day 
one. We recognize that the only way to know if we 
are achieving our goal of improving the health and 
happiness of the world is to measure it. That's where 
the research comes in. There are over 2,000 medita-
tion apps out there, but Headspace is one of the only 
ones committed to advancing the field of mindfulness 
meditation through clinically-validated research on 
our product. We are currently in progress on research 
studies with large national institutions that could be 
among the largest mindfulness meditation trials ever 
conducted (Scientific Rigor, n.d.).

Medical Framework of Stress Reduction

The connections between mindfulness practice, health 
and medicine which are highlighted by the quantitative 
analysis manifest themselves vividly in the blog posts, 
especially those devoted to stress. Managing stress is pre-
sented not so much as a form of regulating one’s mood 
as taking care of one’s mental and physical health. Mind-
fulness meditation, in the form of the Headspace ses-
sions, is offered as a means to this end. In the app, stress 
is addressed as an unpleasant emotion and experience, 
which can be acknowledged, dealt with, and eventually let 
go. Simultaneously, the Headspace narratives explain the 

Fig. 1  Headspace blog posts grouped by category (left) and year (right). Source: own elaboration
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physiological processes behind stress and stress reduc-
tion, with the use of medical terminology and references 
to medical authority:

“What we’ve found is that if you stimulate pressure 
receptors deep under the skin, there’s a long chain 

reaction,” says Field. This cascade stimulates the 
vagus nerve, a key member of the parasympathetic 
nervous system, which tells your body to relax. Not 
only does your breathing slow, but your heart rate, 
blood pressure, and stress hormone levels drop. Field 
says they’ve also found increased levels of serotonin 

Fig. 2  Co-occurrence analysis 
of the terms present in the 
Headspace blog corpus. Source: 
own elaboration
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as well as the immune system’s natural killer cells 
(Yu, 2017).

In the excerpt above, a researcher is quoted, giving a 
detailed, research-based account of physiological reactions 
to touching. This excerpt may help the reader understand the 
mechanisms and processes behind stress, but it also frames 
the latter as a problem which can be measured and investi-
gated, that has concrete causes and effects, and as such, one 
that can be effectively solved with the help of medicine.

Stress is also discussed as an issue which can become 
a burden or an obstacle to happiness and self-acceptance:

Imperfections, flaws, foibles, and mistakes can cause 
great stress and anxiety in people with lower self-
acceptance. Studies also show that diminished self-
acceptance can threaten our psychological well-being 
(…). Without self-acceptance, we may get stuck in 
negative thought patterns which can contribute to 
mental and physical illness. Research shows that the 
very strategies we rely on to manage adversity - like 
mindfulness and gratitude - become more difficult to 
practice when self-acceptance is deficient (Campbell, 
2017).

Stress is represented as a complex matrix of psychologi-
cal and physiological factors, symptoms, and effects, but 
also as a risk: giving in to stress decreases self-acceptance, 
which may contribute to illnesses. Here, again research is 
referred to in support of the author’s claim, but the overall 
narrative of the post is not simply informative or explana-
tory, but argumentative. The author gives advice to nurture 
self-acceptance and gratitude, along with some tips on how 
to practice them, as they are important features of well-being 
and have a concrete impact on one’s health.

Both examples above point to a medical authoritative 
framework: medical terminology and references to research 
are used to justify claims, provide contexts, emphasize reli-
ability and transparency of what mindfulness meditation 
can offer. In this sense, the traditional religious author-
ity of monks, sacred texts, and religious community (cf. 
Campbell, 2007) is replaced with the community of health 
professionals.

In another persuasive post, guilt is presented as a psycho-
logical and physical issue which influences how we act, and 
has several observable, health- and wellbeing related con-
sequences (like binge-eating, being unsuccessful). The text 
explains some positive functions of guilt, and offers advice 
on how to cope with this emotion, simultaneously warning 
against using guilt as motivation:

“Guilt doesn’t solve problems, it amplifies them,” says 
Chris Hodges, who runs GoTRIBE Fitness. The L.A.-
based trainer says guilt puts an unnatural stress on the 
human body and can actually cause people to turn to 

vices like junk food as a coping mechanism. (…) Don’t 
use guilt as a driver for success, use grace and per-
sistence,” Hodges explains. “You have a way better 
chance of succeeding” (Pajer, 2016).

The last two excerpts discussed above show that stress 
and stress-related problems are presented as obstacles to 
health and wellbeing. The blog encourages its readers to 
find solutions to overcome them, and offers professional 
advice and tips on how to manage stress. By not addressing 
these problems, the reader jeopardizes her health and well-
being, and puts herself at risk of illness and unhappiness. 
This indicates that not only a medical authoritative frame-
work is imposed, but also an ethical or moral imperative 
is ascribed to managing stress and stress-related problems. 
The texts clearly define what is positive and negative, and 
suggest a desirable course of action to prevent the negative 
from dominating one’s life.

The Imperative of Wellbeing

In comparison with the Headspace blog, the app meditation 
sessions include fewer references to science or medicine in 
the context of taking care of one’s health and wellbeing. 
Those references can be identified mostly in the repetitive 
reminders that the mind can be “trained for a happier, health-
ier life” (Basics). Other meaningful references to science and 
research include:

“(...) meditation may have already changed your brain” 
(Basics 1, screenshot*6).
“There is a direct correlation between how we look 
after our bodies and how productive we are” (Produc-
tivity, session 8).
“We’re creating a framework in which we can observe 
the disorder of the mind” (Productivity, session 4).

The first statement encourages the users to meditate not 
only because it may positively affect their lives, but also 
because it may have a lasting, desirable effect on their brains. 
In fact, some studies have shown that meditation contributes 
to the creation of new neural pathways, which was also dis-
cussed by several media sources, including Forbes (Loder, 
2015), Mindful.org (Willard, 2016), and Psychology Today 
(Bergland, 2016). Headspace makes a connection with these 
studies and suggests that meditating (also with the use of the 
app) offers a scientifically-proven enhancement (but not a 
medical treatment per se) of the mind and body.

The second quote above reminds the user that productiv-
ity can be improved by various means, and taking care of 

6 Statements marked with an asterisk were found in the app in 
2018, but do not appear in the app version accessed in July 2019 and 
later. All app quotes refer to the version available in 2018.
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the body is one of them. It also indirectly suggests that the 
purpose of practicing mindfulness is linked to taking care 
of oneself, in a similar vein to exercising or eating a bal-
anced diet, and will allow anyone to “get far more out of 
life” (Relationships, session 10). This connection appears 
throughout multiple sessions, which further reassures the 
user that all areas of her life can be potentially improved 
with the help of mindfulness. It also implicitly suggests that 
a healthy, happy life can be achieved through an individual, 
informed effort.

The last quote cited above includes the phrase “disor-
der of the mind”, which may be interpreted as a lack of 
order (unstructured thoughts, wandering mind), but also 
as an abnormality, or a derangement of the function of the 
mind, a morbid mental state (disorder, n.d.). The implicit 
suggestion, and a normative statement, is that human minds 
are disordered “by nature”, and that effort must be made 
to restore the order and redress the balance. Mindfulness 
is an instrument of such restoration, not so much through 
rigor and control, but observation and structured, systematic 
action (like regular meditation). Furthermore, the app nar-
ratives suggest a number of solutions and ideas for health 
improvement, and show that they are in fact within every-
one’s reach. Consider the quotes below:

Thoughts can be enjoyable, but if we let the mind wan-
der whenever it wants, we miss opportunities to be 
mindful (Basics 2, session 9).
Each day is a new opportunity to practice mindfulness 
and feel happier and healthier (Basics 1, session 10).
Perhaps we don’t get to choose how sensitive we are, 
or what we are sensitive to, but we do have a degree 
of control over how skillfully we respond to those 
feelings. It’s in this particular area that the practice of 
mindfulness is so useful. And (maybe you saw this one 
coming) another reason to download the Headspace 
app, and start meditating today (Headspace, 2014).
Take an honest look at what you eat, when you eat, 
and how it makes you feel. Are you eating foods that 
are conducive to being productive? (Productivity, ses-
sion 9).

The aforementioned excerpts include various forms of 
persuasion: highlighting the applicability and usefulness 
of Headspace, its positive function in managing emotions 
and productivity, offering advice and suggestions, as well 
as (explicitly and implicitly) suggesting the possible conse-
quences of not following the guidelines. One of the under-
lying notions that the segments have in common is that of 
improvement opportunities which should not be missed – a 
recurring theme in the Headspace narratives (see below). 
The individual is presented as an adjudicator of her mental 
or physical disorders, in the process of making a positive 
change. There are no definitions on what living happily and 

healthily means, but the app narratives propose several fill-
ings of these terms, such as focusing on the positive aspect 
of things, following a balanced diet and exercise routine, 
being productive, emotionally stable, extraverted, agreeable, 
as well as being conscientious (organized, hard-working, 
responsible), and open-minded (cf. Quandt, 2018). Further-
more, it is often implied that one should strive to acquire 
those positive qualities and undertake the recommended 
actions in order to be happy and healthy:

“Personality traits are linked to a wide array of incred-
ibly important life outcomes, including occupational 
success, relationship satisfaction, and even health and 
mortality,” said Hudson. He said the research suggests 
we don’t have to wait for a life change to passively 
affect our personalities. Instead, “people may be able 
to take a more active role in shaping their own person-
ality traits, as well” (Quandt, 2018).
The good news is that the choices we make can help 
us avoid this path. “The best thing people can do is 
choose what they expose themselves to more carefully 
and consciously” (Breslouer, 2017).
The old “if I ignore it, it will eventually go away” argu-
ment just does not fly when it comes to a persistent 
stressor. We are fooling ourselves if we believe our 
circumstances will magically improve without recog-
nition of the problem and a plan of action to address 
it (Medlock, 2017).

Taking a passive role in changing one’s personality or 
waiting until a problem “solves itself” means that one risks 
being unsuccessful, unhappy, and unhealthy, at least as far 
as mental health is concerned. Emphasizing the availability 
of the proposed solutions may suggest that not reaching for 
them is a form of negligence. These statements make the 
reader cognizant of the need to monitor one’s health and 
wellbeing, to identify and actively manage any problems 
and shortcomings. While it is advised to reach out for pro-
fessional help (therapists, dietitians, etc.) when necessary, 
the responsibility of self-monitoring, and self-amendment 
is bestowed upon the individual. It is also suggested in the 
Headspace narratives that how one feels may have an effect 
on other people, so taking care of oneself is not just an obli-
gation towards oneself, but also towards others: family mem-
bers, friends, or coworkers. The excerpts below include such 
overt reminders:

And while you can’t “catch” clinical depression from 
a friend, some symptoms of depression—helpless-
ness, tiredness, and loss of interest—can spread, which 
could have implications for identifying subclinical lev-
els of depression. “The effect from your worse mood 
friends is usually not strong enough to push you over 
the line into clinical depression,” says Eyre (Yu, 2017).
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Meditation doesn’t just affect you. It affects every-
one around you too. We’re making friends with our 
own mind. And that helps us make friends with those 
around us. Meditation can change a lot when you real-
ize how it impacts yourself and also those around you 
(Basics 2, session 1).
Why are you here today? Who else might benefit from 
you doing this exercise? (Basics 2, session 2).

By taking an active role in managing one’s health and 
wellbeing, one shows conscientiousness and responsibil-
ity, but also consideration for other people. From another 
perspective, all the aforementioned excerpts imply that in 
most cases, there is room for improvement and the possibil-
ity for the individual to become healthier and happier. The 
app promotes a proactive attitude and a positive outlook, and 
frames some health conditions and illnesses as “challenges” 
or “challenging journeys” (as in the Coping with Cancer 
pack), i.e. competitive situations, a call out to combat or 
confrontation. Hardships and tribulations are acknowledged 
and presented as a normal, natural part of life, but simulta-
neously the narratives of the app advocate for approaching 
them with a positive, focused mindset.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to contribute to the discussion of how 
the affordances of digital media, such as mobile apps, may 
affect the forms and meanings of mindfulness practices in 
the West. It was argued that the Headspace app narratives 
transform the meaning and function of mindfulness medita-
tion, shifting it further into the realm of science and medi-
cine, and contributing to the medicalization and healthiciza-
tion of the practice.

The functions and structure of the app itself play an 
important role in the transformation of meditation, in that 
they determine how and to what end mindfulness can be 
practiced. Headspace is intended for individual use, and 
there are few overt incentives to practice with a group, so the 
individual interacts with the application and the device. The 
app acts as an intermediary between the individual, the nar-
rator, and the scientific authority, and its design structures 
and directs the interaction. Information and advice is trans-
mitted from the app to the user, which also affirms the roles 
of producer and recipient. Ascribing authority to medicine 
and science, also by sharing links to research for validation 
and support of the claims (without quoting sources which are 
more cautious or skeptical about the health benefits of mind-
fulness meditation) constructs a very uniform representation 
of the purpose and function of mindfulness meditation.

In terms of content, the app produces a complete and 
coherent image of mindfulness practices. One does not have 

to have any prior knowledge on Buddhism, or meditation in 
general (a statement which is repeated in the Basics pack, 
for instance) in order to practice with the app and attain 
the desired goals. The blog does not discuss other, religious 
or secular, approaches to mindfulness, and instead enables 
the reader to become familiar with current research on the 
beneficial effects of meditation. In the narratives, as was 
mentioned above, every issue is analyzed from the prac-
titioner’s perspective, and relationships are also discussed 
from the viewpoint of how one participates in them and to 
what effects.

In the app recordings and blog posts, medicalization 
manifests itself in numerous references to medical and sci-
entific authority, research findings, etc. The body, suffer-
ing, and the mind co-occur with terms pertaining to body 
parts, physiological processes, symptoms, and forms of 
treatment. While the ailments and symptoms are usually 
already medicalized conditions (stress, depression, burnout, 
etc.), the use of mindfulness becomes part of a medically-
grounded, scientifically-proven intervention. Meditation 
as a non-medical practice is presented as part of scientific 
achievement through studies on its efficacy, measurable 
health benefits, and recommendations from health special-
ists. Medical authority is referred to extensively in the blog 
posts to support the claims made by the app, enhance their 
credibility and put them in the medical/scientific context. 
In the app recordings, the narrator’s voice guides the prac-
titioner through the steps of each session, but the object of 
transmission is skill (as in gaining knowledge of the different 
types of exercise, being able to follow the guidelines, and 
eventually achieving effortlessness in immersing oneself in 
the practice) rather than wisdom. The narrator assumes the 
position of a guide and a teacher, but also—if we consider 
the blog as well—a representative of a scientific domain. 
The Headspace’s request for FDA approval indicates that 
this connection is strengthened in a deliberate manner, shift-
ing mindfulness meditation away from religion and spiritual-
ity towards science and medicine.

At the same time, the app narratives include numerous 
persuasive statements, which show that meditation can—
and should—be used to help oneself become happier and 
healthier. The app suggests where being happy and healthy 
stems from and how it is conducive to being productive, 
extravert, focused, and fit. To achieve happiness and health, 
one should embrace a proactive attitude towards oneself, i.e. 
one which involves monitoring one’s physical and mental 
health, identifying problems and challenges, and making 
informed efforts to solve, mitigate, and manage them (and 
one of the functions of mindfulness meditation is precisely 
that). The need for self-monitoring and health management 
is not challenged by alternative opinions or sources within 
the app: all the supporting content affirms its validity and 
reasonability. And since one can only control what one does 
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and how one reacts, the responsibility to do so also becomes 
individualized. As Alex Caring-Lobel put it: “If your most 
important manager is yourself, constraints become exclu-
sively personal, the result of your personal dispositions, and 
the only thing holding you back from self-actualization” 
(Caring-Lobel, 2016, p. 208). Being passive and lacking the 
drive to improve oneself is shown as risky behavior, which 
may have several detrimental effects on the individual and 
the people around. Thus, the need to monitor one’s health 
and wellbeing is presented as a moral and ethical obligation, 
rather than a choice one may or may not make. The “will 
to health” requires consistency (to ensure regular practice), 
and a certain degree of discipline (to follow the guidelines, 
make time for practice), but the app encourages the practi-
tioner to start with a manageable goal, and advises beginners 
to “anchor the practice to another part of their daily rou-
tine” (Basics 1, session 4), so that mindfulness meditation 
becomes an everyday activity supporting mental hygiene.

The analyses of medicalization and healthicization of 
the practice dovetails with what Nikolas Rose wrote on the 
modern societies of control (cf. Foucault, 2003a, 2003b) and 
the “politics of life itself” (Rose, 2001, 2007). Nikolas Rose 
contends that control became ingrained in all aspects of our 
social existence, and so the individual is not so much the 
subject of disciplinary techniques, but has internalized both 
the obligation to monitor, evaluate, and modify her health 
and wellbeing, and the responsibility to act in response to the 
ever-changing conditions and requirements (2007, p. 223). 
Rose adds that.

our somatic, corporeal, neurochemical individuality 
now becomes a field of choice, prudence, and respon-
sibility. It is opened up to experimentation and to con-
testation (Rose, 2007, p. 40).

This shift to self-management and monitoring can be par-
tially attributed to the modern state relinquishing some of its 
health management responsibilities (cf. Lilja & Vinthagen, 
2014). Rose contends that as a result:

Organizations and communities are also urged to take 
an active role in securing the health and well-being of 
their employees and members.This new ‘will to heath’ 
is increasingly capitalized by enterprises ranging from 
the pharmaceutical companies to food retailers (…) 
(Rose, 2001, p. 6).

Mindfulness practices, offered by the app, may serve a 
similar purpose. The Headspace narratives on productiv-
ity, health and wellbeing appeal on the one hand to com-
panies, offering help in taking care of employee mental 
health, and on the other hand to the individuals them-
selves, who feel obliged to monitor their health and well-
being, and train themselves to acquire the desired qualities. 
Headspace provides its users with scientific reliability, a 

set of problem identifications, along with the possible 
solutions to the common ailments of today. In this con-
text, mediatised mindfulness can be viewed as a form of 
internal training, or as an exercise belonging both to “self-
operation” and “having oneself operated on” (Sloterdijk, 
2013, p. 374). In fact, mediatized mindfulness may be used 
to answer to the imperative “You must change your life” 
(Sloterdijk, 2013, p. 25; cf. Borup, 2006b, p. 12), which is 
the inherent part of the Western culture today.
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