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PRODUCT TEARDOWN CASE STUDY

Spotify Free-Tier
Discovery Friction
How ad interruptions and skip limits shape — and stall — music discovery on Spotify's free tier: a root-cause
teardown, a prioritized fix, and the metrics that would prove it.

By Yash Todkari
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OVERVIEW

What this teardown covers
Section What it covers

The Job & The User A discovery-specific job story and persona, grounded in a real weeknight moment.

Journey Map & Friction Log Mapped through Discover Weekly and Radio, with justified severity and frequency ratings.

Root Cause & Problem Statement Why Spotify built the friction this way, and what it costs the business.

Three Options & The Ship Decision A Discovery-Context Skip Paywall, backed by fully reasoned RICE scoring.

Tradeoffs, Metrics & Before/After Stakeholder pushback, cited baselines, and a fully traceable before/after.

Every quantitative claim in this teardown — RICE scores, metric baselines, before/after taps — is traced back to
either a stated assumption or a named source, rather than asserted on its own.
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USE CASE · THE JOB

A discovery job, not a lookup job

"When I'm bored with my usual rotation and don't know what I want to hear next, I want
Spotify to surface something new that actually fits my mood, so I end the session
having found at least one track worth keeping — without spending real effort searching
for it myself."

Why this framing matters

The user doesn't know what they want, and won't spend real effort finding it. That points the analysis toward
Spotify's algorithmic discovery surfaces — Discover Weekly and Radio — rather than a search flow.
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USE CASE · THE USER & CONTEXT

Persona: the bored weeknight listener
Attribute Detail

State of mind Mentally checked out of work, mildly bored with the same handful of playlists on repeat.

Trigger moment Just closed the laptop after finishing a work task on a weeknight evening; wants background music but
not the usual rotation.

Time budget Under 30 seconds of patience before disengaging — a low-attention, low-effort moment, not a focused
search task.

Device / surface Mobile app, Home tab, free (ad-supported) tier.

Alternative if this fails Falls back to a familiar playlist (zero discovery), or opens a competing app's curated mix instead.

A six-tap flow barely registers when a user is actively hunting for a title, but the same six taps feel
disproportionate to someone with no destination in mind and almost no attention budget.
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JOURNEY & FRICTION · JOURNEY MAP

From open app to the skip wall
Mapped through Discover Weekly — the surface Spotify built for this job.

Step Action Intent Friction

1 Open app → Home tab (0 taps, ~2s) Orient —

2 Scroll to 'Discover Weekly' card (1 tap, ~3s) Orient —

3 Tap card → playlist opens (1 tap, ~2s) Progress —

4 Tap Play → track 1 starts (1 tap, ~1s) Progress —

5 Skip tracks 1–5, none fit the mood (5 taps, ~6s) Progress Low — expected cost of
exploring

6 Skip track 6 → skip-limit wall fires (1 tap, ~1s) Progress → blocked HIGH — task-blocking

7 Generic limit modal; no path back into discovery (0 taps, ~2s) Reassure (fails) HIGH — dead end
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Step Action Intent Friction

8 Track resumes with mid-roll ad (~15–30s) Extract MED — interrupts flow

Total: 6 taps to hit the skip wall (Step 6) — this carries through to the Before/After comparison.
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JOURNEY & FRICTION · FRICTION LOG

Four frictions, each with a reasoned score
Severity = how much a friction blocks the discovery job. Frequency = the share of discovery sessions where it
fires.

F1 — Skip-limit wall stops exploration
Severity 4/5 · Frequency High
(~35%)

Fully blocks the core job, but stops short of a 5 because auto-play continues. Frequency is high because exploratory sessions burn
through skips faster than familiar-playlist sessions.

F2 — Mid-roll ad covers the player
Severity 3/5 · Frequency
Medium (~20–25%)

Interrupts flow and covers the UI, but the user can wait it out — it delays rather than blocks the job.

F3 — No visible reason for a recommendation
Severity 2/5 · Frequency High
(most sessions)
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Doesn't block the task, but erodes trust and increases premature skipping. Treat this frequency as a hypothesis to validate with user
research.

F4 — No recovery path when the wall appears
Severity 3/5 · Frequency
Medium (~35%)

Compounds F1: the dead-end modal offers no way to pivot into another discovery surface, turning a temporary block into a
session-ending one.
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ROOT CAUSE · WHY IT'S BUILT THIS WAY

A deliberate friction ceiling, not a bug
Skip limits and ad interruptions are not accidental UX debt. Free-tier caps exist for two compounding reasons:

• Fund royalty costs. Spotify pays per-stream royalties regardless of tier; ad revenue on the free tier has to
cover that cost, requiring guaranteed ad impressions per session.

• Make Premium feel necessary. If free listening felt unlimited, there would be little functional reason to
upgrade. The cap is tolerable for casual playlist listening, but noticeably painful for exploratory listening.

Who benefits internally: the Premium conversion team, for whom skip friction is a conversion lever, and the
ad-revenue team, whose unit economics depend on guaranteed ad load.
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ROOT CAUSE · THE REAL PROBLEM STATEMENT

One sentence, two costs

"Users in this moment fail to complete music discovery because Spotify treats
exploratory listening the same as playlist listening — which costs the company weaker
recommendation signal quality."

The user falls back to a familiar playlist or leaves. The business receives weaker exploratory signals, which can
degrade recommendation quality over time.
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RECOMMENDATION · THREE OPTIONS

Three genuinely different levers
A. Raise the skip cap REJECTED

Increasing free-tier skips removes the exact lever that makes Premium feel necessary, eroding the conversion funnel with no revenue
offset.

B. Earn extra skips REJECTED

Bonus skips for rewarded ads or saves add engineering and trust complexity, are gameable, and only delay the wall.

C. Discovery-Context Skip Paywall SHIPPED

When the wall fires inside Discover Weekly, Radio, or Release Radar, show a contextual trial prompt instead of the generic limit modal.
It reframes the wall rather than removing it.
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RECOMMENDATION · THE ONE WE SHIP

The reasoning behind every RICE number
Reach 3 / 3 — High

Estimated reach is large because the free tier is the majority user base and discovery surfaces are used at scale. The exact 9–11M
qualifying sessions/month is a working estimate, not an internal Spotify figure.

Impact 2 / 3 — Medium

This changes messaging and timing, not the skip mechanic. It should produce a low-single-digit conversion lift rather than a
step-change outcome.

Confidence 80%

Confidence is high on the direction of the effect because the wall and recovery failure occur at a known journey step; confidence is
lower on the magnitude of lift.
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Effort 2 person-months

Surface tagging, modal creative, and experiment instrumentation require roughly one front-end sprint and one backend/analytics sprint,
with no recommendation-model changes.

RICE = (Reach 3 × Impact 2 × Confidence 0.8) ÷ Effort 2 = 2.4
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RECOMMENDATION · TRADEOFFS & PUSHBACK

Where this gets challenged in review
Growth / Platform Engineering Concern

Scope creep from tagging every discovery entry point. Mitigation: start with Discover Weekly and Radio only.

Growth / Paywall Owner Concern

A second paywall could create prompt fatigue. Mitigation: run a holdout A/B before rollout.

Trust & Design Concern

The prompt could feel like Spotify is penalizing curiosity. Mitigation: frame it around continuity, not restriction.

Data Science Concern

Lift may reflect creative refresh rather than context. Mitigation: isolate the exact discovery-wall trigger.
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RECOMMENDATION · PHASED INVESTMENT

De-risking the bigger bet
Phase one: ship the contextual modal copy and timing change, then run a 50/50 holdout A/B.

Phase two: only if trial starts lift significantly without depressing Discovery Save Rate or ad revenue per free
user, extend surface tagging further.

If phase one is flat: treat that as evidence that the skip mechanic, not the messaging, is the binding constraint.



SPOTIFY FREE-TIER DISCOVERY FRICTION  ·  PRODUCT TEARDOWN 16

METRICS · SUCCESS METRICS

Baselines with a named source or explicit caveat
Primary — Discovery Save Rate

Today: ~15% working estimate ·
Target: 20%+

Percent of Discover Weekly / Radio sessions ending in a save. The 15% figure is a case-study assumption and should be validated
against internal analytics. An external proxy is Intellijend’s reported 2–4% cold-discovery save-rate range.

Guardrail — Ad Revenue per Free User Must not decline

The fix must not reduce ad-supported listening time or the monetization base.

Counter — Premium Trial Starts Isolated via holdout

Track trial starts from this paywall separately from other upgrade entry points so incremental lift is not double-counted.
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METRICS · BEFORE vs. AFTER

Numbers traced directly to the journey map
State Experience

Before 6 taps to reach the skip wall. The generic modal is a dead end; the user must navigate separately to Premium and tap Start
Trial.

After The same 6 taps to reach the wall, followed by one contextual 'Start free trial' tap from the modal.

Experiment: 50/50 holdout among free users who trigger the wall inside Discover Weekly or Radio. Read trial
starts, Discovery Save Rate, and ad revenue per free user over four weeks.
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CONCLUSION

Friction here is a feature, not a defect
Spotify's skip cap and ad load form a deliberate friction ceiling that funds royalties and protects Premium's value
proposition.

The real cost is not just annoyance: exploratory listening is measured like playlist listening, weakening the signal
that powers discovery.

The recommended fix retimes the upgrade ask to the moment of highest intent without removing the business
lever, and de-risks investment through a holdout test.

Every number is either a stated assumption or linked to a source in the references that follow.
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Data note: The 15% save-rate baseline, 20% target, friction frequencies, 30% discovery engagement estimate, 8% wall-trigger estimate, and
9–11M qualifying-session estimate are working assumptions for this case study. They are not presented as Spotify-reported internal metrics.

Case study by Yash Todkari.


