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Abstract 

Meditation and mindfulness apps are a popular and convenient option for busy meditators to 

access improved mental health. Millions of people now meditate with a wearable or smartphone 

app, which suggests that we need to understand how discourse has the power to structure the way 

we think about this technology. Understanding how discourse can impact an understanding of 

meditation apps prepares users to engage with them in an informed way. This research uses 

critical discourse analysis to locate the macro-level discourses surrounding meditation apps by 

collecting and analysing twenty-two news articles from popular Canadian newspapers. The 

results indicate that certain discourses do support a particular understanding of meditation apps 

in relation to health, technology, and neo-liberal productivity. 

 

Keywords: meditation apps; digital capitalism; health; discourse; critical discourse analysis; 

technology; meditation; mindfulness 
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Introduction 

A dominant discourse in Western society today is that meditation and mindfulness 

practice is a step on the road to happiness and health. Several scholars, including Wen, Sweeney, 

Welton, Trockel, & Katznelson, (2017), Derthick n.d.; Howells, Ivtzan, Eiro-Orosa, (2016), 

Iqbal, Singh, Aleem (2016), Lomas, Cartwright, Edington et al., (2014), Sampaio, Lima, Ladeia, 

(2017), and Schneider, Grim, Rainforth et al., (2012), note that those who practice meditation 

and mindfulness live longer, have better overall health, are more productive, and live happier 

lives. Scholars are not alone in touting the benefits of meditation: a simple Google search using 

the search term, ‘meditation’ returns over seventy-one million results. The phrase ‘meditation 

forums’ returns 612,000 results, which could be an indicator that people talk to each other about 

meditation and mindfulness as well.  

Meditation is now practiced with a smartphone app or a wearable (Kressbach, 2018), 

which suggests that using an app for meditation is now considered a normal, if not popular thing 

to do; and meditation apps are indeed popular. The meditation app Headspace advertises six 

million users, InsightTimer has five million, and Calm blogs about a whopping thirty million 

downloads (Headspace.com, n.d.; InsightTimer.com, n.d.; Smith, 2018). The fact that millions of 

people are turning to meditation apps for their practice suggests that we need to understand how 

discourse can structure the way we think about them. Fairclough (2003) defines discourse as a 

social construction that helps us “[represent] aspects of the world” through language for the 

purpose of sharing meanings for common situations, objects, conventions, etc. (pp. 214 – 215). 

As will become evident during this work, discourse is an independent structure that is “knitted” 

(Jäger, 2001, p. 7) together by all members of society.  
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Because of discourse, our world makes sense and we can communicate with each other, 

however, discourse can also create roles for people to play that demand unnecessary behaviours 

(Foucault, 1972, 2003). For example, the widely accepted idea that men shouldn’t cry (in some 

Western cultures) is an example of how discourse can hold us hostage to certain ways of being in 

the world that seem normal but might be detrimental. Throughout this work, the role of discourse 

is discussed in terms of how it can be used to establish and perpetuate norms that result in a 

preferred interpretation of meditation apps and their use. The task of locating dominant 

discourses is accomplished by analysing twenty-two news articles using a combined framework 

(see Figure 1). The results indicate that certain discourses do support a particular understanding 

of meditation apps in relation to health, technology and neo-liberal productivity. An overview of 

the framework is discussed next along with a brief comment on the theory that underpins its 

application to the data.  

Objects and their purpose are assigned meaning through discourses that contain strands of 

different historical and contemporary ideologies (Foucault, 1972; Jäger, 2001). For example, 

meditation apps are understood for what they are because of religious discourses, wellness 

discourses, and capitalist discourses. Concepts group together to create common nomenclature 

that informs the purpose and function of everyday things/situations. The goal of this work is to 

interrogate common language by combining the level of discourse model created by Alvesson & 

Karreman (2000) with the assumptions and ways of reporting models created by Fairclough 

(2003) to better understand the discourses surrounding meditation apps. Knowing how discourse 

can be used to create common-sense notions about health, productivity, and technology will 

support people to make informed decisions about their use of meditation apps, which is the 

overarching purpose of this study. Thus, the central research question is: What are the macro and 
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meso level discourses in the news media that work to contextualize meditation apps in terms of 

optimal health? 

Primarily, the contributions this work will make are related to how different discourses 

contextualize meditation apps in terms of optimal health and productivity. Scholars who discuss 

the intersection of commercialized new age wellness and capitalist hegemony including Aldred 

(2002), Farb (2014), Possamai (2007), Redden (2016), Rindfleish (2005), Roof (1999), and York 

(2001) pave the way to such topics and have informed my work. This study contributes to critical 

discourse analysis by adapting the Alvesson & Karreman (2000) level of discourse model out of 

an organizational communications context (see Methods) and into an interdisciplinary realm. 

Future researchers could use the entire combined frameworks or just the adapted Alvesson & 

Karreman (2000) model for critical discourse analysis in contexts within related arts, humanities, 

or communications disciplines. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this work adds to an 

emerging conversation about the intersection of digital health technologies and neo-liberal 

productivity. Next, a review of the literature that pertains to technology and discourse prepares 

the ground for the study that follows.  

Review of the Literature 

The focus of this review is to take the temperature of relevant cultural studies and critical 

technology studies literature as well as to better understand the relationship between technology, 

discourse, and ideology. My work inserts itself into an interesting scholarly conversation at the 

intersection of religion, media, technology, health and wellness, and capitalism. The following 

theorists have influenced the direction of this review: Primarily, Fairclough (1989, 1995, 2003) 

and his ideas on discourse and what he calls “new capitalism,” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 203), which 

is essentially the idea that capitalism always finds a way to impose upon Western life and 
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contributes to human suffering. Foucault (1994, 1972, 2003) in that discourses are instructive, 

contain history, and hold a paradigm-setting power that is not often detected at first glance. Jäger 

(2001) and van Dijk (1993) show how discourses are held in societal consciousness and within 

individuals. Overall, the task at hand in this review is to understand discourse in relation to 

meditation apps.  

The literature review begins with a look at the intersection of discourses and technology, 

followed by a critique of the internet as a capitalist space, and finally, the relevance of 

normalizing discourses is discussed. The purpose of this literature review is to question 

meditation apps through the lenses of several discourse and technology scholars.  

Discourse and Technology 

This section examines technology and discourse primarily through the works of Foucault 

(1994, 1972, 2003) and Fairclough (1989, 1992, 1995, 2003). The authority of health 

professionals, the idea of optimal health, and the sometimes taken for granted notion that 

meditation apps can be used to achieve ideal health are examined. The purpose of this section is 

to dissect practices that stem from the common-sense notions embedded in language. This 

section will conclude with an initial scan of the issues surrounding meditation apps. Foucault 

(1994, 1972, 2003) starts us off with insight into how the concept of ideal health has taken hold 

in modern society.  

I’ve argued above that language holds us to certain ways of being and for Foucault (1994, 

1972, 2003), this means certain norms and practices shape the bounds of possibility. Foucault 

(1972) looks at language in terms of the power structures it employs to create order in society 

and standardize processes, including the surveillance of the health of the population (Foucault, 

1994, 2003; Rayner, 2001). When it comes to health, this surveillance and standardized practice 
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is achieved through the discourses of modern medicine and stems from the process of what 

Foucault (2003) calls “the examination” (p. xxiii). The examination is, according to Foucault 

(1994, 2003) a way to define, standardize, and normalize health. The problem lies not within the 

desire to be healthy, but within who gets to define what it means to be healthy. Foucault (1994) 

argues that health is defined by the state and regulated by a third party, usually a health 

professional, not the individual. Foucault (1972, 2003) states that professionals hold special 

access to discourse, i.e., they hold certain truths that make up a common understanding of health.  

The state defines and regulates health for several reasons, many of them practical, 

economic, and political (Foucault, 1994). The external definition of health denotes a range of 

positive associations that individuals aspire to achieve because it is a picture of “optimized” 

(Dreyfus, 1989, p. 86) health. Cultural archetypes of health are depicted in the lives of 

celebrities, wellness gurus, and others who symbolize optimal health and Dreyfus (1989) asserts 

that it is a kind of societal “responsibility and guilt” (p. 86) that makes us want to follow suit. 

However, optimal health may or may not be attainable by every individual. Even still, “the 

examination” (Foucault, 1994, 2003) is used to locate and study deviations from the norm. 

Society needs to be normalized to a certain extent to function without rampant disease and chaos. 

However, the issue is how discourse imposes standards that are often taken without critique.  

Different discourses are a conglomeration of several different social practices, for 

instance, the practice of using a software technology we’ve labelled as an ‘app’ is combined with 

meditation and mindfulness practice. We understand the words, ‘app,’ ‘meditation,’ and 

‘mindfulness’ because of the history and discourses behind them. These different discourses, 

when networked together, create “orders of discourse” (Fairclough, 2003, pp. 206–207) that 

influence the way things are done. Orders of discourse are conventions embedded in language 
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that control the type of speech we access and expect to receive, as well as the settings in which 

we can say and/or do certain things. Orders of discourse essentially organize and provide order to 

social life by categorizing and shaping the ways we behave or talk in certain situations 

(Fairclough, 1989). For example, on any given trip to the doctor’s office the patient can assume 

the interaction will take place in a routine and standardized manner. 

For Fairclough (1989, 1995, 2003) and Foucault (1972) labels like doctor come with a set 

of rules about how to speak and/or behave when confronted with a doctor. This power comes 

from a societally legitimized discourse that contains information or authority. Foucault (1972) 

suggests that societal roles like these have access to discourses that can put people into subject 

positions. Doctors, for example, earn access to health discourses after they have been qualified 

by an educational institution (university). These discourses are rarely challenged because they 

contain what is seen as truth. Truths come from “everyone and no one” (Sawicki, 1987, p. 164) 

in the sense that no one person decides how things are, but we all contribute to and enforce rules 

and norms. Rules and norms are often a site of negotiation and struggle because they have to do 

with power. This type of power is not overt and is often taken as “common sense” (Fairclough, 

2003, p. 207). Common sense can be thought of as ideology embedded in language (Fairclough, 

1989). These ideologies are evidenced by the taken for granted values, 

invitations/recommendations, and latent ‘facts’ in everyday talk (Fairclough, 1989). Institutions 

and others rely on common sense to some extent to maintain control and order (Fairclough, 

1989). It would be impractical to suggest that individuals should place every single common-

sense notion under a microscope. However, asking questions about the conventions we accept 

while online is certainly worth a second glance. For example, incorporating digital technology 
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into daily life and especially health management demands careful consideration (Mani, 

Kavanagh, Hides, & Stoyanov, 2015; Postman, 1997).  

Deliberations about whether to incorporate digital technology into health management 

could include a line of thinking about whether health needs to be managed in the first place. The 

idea that it is possible to manage health via a smartphone or wearable app suggests firstly that the 

user thinks there is a problem to prevent and/or manage and secondly, if said problem does exist, 

that it can be corrected or eased by using a health app (Dow Schüll, 2016; Postman, 1993, 1997). 

A timely question posed by Lieberman (2018) is whether meditation apps create more work for 

users than they are worth. Dow Schüll (2016) notes that in the past health was thought of as the 

absence of illness and today proactive health management seems to be a popular item on the 

daily to-do list. Postman (1993) argues that since the invention of the stethoscope we have 

considered health technologies to help us reach a place of wellness that we cannot reach on our 

own, which simply is not the case in every situation. Postman (1993, 1997) and Dow Schüll 

(2016) agree that we trust the output of modern health technologies rather than our own fallible 

human knowledge. The ubiquity of meditation apps suggests they are considered valuable while 

the potential cost of using one goes unnoticed. This cost, among other things, includes consent to 

an externally defined and normalized view of health. Essentially, meditation apps make 

meditation less a human relationship with the self and/or community and more a quantifiable 

relationship to others’ data, ideology, instructions, or purposes.  

Though a secular approach to meditation and mindfulness has proved to be effective in 

improving mental and physiological health (Howells et al., 2016; Mani et al., 2015; Wen et al., 

2017) it has also been criticized for encouraging neo-liberal productivity (Farb, 2014; Healey, 

2015b). Gregg (n.d.) argues that the idea of using an app to improve productivity is an elitist 
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notion that voids human connection and the value of extraneous chunks of time. In addition, 

Gregg (n.d.) states that the idea of productivity itself is an inward-facing notion that “elevates an 

elite class of worker” (p. 1) above their colleagues. Not only does the idea of using a meditation 

app to increase productivity seem elitist, it also seems counterintuitive. Headspace Workplace 

Wellness promises that the measured downtime of their packaged meditation sessions will 

increase productivity (“Meditation in the office - Workplace wellness with Headspace,” n.d.), yet 

this promise presents an interesting conundrum, one that is present in the work of Spigel (2001) 

on smart homes. Spigel (2001) notes how smart homes allow us to unplug whilst staying plugged 

in, temporarily removed from the stress of life, but still within arms reach of work.  

The impetus of meditation apps echoes the plugged in/plugged out nature of smart home 

technology. Spigel (2001) attributes the one foot in, one foot out connectedness to a desire to 

escape the anxiety and confusion of the present moment (p. 407). The idea of using technology 

to escape is interesting because the basis of any meditation teaching (including some found at 

Headspace.com) is to stay present with the self and with whatever is going on in the moment 

rather than to avoid it. Though they do not explicitly state it, the works of Spigel (2001) and 

Gregg (n.d.) point to an apparent desire to surround ourselves with technology that promises an 

escape from a multitude of first-world ills such as the bonds of work, stress, anxiety, or other 

mundane tasks when in fact, these technologies do not offer an escape at all.  

Meditation apps may also distract us from our own needs when we follow their protocols 

and instructions for supposed ‘me time.’ Digital meditation was not mentioned in a study of 

different meditation practices by Iqbal et al., (2016), but they suggest that prospective meditators 

should evaluate their own needs first before choosing the type of meditation that works best for 

them. Postman (1993) states that machines remove us from ourselves in that they mediate our 
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own human ability to feel, intuit, and sense what is needed. To be clear, Postman (1993, 1997) 

doesn’t denounce the use of technology to aid in health matters but does suggest turning the 

attention to the ideology behind it. For example, an app that is categorized under productivity 

may not be good for improving mental health, but it may be good for improving a corporate 

bottom line. In fact, categorization may not tell the user much about what type of meditation 

practice to expect. Campbell et al., (2014) found that apps in the Apple App Store are 

categorized in ways that don’t always reflect their intended use. Campbell et al., (2014) argues 

that an app’s “function and purpose” (Campbell et al., 2014, p. 154) must be made clear for users 

to know whether the app is right for them.  

The Campbell et al., (2014) study related to the categorization of religious apps, but Mani 

et al., (2015) found that poor categorization is also an issue for mindfulness apps. Mani et al., 

(2015) excluded 296 apps from their study that were categorized as mindfulness apps, but were 

just “reminders, timers, or guided meditation tracks” (p. 1) that didn’t contain mindfulness 

training. Campbell et al., (2014) found that the problem stems from the iTunes or App Store 

itself and that the options provided to app designers are “too broad, with no clear definitions” (p. 

155). Many of the religious apps they studied fell into the categories of “Lifestyle, Reference, 

Education, Book, Utilities, Entertainment, Games, and Music” (Campbell et al., 2014, p. 159). 

Poor categorization limits scholars looking for trends (Campbell et al., 2014) as well as those 

trying to understand whether a meditation app is the right fit. In consideration of the above 

discussion of common sense and orders of discourse, categorization also raises red flags about 

the power dynamics of who gets to define how meditation apps are understood by users and for 

what ends. Mani et al., (2015) notes that clarity around what users should expect from a 
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meditation app is especially important if the app is used as augmented mental health care, but 

equally important is knowing who benefits from the user’s digital practice.  

In this section, I’ve problematized meditation apps and technology in general. Discourse 

is now positioned as an influential factor in how we think about and ultimately decide to use 

technology for health management. Next, I wish to push Western capitalism and promotional 

discourse up against meditation apps to better understand how they become intertwined with the 

idea of optimal health and productivity. 

Technology and New Capitalism 

In this section the internet is discussed in terms of being a capitalist space. Key themes 

are related to the power of large media corporations, platform programming, and promotional 

discourse. Other themes relate to brand identity placed alongside what the literature shows to be 

a capitalist ideology present in media environments.  

In the beginning, the internet was a non-commercial space (Healey, 2015b; van Dijck, 

2013). It was energized with the excitement of never-before experienced connectivity and the 

ability to share knowledge on a grand scale. Healey (2015b) points out that these origins lead 

many people to assume they still operate in a non-commercial space online. Postman (1997) and 

Taras (2015) also assert that users are largely unaware that once online they are regarded 

primarily as consumers. Van Dijck (2013) and Malgieri (2018) say corporations exploit user data 

and use predictive algorithms to sell things online. One example is the personalized ads that now 

saturate virtually every user window, but there are less obvious tactics as well. Malgieri (2018) 

explains a more covert approach in terms of the “data subject,” i.e., the user who generates data, 

and a “data controller,” i.e., those seeking to commodify the data (p. 118–137). He shows that 

data subjects provide their content, which can be tangible items like photos or intangible items 
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like past and present activities that lead to predictions about future activities (Malgieri, 2018, p. 

121). Data controllers use this collected data for a variety of commercial purposes (buy, sell, 

trade) usually without the user knowing about it. User permission is typically covered in the 

terms of service agreements that often go unread. Quasi-authorized data collection and the 

perniciousness of digitized capitalism is now a hot topic. However, there are still other factors 

that escape public attention.  

Van Dijck (2013) notes that corporate rhetoric and ideologies are deeply embedded in the 

operating system of most online platforms. These ideologies pre-determine the possible ways of 

interacting with apps (Healey, 2015a). Deterministic programming doesn’t get much press 

because platform programming is invisible and preferred interactions with apps, for example, are 

normalized over time (van Dijck, 2013). Factors related to the types of possible interactions 

people can have with meditation apps, how user content is utilized, and what information is 

collected about users are wrapped up in a neo-liberal discourse that warrants further analysis by 

researchers and users alike. 

Digital capitalism is an excellent example of what Fairclough (2003) calls “new 

capitalism” (p. 4). New capitalism is essentially the same old system of capitalism with buying 

and selling goods at its centre, except new capitalism is more creative and doesn’t depend as 

much on physical goods and services. The connotations invoked by the Mega Discourse term 

‘knowledge economy’ provides a compact example of the difference between new capitalism 

and old capitalism. The words ‘knowledge economy’ can be associated with several ideas, but 

for the purposes of this example, encompasses the shift from tangible goods like record players 

and VCRs to intangible items like apps and Netflix. Tangible items are still needed, but 

intangible items also take a share of the consumer market (Fairclough, 1989). New capitalism 
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(Fairclough, 2003) encourages a way of thinking and talking about reality in the sense that 

everything, including identity, can be purchased. To be critical of the discourse of new 

capitalism is to exert power over the Western imperative to continue to buy.  

Capitalist discourse can be found in predictive algorithms, in face-to-face dialogue, in 

platform programming, and in visual and print forms (Fairclough, 1995, 2003). Usually it is the 

invisible things that influence buying decisions. Katz & Lazarsfeld (1955) say that a type of 

influence called “indirect or represented attraction [sic]” (p. 184) can be responsible for the 

purchase of items that are described in a way that creates positive mental images. These mental 

images are the driving force behind a purchase, rather than the object itself. Put differently, “we 

consume according to who we are or who we want to be [sic]” (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006, p. 

167) and therefore, promotional discourse targets audiences based on certain lifestyle types 

(among other tactics). Wernick (1991) argues that advertising language is both an indicator and a 

disseminator of preferred ideologies. For example, the meditation app, Headspace promises to 

“reduce daily stress, boost compassion” (Headspace.com, n.d.) and increase productivity. 

Headspace’s taglines speak to a public that is stressed out, uncaring, and apparently not doing 

enough. Using the app will apparently restore a person to a stress-free, yet productive and 

unselfish existence. A stress-free, yet busy and compassionate lifestyle is positioned as a 

desirable, if not normal way to align with what everyone else is supposedly doing and feeling. A 

surrender to common cultural values maintains the status quo, which is good for capitalist 

hegemony but can lead to the erosion of individual values and a diverse culture.  

Corporate taglines become part of the social consciousness and eventually, products start 

to stand in for actual values (Wernick, 1991). Widely recognized taglines become part of the 

collective consciousness and merely owning a meditation app communicates certain values 
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which are linked to identity and lifestyle (Redden, 2016; Rindfleish, 2005; Taras, 2015). In this 

light, consumer products are cultural symbols that have extensive and sustained impacts on 

social life, culture, and identity (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006; Postman, 1985; Taras, 2015; van 

Dijck, 2009). Scholars such as Possamai (2007), Redden (2016), Rindfleish (2005), Taras 

(2015), and van Dijck (2009) found that “lifestyle sectors” or “brand communities” are created 

by those who have similar values and goals. Lifestyle groups purchase similar items that 

construe similar identities, life projects, and ideas of happiness (Taras, 2015). Taras (2015) 

asserts that in this way consumerism is normalized, formative, and becomes a cultural ideology. 

However, I don’t think it’s that simple. If certain products do communicate a type of lifestyle and 

if these values are common enough to place groups of people into what Taras (2015) calls 

“identity ghettos” (p. 119), then the desired value is not within the individual or the corporate 

tagline; it is within dominant cultural ideologies that are simply mirrored in promotional 

discourse (Wernick, 1991).  

To decode a message within the brevity of most promotional discourse is to have a 

background knowledge of the culture’s ideologies, otherwise, most ads don’t make sense 

(Benwell & Stokoe, 2006). To use an example from Benwell & Stokoe (2006), an advertisement 

for hair colour that covers grey is indicative of a culture that doesn’t value the visible signs of 

aging, but instead values youth (p. 180). To understand an advertisement about grey cover is to 

understand that Westerners value youth. If the Headspace.com example above is decoded using 

the logic that cultural values are mirrored in advertising, we see that Westerner’s value a blend of 

stress-free productivity in Headspace’s promise to help people reduce stress and be more 

productive. If corporate taglines are embraced as cultural and individual values the consumer 

may not stand to benefit as much as the corporation does.  
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This section problematized the internet as a capitalist space where a type of ‘at all costs’ 

new capitalism is at work on users. Also discussed is how products (tangible and intangible 

goods) communicate certain messages about personal identity and lifestyle choices. These 

messages communicate an ideal life situation that is reflective of both dominant cultural 

ideologies and the drivers behind purchasing decisions. Also discussed is how products like 

meditation apps can eventually become a symbol for the cultural values they represent. Next, we 

take a deeper dive into the historical evolution of wellness discourses. 

Discourse and Normalization 

Locating where the desire for optimal health comes from in the first place is another way 

to understand the popularization of meditation apps. To say meditation apps are driven by 

consumerism alone would be inaccurate. Benwell & Stokoe (2006) say that consumers are 

increasingly wise to promotional discourses. Since meditation apps are a wellness tool, there is 

evidently more to dig into here in terms of the cultural desire to be well. This section begins with 

a discussion of wellness discourses, then a look at expert advice and why it holds sway, and how 

societal discourses become internalized (van Dijk, 1993). Finally, the literature review will 

conclude with thoughts on how dominant discourses can be resisted.   

 Foucault (2003) offers a way of thinking about the ideological binaries of well and 

unwell. He indicates that the idea of what it means to be well originally starts with the criminal 

justice system, medical science, psychology, religion and education. Institutions like education, 

medicine, psychiatry or law, for example, developed normative standards that evolved over time, 

but began with “the examination” (Foucault, 2003, p. xxiii). When there was a crime or other 

deviant behaviour, judges would consult experts (psychologists) for their opinion on the 

motivations of the accused. The accused was examined by the psychiatrist who then gave 
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testimony about their motivations. Drawing on the expert’s examination and testimony, the judge 

could feel justified in administering an appropriate punishment.  

It is at the point where the institutions of health and justice connect that professionals are 

given special access (Foucault, 1972, 2003) to powerful discourses that have a punitive and/or 

normative effect. These discourses could be said to resemble the Mega and Grand Discourses in 

that they are ideological, cultural and have a “universal” (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000, p. 1133) 

meaning. The examination is also an important concept because it eventually becomes a form of 

external and internal surveillance that is still enacted today (Foucault, 1994, 1972, 2003). 

Essentially, it is institutions (psychiatry, medical science, education, etc.) that provide normative 

and instructive guidelines for what it means to be a healthy member of society. Most people 

don’t have “privileged access [sic]” to the instructive guidelines, i.e., discourses, but they have 

access to professionals who do (van Dijk, 1993, p. 254). So, it is professionals that have the 

power to shape and legitimize actions taken at the individual level. Now, the idea isn’t that 

authority should be taken away from teachers, doctors, or police, certainly, but rather an 

awareness that particular discourses are “legitimized,” by society (Wodak, 2001, p. 3). 

Awareness of societally legitimized discourses allows for a critical perspective rather than blind 

acceptance or compliance.  

It is now common to see celebrities, researchers, reporters and a range of others provide 

‘expert advice’ about how to be well in the news media, for example. The idea that wellness 

discourses are pervasive is difficult to deny. Van Dijk (1993) explains dominant discourses in 

terms of “social cognition” (p. 257) where whatever is going on at the macro levels of society is 

internalized at the individual level. News media are a good barometer for dominant public 

discourses at the macro level (Taras, 2015). Dominant discourses can also be thought of as the 



DIGITAL MEDITATION PLATFORMS 22 
Grand and Mega Discourses (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000). Grand and Mega discourses are so 

common that they are internalized and create “automatized” (van Dijk, 1993, p. 262) responses 

to the real-life situations. Even the word ‘wellness’ itself can be classified as Mega Discourse 

(Alvesson & Karreman, 2000, p. 1133). Wellness is a word that encompasses health discourses, 

expert opinion, structures like gyms and clinics, actions that could lead to achieving a state of 

perfect health, and more. Acting on a wellness discourse by using a meditation app is a natural 

thing and others who hold the same mental model of wellness would not question this choice. In 

fact, they would likely also use a meditation app (Katz, 1957; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). As van 

Dijk (1993) indicates, there is a co-created mental and social model that surrounds ‘wellness’, 

but it is a model that can be challenged. Wellness is still very much an individual reality and 

there is no one objective or correct way to achieve it (Kressbach, 2018; van Dijk, 1993).  

To understand the mechanics of Grand and Mega Discourses is to understand how 

individual action and thought is influenced by power structures like institutions or corporations. 

However, there is also social power in discourse that can be used against these big power 

structures (van Dijk, 1993). Keeping discourse, technology, and corporate interests in view when 

using meditation apps can be useful to clarify intentions for use. In this way, dominant 

discourses can be rejected at the individual level to avoid impulse decisions. Technology is an 

amazing tool that when folded into life carefully is seen for what it is: a flawed, human creation 

(Heidegger, 1993b; Sawicki, 1987). A critical stance to technology prevents unnecessary 

accumulation of consumer products or conforming to a certain brand identity. Taking dominant 

health and wellness discourses with a grain of salt allows for a unique assessment of the human 

experience that can lead to intentional action.  



DIGITAL MEDITATION PLATFORMS 23 
With a thorough review of the literature now completed, the next section will discuss the 

discourses that contextualise meditation apps in terms of optimal health and productivity. 

Twenty-two news articles were collected and analysed to determine an answer to the research 

question. Details about the research design, definition of terms, and a full explication of the 

findings are discussed next.   

Methods 

Research Design 

This section outlines the research design, methodology, paradigmatic assumptions, 

provides definitions, and explains the overall approach taken to the study. This work resides in 

the critical paradigm and I am interested in the ways that Grand, Mega, meso and micro 

discourses (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000), work together to support certain understandings about 

the use of meditation apps. I chose to collect and analyse my data using critical discourse 

analysis (CDA). CDA as a research method allows the power structures embedded in language to 

surface (van Dijk, 1995; Wodak, 2001). In the company of Fairclough (1989, 1995, 2003), 

Foucault (1994, 1972, 2003), Jäger (2001), and van Dijk (1993, 1995) this work centres on 

revealing the taken for granted ideologies that are embedded in language. The research question 

is: What are the macro and meso level discourses in the news media that work to contextualize 

meditation apps in terms of optimal health and productivity? The data set is comprised of 

twenty-two news articles that were found using the Lexis-Nexis research database and the search 

terms ‘meditation app’ and/or ‘mindfulness app.’ The results were analysed using a combined 

framework using principles from Fairclough (2003) and Alvesson & Karreman (2000) (see 

Figure 1). These frameworks together allow for the identification of discourse types found in the 

news media. Results are interpreted primarily using the works of Fairclough (2003), Foucault 
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(1994, 1972, 2003), and van Dijk (1993, 1995). Paradigmatic and methodological influences are 

discussed next. 

Paradigmatic and Methodological Influences 

My research falls within the critical, post-modernist paradigm as described by Littlejohn 

& Foss (2009) and Merrigan, G; Huston, C.; Johnston (2012). The critical paradigm is concerned 

with revealing how cultural norms and values shape reality and once these are revealed, the hope 

is to inspire social change (Merrigan et al., 2012; van Dijk, 1995). The critical researcher 

believes there are power imbalances inherent in many aspects of social life. Language contains 

and perpetuates taken for granted ways of knowing and being and can create subjects who are 

obliged to institutional norms and social practices that are taken as common sense. What results 

is a set of norms that can be defined as hegemony (Barker & Jane, 2016). Hegemony is a way of 

exerting power over publics through the use of manufactured consent (Barker & Jane, 2016). 

Manufactured consent is where a preferred ideology, cultural or economic state is maintained by 

the norms of practice that are situated in language (Fairclough, 1995). I am heavily influenced by 

Fairclough (1989, 1995, 2003) who provides the bulk of my analysis framework and has pointed 

my attention to a rich discussion about the mechanisms at work in discourse. Foucault (1972, 

2003), van Dijk (1993, 1995), and Jäger (2001) provide a way to look at society from both a 

macro- and micro-level to see discourses as influences for action, the meaning of objects, 

cultural conventions, thought, and speech.  

I am interested in the process of meaning making in relation to the discourses that 

surround meditation apps. There is both a cultural studies (Barker & Jane, 2016; Wernick, 1991) 

and a critical technology studies (Healey, 2015b, 2015a; Healey & Woods, 2017; Heidegger, 

1993b; Postman, 1985, 1993, 1997; van Dijck, 2013) approach taken to this work. The goal for 
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this research is to reveal how different levels of discourse work together to create strands of truth 

that are made into individual and social realities. These aspirations are met by carrying out a 

critical discourse analysis of Canadian news articles (see Figure 1). Next, a definition of terms 

sets out the logistics of the combined analysis model and locates important terms within the 

context of this study. 

Definition of Terms 

The Alvesson & Karreman (2000) and Fairclough (2003) combined analysis model is 

broken down into three meta-models that are necessary to explain the data: ways of reporting, 

assumptions, and level of discourse (see Figure 1). Each meta-model contains nodes that are 

used as coding mechanisms, for example, each type of assumption (value, existential, 

propositional) is a node. A coding guide was developed to clarify and provide consistency for 

references coded at each node (see Appendix A). The ways of reporting meta-model is intended 

to render instances of “intertextuality” in the news articles, i.e., the dominant voices and 

re/contextualization of events (Fairclough, 2003, pp. 49–55). “[I]ntertextuality” is defined as 

“how texts draw upon, incorporate, recontextualize and dialogue with other texts” (Fairclough, 

2003, p. 17). This interpretive framework is functionalized into the ways of reporting meta 

model, which reveals: the authorial frame of the work, missing and prominent voices, and how 

the text is re/contextualized based on the author’s bias or on other works. The “assumptions” 

framework provides a way to examine the value, existential, and propositional assumptions 

(Fairclough, 2003, pp. 39–61) present in news media. Ideology hidden in common language is 

revealed using the assumptions meta-model by locating phrases that contain taken for granted 

existential, propositional, and value statements (Fairclough, 2003). Finally, the level of discourse 

model (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000) is used as a primary guide to understanding the discourses 
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at work in the data. Each meta-model is used to discover an aspect of discourse circulating in 

Canadian society to create a picture of which discourses work to contextualize meditation apps in 

terms of optimal health and productivity. 

Alvesson & Karreman (2000) define four discourse categories that have proven useful for 

understanding the different levels of discourse at play in the news articles. They identify “Grand 

Discourse” as those that encompass cultural and ideological statements that project a certain 

reality (p. 1133). Grand Discourses are truth-like statements about the way things are, which may 

or may not represent reality. “Mega-Discourse[s]” are standard ways of referring to things that 

have a discourse behind them (p. 1133). For example, we understand the words ‘wellness 

industry’ as encompassing several types of activities, foods, products, and services, which create 

a picture in our minds of what the wellness industry is. The upper-case D is used on Grand and 

Mega Discourse throughout because this is how it is found in Alvesson & Karreman, (2000). 

“Meso and micro discourse[s]” are found at the lateral or individual level (Alvesson & 

Karreman, 2000, p. 1133). Meso level discourses are defined as familiar discourses that are 

typically used when speaking to a colleague or friend. Micro level discourses are defined as 

those found in “specific micro-contexts” (p. 1133) and for the purposes of this study will be 

defined as personal cognition. I will use the lower-case d to refer to micro and meso discourses, 

once again, because it is found in Alvesson & Karreman (2000) as such. The level of discourse 

meta-model is based on organizational communication and is adapted by interpreting it primarily 

through the theories of Foucault (1994, 1972, 2003) and van Dijk (1993). The details of the 

adaptation process are outlined next. 

This study resides within the interdisciplinary realms of the arts, humanities, and 

communications. To actualize the level of discourse model it must be harnessed into these areas 
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so that the analysis of the data makes sense within the above disciplines. Grand and Mega 

Discourses are adapted out of the organizational context by interpreting them in terms of 

Foucault’s “discursive formations” (Foucault, 1972, pp. 31–41). Discursive formations are words 

that represent a historical cavalcade of ideas, themes, and concepts, which are summarized in a 

word or short phrase. These formations shift, and the ascribed meaning changes based on new 

discoveries or different uses for objects (Jäger, 2001). For example, the words ‘wellness 

industry’ contain ideas of what it means to be well, fitness centres or diets may spring to mind, or 

health food stores, even naturopathic medicine. The words ‘wellness industry’ are a 

representation of concepts and discourses that make up certain social and individual realities 

about what it means to be well in Western society.  

The lower-case ‘d’ discourses, micro and meso level, (written also as they appear 

Alvesson & Karreman (2000)) can be described as those discourses found in localized contexts. 

Van Dijk (1993) is accessed to interpret the micro and meso discourses. He claims that ideas 

circulating at the macro levels of society (in the Grand and Mega Discourses) are taken into the 

meso and micro levels in what he terms “social cognition” (p. 257). Van Dijk (1993) argues that 

social cognition monitors and exerts power at the individual level, meaning we internalize Grand 

and Mega Discourses and hold ourselves and others accountable to them. If the Mega Discourses 

behind the wellness industry, for instance, are accepted as truth, they are unconsciously taken 

into daily life by way of social cognition. For example, if dominant discourses at the macro-level 

indicate that meditation apps are the best way for busy meditators to meditate and be well, an 

individual might use one so that they can be busy in a healthy way. Depending on their social 

position, they may influence others to use one too (Katz, 1957; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). 

Recommendations to others based on macro discourses are most often found in meso discourses, 
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which in this study is used as a code to label instances of social cognition found in the data. 

Though this study does not include data from individual digital meditators, the news articles 

show evidence of social cognition in interview subjects or personal stories, for example. Finally, 

the works of Benwell & Stokoe (2006), Katz (1957), Katz & Lazarsfeld (1955), and Wernick, 

1991) on personal influence are accessed to further understand the role of meso discourses in the 

data. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Twenty-two news articles about meditation and mindfulness were located and analysed 

using the ideas and theories of Fairclough (2003) and Alvesson & Karreman (2000) in a 

combined framework (see Figure 1). Data collection and analysis procedures are discussed in the 

following paragraphs. 

Data collection. A Lexis-Nexis search of the top ten highest circulated newspapers in 

Canada were collected using the search terms ‘meditation app’ and/or ‘mindfulness app.’ The 

sample was limited to Canadian publications because the research concerns Canadians and the 

discourses that contextualize the use of meditation apps. Inclusion criteria was based on the most 

recent circulation numbers for the top ten Canadian newspapers (“Daily Newspaper Circulation 

Data - News Media Canada,” 2016) that delivered results using the search terms ‘meditation app’ 

and/or ‘mindfulness app.’ The Lexis-Nexis database was chosen over a standard internet search 

engine because the results are returned clear of predictive and/or personalized results. Twenty-

five articles were initially gathered. Three articles were eliminated as duplicates, which left 

twenty-two stories for analysis. Wodak (2001) acknowledges one of the gaps that currently exists 

in CDA is that there is no guideline for what constitutes a representative sample. I’ve seen in 

Barnard-Wills (2016) 300 news articles analysed and MacLean (2015) analysed 140. Kariithi 
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(2010) analysed two radio ad transcripts and four print ads, but his study was contained to a 

single advertising campaign. My search terms returned twenty-five results including three 

duplicates, which were eliminated. Thus, the full sample of available results were analysed for 

this study. Papers in the top ten that did not return results using my search terms were excluded. 

The newspapers in the top ten highest circulated publications that delivered results using the 

above search terms were as follows: The Globe and Mail, The Toronto Star, and The National 

Post. Time parameters were not placed around the collected data because meditation apps are a 

relatively new phenomenon so there is no risk of outdated content.  

Data analysis. The qualitative analysis software, NVivo 12 Pro was used to code and 

visualize the data. First, twenty-five news articles from the included publications were loaded 

into NVivo 12 Pro. Three articles were removed from the Toronto Star results because they were 

duplicates, which left twenty-two articles for analysis. Once the articles were imported into 

NVivo 12 Pro, each news article had to be coded using the combined model (see Figure 1). 

Table 1 shows numerical results resulting from the coding nodes for the three meta-models: ways 

of reporting, assumptions, and level of discourse. Once again, each meta-model contains coding 

nodes (see Appendix A) that were used to select relevant material within NVivo 12 Pro and to 

allow for queries and/or visualization of the data. A code book was developed based on 

Yamashita (1998), Alvesson & Karreman (2000) and Fairclough (2003) (see Appendix A) to 

ensure consistency and for reference when encountering troublesome texts. When the coding 

stage was complete, each node was summed using NVivo 12 Pro code query functions (see 

Table 1). From this, findings emerged that show a picture of the macro and meso level discourses 

that contextualize the use of meditation apps. Findings are discussed next beginning with some 

important insights that were captured outside of the combined analysis model. 
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Findings and Discussion 

The discussion of findings is organized by each coding node for clarity. Each section 

begins with a report of findings, which are interpreted with the support of discourse scholars. A 

count of findings at each node are summarized in Table 1. Before turning to results found under 

the meta-models, however, other findings that were not captured within the four nodes reveal 

important insights into expert opinion and categorization.  

Of the twenty-two articles collected, only two stories did not support or promote the use 

of meditation apps; they instead positioned meditation apps as a consumer fad. However, all 

twenty-two articles were in favour of a healthy lifestyle, whether that included meditation apps 

or not. Overall, the voices of experts were represented most often and interestingly, it was the 

journalists that decided who qualified as an expert. Of the articles analysed, over forty-one 

experts provided commentary, were quoted, or were simply named. These so-called experts 

ranged from authors, pro-athletes, celebrities, businesspeople, to psychologists and psychiatrists, 

lifestyle centre owners, editors/reporters, and more. Primarily, the experts served to promote 

health and meditation apps that were situated as a tool that could be used as part of a healthy 

lifestyle. There were six stories about celebrities and/or wellness centre owners, yoga instructors, 

or marathon runners who used meditation apps. These users were positioned as those who either 

exemplify some ideal (celebrities), or as having successfully achieved a healthy lifestyle 

(marathoners, fitness centre owners, etc.). These observations imply certain occupations or 

activities constitute health, when in fact, health is not so narrowly defined (Kressbach, 2018). As 

discussed in Discourse and Normalization, experts are trusted guides to health (Foucault, 1994, 

2003) and they inform and justify decisions (Katz, 1957; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) about health 

management. Experts have a powerful voice: they control access to health, identify deviations 
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from the norm, and provide corrective action (Foucault, 2003; van Dijk, 1993). The fact that 

many of the experts in the news articles were invented by journalists is troublesome firstly 

because it is misleading, and secondly because it supports a view that technology can correct 

poor health and/or provide access to better health. A final general observation was the 

inconsistency of categorization decisions made by the editors at the included publications.  

Most articles fell into the Lifestyle and Arts sections (9), followed by Entertainment (4), 

Go/Pursuits (3), Business (3), News (2), and finally, Opinion (1). These categorization decisions 

can be viewed in a few different but related ways. Firstly, categories summarize and organize the 

meaning of things so that we don’t have to reinvent the wheel every time we encounter aspects 

of the same thing. The category called ‘entertainment,’ for instance, is a discourse that we have 

defined together over time so that we all know how to behave and think when we are faced with 

entertainment. We can explain this phenomenon in terms of how and why the newspaper editors 

made the decisions they did. Reporters and editors make choices about how they want to 

represent events, ideas, situations, and importantly, how they want to readers to interpret and see 

themselves within the subject matter (Fairclough, 1989, 2003). Choices like these give power to 

the producer of the content, i.e., editors and reporters (Fairclough, 1989) in that the editors can 

place meditation apps in terms of entertainment. However, meditation apps have been shown to 

“enhance elements of wellbeing” (Howells, et al., 2016, p. 163) and reduce stress in medical 

residents (Wen et al., 2017). So, it is easy to see that there is a rub there between how the editors 

want readers to think of meditation apps and how researchers have depicted them. News media is 

a fast-paced business that can do nothing other than selectively filter the chaos of reality and 

“impose lenses” (Taras, 2015, p. 245) on events or facts that may not have readers’ best interest 
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in mind. News organizations today face pressures to stay in business and as a result may be 

motivated to serve the economic or political interests of others rather than readers.  

The second related way categorization decisions can be viewed is that the categories 

represent not only discourses, but “orders of discourse” (Fairclough, 1989, pp. 23–26). Orders of 

discourse are a deterministic way of looking at language that involves “conventional” 

(Fairclough, 1989, p. 23) behaviour. Conventions can further “legitimize (or delegitimize)” 

(Fairclough, 1989, p. 33) power relations without anyone being aware of what is happening. For 

example, if enough people were to use meditation apps solely for entertainment, then the 

possibilities they hold for improved mental health may never see the light of day. The final way 

that the categorization decisions can be interpreted is in terms of how the categorization 

problems found by Mani et al., (2015) and Campbell et al., (2014) (see Discourse and 

Technology) are related to the editorial categorization decisions in that users and readers alike 

need to know what to expect from a meditation app.  

A final angle on our entertainment example above is that if most people conventionally 

thought of meditation apps as entertainment then a better understanding of meditation apps might 

never be achieved through research (Campbell et al., 2014). If meditations apps are dismissed as 

entertainment, productivity tools, or lifestyle products, then we may never be able to realize their 

potential as options for augmented mental health care. Similarly, any negative side-effects of 

meditation app use might remain undiscovered. As the discussion of relevant general 

observations draws to a close, it is time to turn to the findings under each of the analysis meta-

models. First, the findings under the level of discourse meta-model provides insight into 

discourses circulating at the macro-levels of society as found in the news articles. 

Level of Discourse 
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The level of discourse meta-model has four nodes: micro discourse, meso discourse, 

Mega Discourse, and Grand Discourse (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000, p. 1133). The Alvesson & 

Karreman (2000) level of discourse model was adapted out of an organizational discourse 

context and is applicable in this study because it is influenced by Foucauldian thought (Alvesson 

& Karreman, 2000, p. 1127) as is this study. Grand and Mega Discourses are interpreted through 

the lens of Foucault’s “discursive formations” (Foucault, 1972, pp. 31–41). Discursive 

formations refer to socially understood concepts and make claims about social and cultural 

norms. The Alvesson & Karreman (2000) model at micro and meso levels is interpreted in terms 

of how discourses at the macro level of society are mechanized locally, with reference to “social 

cognition” (van Dijk, 1993, pp. 257–259).  

The level of discourse found in the news articles was primarily Mega Discourse with 67 

references in 15 of the articles. Mega Discourse as a primary finding in the news articles is not 

surprising. News articles are a social representation of how meditation apps are understood. In 

the articles, Mega Discourse was used to summarize and communicate ideologies related to 

economics, consumption, productivity, wellness, lifestyle, and spirituality. Eventually, an “ideal 

subject” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 41) emerged that the articles attempted to reach; a subject with a 

busy and stressful lifestyle that needed to reach a place of calm productivity. Again, Mega 

Discourse is usually summed up in one or two words and for the purposes of this study, reflects 

the position of meditation apps relative to societal concepts at the macro level. For example, 

many news articles depicted an optimal state of wellness and/or provided expert (or quasi-expert) 

advice for achieving such states.  

Overall, the findings show that meditation apps were overwhelmingly placed amid 

hypotheses about the correct path to optimal health. Apps were frequently positioned in terms of 
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improved personal productivity, better overall mental health, and as a contributor to a more 

robust economy. The suggestion that a healthy person is a productive one and that meditation 

apps can make a person more productive is taken for granted when in fact, the idea of hyper-

productivity itself could be questioned. Word combinations like wellness market, wellness 

sector, wellness industry, growth mindset, or knowledge economy were found in conjunction 

with other word combinations like mental wellness, healthy living, physical fitness, etc. The 

word combinations show that at a macro-level (van Dijk, 1993) there is a tendency to intermingle 

technology, optimal health, and capitalist productivity, which implies that work success is a 

result of optimal health and achieved at least in part by using digital wellness products, i.e., 

meditation apps and others like them. In fact, it is the wellness industry, a $735 million industry 

in Canada alone (Business Development Bank of Canada (BDC), 2013), rather than consumers, 

that stands to benefit from the idea that digital health products and capitalist productivity go hand 

in hand. The twenty-six references to Grand Discourses in 9 of the articles discussed next reflect 

statements in the news media that have to do with cultural generalizations that frame the use of 

meditation apps. 

Grand Discourses are statements about ideology or culture in generalized terms 

(Alvesson & Karreman, 2000). Grand Discourses appeared in the news articles in the form of 

statements about how wellness has become a personal brand and how stress is a new norm that 

everyone supposedly lives with and must manage. Other examples ranged from the idea that to 

keep up with technological advances we must be more productive than ever. States of high 

anxiety and stress were depicted in many of the Grand Discourse structures with one reference to 

how we live in an apparent full-blown age of anxiety. It is noticeable here that these examples 

use Mega Discourse words and word pairs like ‘busy chaos’ and ‘anxiety’ summarize these 
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states. The examples found in the Grand Discourse references coincide with what Foucault 

(1994, 1972, 2003) hypothesizes are discourses that communicate a set of unified concepts that 

can demand action. For example, a picture of a busy and stressed out culture is depicted in the 

news articles. If the reader is successfully placed in the subject position of being too busy to 

meditate and thus solve the problem of stress, meditation apps will seem like a logical solution. 

Stress is manifested in many physiological ways that can be observed in several scientific studies 

that the reader most likely can access. These studies are not at issue in this work, but I mention 

them to show that we often define what it means to be well using scientific discourse and then 

act in accordance with them.  

For Foucault (1994, 2003), when we are unwell we internalize “the examination” 

(Foucault, 2003, p. xxiii) that comes from experts (such as those in the medical profession) who 

hold certain societally accepted truths about wellness. These truths are both a normalizing and 

objectifying force (see Discourse and Technology). Normalizing, because they help us realign 

with scientific normative health, and objectifying because they display quantitative information 

about individuals that form a societal benchmark for normative health. These benchmarks are 

homogenous and do not take anomalies into consideration, yet technology gives us greater access 

to benchmarks, which makes it more efficient for us to align with them on our own. Next, the 

results under the meso discourse node provide insight into the influences of colloquial language.  

There were 40 references to meso discourse in 15 of the news articles. Items coded for 

meso discourse used the second person tense. Colloquial language was also coded for meso 

discourse because it implies the second person tense (see Appendix A). Meso discourse took the 

form of ‘how-to’ pieces about how to be more efficient, relaxed, healthy, or sleep better by using 

apps (meditation and others). Other articles told colloquial stories about how to deal with barriers 
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to meditation or how to mitigate travel aggravation and stress with meditation and meditation 

apps. These examples are consistent with Benwell & Stokoe (2006) and Wernick (1991) their 

suggestion that promotional discourse is colloquial to maximize the chance that the reader will 

pay attention, and therefore buy something. The stories also tell readers how to be well by 

placing them in the subject position of unwell. These examples perpetuate the societally held 

notion of wellness and use persuasion tactics like colloquial storytelling and expert testimony. 

Van Dijk (1993) explains that measures like this can be subtle or overt, but either way they 

enforce a norm. The news articles used meso discourse to instruct readers to take charge of their 

health by using technology the same as a trusted friend might during a casual conversation. The 

persuasion tactics employed by meso discourse can lead to the idea that meditation apps are a 

normal way to manage health and are therefore benign, which may not be the case for everyone. 

Finally, there were no references to micro discourse found in the data. Micro discourse 

represents the personal thoughts and reflections of individuals, so it is not surprising that no 

references were found in the news reports. Next, the results of the ways of reporting meta-model 

allows me to get under the surface of news reporting and discuss instances of intertextuality 

found in the data. 

Ways of Reporting 

 The ways of reporting meta-model has four nodes: direct reporting, indirect reporting, 

narrative report of speech act, and free indirect reporting (Fairclough, 2003, p. 49). While 

Fairclough (2003) provides a very clear explanation of what he means by each of the ways of 

reporting, actualizing the model was difficult. The examples provided by Fairclough (2003) were 

quite different from the data samples at hand so Yamashita (1998) was referenced for additional 

support in interpreting the nodes (see Appendix A). The purpose of the ways of reporting meta-



DIGITAL MEDITATION PLATFORMS 37 
model in this study is to explore instances of intertextuality (Fairclough, 2003) found in the news 

articles. Researchers seeking out intertextuality inspect texts for preferred or taken for granted 

ideology, recontextualization of events from one context to another, or stylistic inflections that 

create subject positions (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006; Fairclough, 2003). Findings under each of the 

four nodes begins with the results under direct reporting.  

Of the twenty-two news articles analysed, direct reporting was the node with the most 

results. There were 47 references to direct reporting in 12 of the articles. This means that most of 

the articles represented direct speech, which at first glance seems to be an indicator of fidelity to 

actual events. However, this does not mean that the text stayed entirely true to the intentions of 

the quoted sources. Many of the articles had a mix of reporting types that dialogued with each 

other in ways that the quoted sources or subjects may or may not have intended. For example, 

Britney Spears Obsessed with Meditating, is just a pastiche of quotes from several different 

unnamed sources. The sheer number of direct quotes about Britney’s meditating and health 

habits are overwhelming, though Britney herself isn’t quoted at all. Thus, it is hard to say 

whether Britney does in fact meditate and/or have a healthy lifestyle, but the preferred 

interpretation is that she does, and thus, the reader should too. Britney, at least in the article, 

personifies ideal health, which according to Foucault (1994) is desirable because health 

apparently leads to happiness. Some people want to be like her and “we consume according to 

who we are or who we want to be [sic]” (p. 167), meaning people may purchase products related 

to health (like meditation apps) to be healthy like Britney Spears when she may not be healthy at 

all. What stories like Britney Spears… do is articulate a more desirable life that is somehow 

better than the one led by the reader and invokes images of the Foucauldian healthy and happy 

citizen. Celebrity status does not constitute health, nor does it provide special access to 
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discourses about health. Thus, it is questionable that celebrities should be positioned as 

exemplary health figures or be cast as health experts in the news media. Doing so projects a false 

image to readers about what it means to be well. Findings for narrative report of speech act, 

discussed next, reveal what appears to be a collective image of health.   

Twenty-three references to narrative report of speech act were found in 12 of the articles. 

Narrative reports of speech acts are not direct quotes, but instead represent of the reporter’s take 

on what was said (Yamashita, 1998). In one of the news articles called, What Meditation Can 

and Can’t Do, the reporter explains her own personal process of learning how to meditate. Her 

learning journey takes place in a creative non-fiction narrative and her sources (the meditation 

teacher, friends who also meditate, and fellow learners) appear as characters in the story. 

Fairclough (2003) points out that all reporting is an interpretive act and is shaped around some 

aspects of truth, which he calls a “referent” (p. 85). It could be said that stories like What 

Meditation Can and Can’t Do are a referent for truths found in health discourses. One of these 

aspects of truth is revealed in the fact that the writer takes her friends, family, and even others 

she doesn’t know along on the same journey to ideal health: meditation class.  

Foucault (1994) argues that humans used to be closer to the state of their own health, but 

over time, health became part of the social realm. When health became social, it became 

institutionalized and governed by standards and norms. He theorizes that there is a collective 

image of the “model man [sic]” (Foucault, 1994, p. 34) that is held in the minds of individuals. 

This perfect ideal has become a societal standard that is externally defined, yet used internally as 

a form of self-discipline so that we may one day align with it (Foucault, 1994). The image of 

perfect health in What Meditation Can and Can’t Do needs no explaining because we all hold the 

same social image of our “model” selves. What is of interest here is that the article is also an 
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example of holding others to account to their model self as well: if others achieve the same 

standard of optimal health the fantasy is, as Foucault (1994) tells us, that we will live in an ideal 

and happy society together. So, stories like the above are somewhat formulaic and lend 

themselves to the same underlying discourse about a perfect, vague, and possibly unattainable 

ideal, as was depicted in the Britney Spears article. Next, the findings under the indirect 

reporting node indicate that technology is positioned as a kind of antidote to common health 

problems.   

There were 21 references to indirect reporting in 9 of the articles. Yamashita (1998) 

states that indirect reporting usually has the effect of summarizing what was said but, in some 

sense, maintains fidelity to the original (p. 179). Items in this data set were coded as indirect 

reporting when it was obvious the comments were attributed to a source, but they were not 

placed in quotation marks. For example, in Should I Take Away My Daughter’s Phone, a piece 

about how teenagers experience anxiety when using social media, indirect reporting took the 

form of a psychiatrist’s advice. The psychiatrist is directly quoted in some spots and not in 

others. Notably, there is one instance where the psychiatrist recommends the “free” meditation 

app Headspace to her patients. I see three issues with this section of the article, the first being 

that Headspace is not a free app. There is a free trial period after which users must pay a 

subscription fee (Headspace.com, n.d.). The second issue is that the voices of the teenagers are 

not represented in the article. Lastly, apps are positioned as a treatment for a variety of 

conditions, which lends to the idea that technology can solve health problems. Postman (1993, 

1997) advocates skepticism in the face of new technology that is said to solve problems. He 

doesn’t discourage the use of technology to solve problems, rather suggests asking questions like 

whether technology is the right solution, whether there is a problem to solve, and importantly, 
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what new problems might arise as a result of using the technology (Postman, 1997). Lastly, the 

references to free indirect reporting show how depictions of a healthy lifestyle depend on a 

common interpretation of health. 

The lowest number of references was recorded at free indirect reporting with 14 

references in 8 of the articles. Free indirect reporting is usually associated with the literary genre 

(Fairclough, 2003; Yamashita, 1998) and the fact that findings at this node were low is indicative 

of the fact that the data set is meant to be news reporting. In the data analysed, free indirect 

reporting was a series of punchy, mini narratives about what could be called exemplary living 

and optimal health. One story was a cautionary tale about a woman that tried a range of over-the-

top health fads after one final wine and burger binge. This story lamented a simpler time where 

health was easily attained by working on a farm. The article positions working the land as a 

desirable, yet inaccessible lifestyle of the past and meditation as a modern antidote to a 

highspeed world. The narrative is a creative turn away from expert testimony, but what is 

noticeable is that the article still contains undertones of expert advice. This insinuates that expert 

advice lives both inside and outside of us in what van Dijk (1993) calls “social cognition (p. 

257). What this means is that readers must hold some image of health in their minds to make 

sense of the article. Without such an image, health fads and healthy living don’t make sense. 

This article dialogues with others like it in order to contribute and perpetuate to this societally 

held image of health (Fairclough, 2003; van Dijk, 1993). Other cultures that don’t embrace this 

image might be totally baffled about health fads or the idea that farmers are healthy. Essentially, 

the free indirect reporting node did not divulge results not seen in the other nodes, but instead 

clarifies an emerging picture of a common understanding of health.  
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In this section, it became clear that a social understanding of health discourses is needed 

to interpret many of the findings under the ways of reporting meta-model. Findings under each 

node were considered in terms of the intersection of health discourses and technology at the 

macro levels of society. Also, the mechanics of reporting was problematized in terms of the 

interpretive frames (ideologies) held by reporters that are in turn are transmitted to the reader 

(Fairclough, 1989, 2003). Overall, the examples in this section reflect that we hold a common 

definition of health and it is implied or explicitly stated that technology, i.e., meditation apps, can 

help us reach optimal health. In fact, there are plenty of ways to be healthy without meditation 

apps or popular technologies. The final analysis framework, the assumptions meta-model is 

discussed next.   

Assumptions 

Assumptions, according to Fairclough (2003), are evidence that certain ways of looking 

at the world are taken for granted in the news media. There can be a lot going on that isn’t 

explicitly said. It’s the “implicitness” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 55) in language that leads to 

preferred interpretations that reflect ideologies. The assumptions meta-model has three nodes: 

value assumptions, existential assumptions, and propositional assumptions (Fairclough, 2003, p. 

55) (see Table 1). Each node in this model is defined as follows: existential assumptions are 

about what exists or does not exist, propositional assumptions are statements about “what can or 

will be the case,” and finally, value assumptions are about what is desirable or good (Fairclough, 

2003, p. 55). Fairclough (2003) shows that assumptions in texts point to sites of preferred 

ideologies or the imposition of power through consent, i.e., hegemony. The assumptions meta 

model uncovers concepts that are taken for granted in news media. The discussion of the findings 

at this node begins with propositional assumptions.  
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Propositional assumptions were found in 19 of the articles with 54 references overall, by 

far the highest total for all the assumptions found in the data. An overarching pattern emerged 

from the findings coded for propositional assumptions, which was: stated problem – value 

statement – propositional statement – recommendation. This pattern is very similar to what 

Benwell & Stokoe (2006) call “problem-solution patterns” (p. 177–179). The problem-solution 

pattern will be revisited throughout this section because it usually sits alongside capitalist 

discourses, which were prevalent in the propositional assumption findings. Propositional 

assumptions took the form of what would or could happen by using a meditation app or 

meditating. For example, in For 2018, Spend More Time in the Present the writer stated that 

meditation would “reset and recharge” the brain so that there was more “productive time” during 

the work day. In this case, a neoliberal ideology stands as a placeholder for a discourse about 

capitalist productivity and ‘always on’ culture.  

To deal with the anxiety of a productive lifestyle, in The Age of Anxiety; Prozac Nation is 

Now the United States of Ativan, the propositional statement comes from a former news anchor 

cum “anti-anxiety guru” who wrote a bestseller about happiness. The reader is ushered into 

learning about the meditation app he subsequently created and the popularity of his weekly email 

newsletter and podcast. The recommendation is to access the supportive side of social media 

(possibly found in the app, email, and podcast) and talk it out online with other sufferers. 

According to Benwell & Stokoe (2006) the above examples are using a “rhetorical device” 

known as “‘implicature’ [sic]” (p. 178–179). The implicature device serves to place the reader 

into a subject position, which in the above cases were low productivity and anxiety. Benwell & 

Stokoe (2006) state that implicature relies on Fairclough’s theory of common sense in that the 

reader needs to take for granted that there is such a thing as widespread anxiety or productivity 
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problems. If the reader is successfully interpellated into the subject positions of anxious or 

unproductive, then they must carry the idea that something is wrong with them. This is good for 

capitalist hegemony and not so good for readers because the goal is to have readers continue to 

buy products to fix a problem that may not exist. Next, findings under the value assumptions 

node disclose the things we value at the cultural level.  

Value assumptions were the next highest finding with 50 references in 15 of the articles. 

Fairclough (2003) defines value assumptions as statements about “what is good or desirable” (p. 

55). In many of the articles, the “problem-solution patterns” (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006, pp. 177–

179) conclude with meditation and/or meditation apps as the solution. For example, in Learn to 

Relax After the Holiday Rush, meditation and meditation apps are offered as an antidote to the 

problem of high holiday stress. The problem-solution patterns in this example suggest 

Westerners wrestle with busy lifestyles loaded with stress, a condition most people in Western 

societies understand and supposedly feel, but also know isn’t “normal” (Foucault, 2003). It is 

notable here that the article is written for a person who needs to de-stress after shopping and 

entertaining holiday guests rather than one who is stressed because they can’t afford to give their 

children a Christmas that includes presents and nice food. In the …Holiday Rush example, it is 

clear that meditation apps are reserved for a privileged segment of the population. Overall, 

results at this node show that health is a valued state of being, which at least from the macro-

level view of the news articles, reflects a calm, blissed out public. This ideal public chooses from 

an array of fitness and productivity apps and balances out the workload with meditation apps, so 

it can enjoy a “holistic wellness experience.” Narratives about an ideal and covetable state of 

productivity and health, for example, paint a picture of an elite that enjoys the freedom to 

balance work and rest. Underneath this narrative is idea that technology is a novel way to 
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manage and/or monitor health. As Dow Schüll (2016) and Ruckenstein & Dow Schüll (2017), 

argue this kind of health management can also be extended into keeping tabs on the progress of 

others’ health data.  

In the above cases, the ideal state of health is internalized and the individual tries to 

discipline themselves into compliance with the ideal (Foucault, 1994). Van Dijk (1993) indicates 

that groups take these internalized norms and use them not only to monitor themselves (Foucault, 

2003; van Dijk, 1993), but also to “organize and monitor” (van Dijk, 1995, p. 258) others. It is in 

this way, dominant views of health and technology are encouraged and maintained, which 

influences how society orients itself to meditation apps (Fairclough, 1995; van Dijk, 1993). Next, 

existential claims bring to light concepts, problems, and other phenomena that are assumed to 

exist in Western society. 

There were 22 references to existential assumptions in 13 of the articles. Existential 

assumptions are claims about what exists. Existential assumptions ranged from cultural 

statements about fast-paced and stressful lifestyles to assumptions about the kinds of barriers 

meditators face. One example, found in Opinion: A Case for Meditation in Public Health, 

assumes that there is a “national mental health crisis” that can be solved, at least in part, by 

meditation programs and apps. The article states that meditation apps and programs are “big 

business” and professional meditation firms should be part of a “national strategy” to augment 

public mental health programs. According to the author, a national mental health strategy would 

include things like improving access to meditation apps and implementing meditation programs 

in schools. The writer goes on to say that government initiatives in the style of “ParticipAction” 

would make inroads to improving public mental health. Once this apparent crisis is solved, 

caregivers will be less stressed and public health care costs will go down. In this example, the 
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reader is asked to go along with the idea firstly that a mental health crisis exists, and secondly 

that meditation and meditation apps are a way to solve it. The discourses residing alongside these 

claims (Fairclough, 2003) are about capitalism and health. Assertions like these would have 

readers go along with the idea that a government created and supported mental health program is 

the best way to solve an apparent crisis. Government intervention into a mental health crisis, 

should one exist, is not automatically a bad thing. However, the point here is to create an 

awareness of tactics that try to get readers to consent to existential claims like the ones above. 

These devices work to create hegemony by working to maintain the power of government 

institutions and “big business” and extend them into the domain of mental health.  

Health mediated by technology is not a new idea (Heidegger, 1993b); however, the 

meditation app now exists within the intimate space of the meditation cushion. Meditation apps 

quantify and objectify meditation because user data becomes public, scientific, and in the realm 

of commodity. In this section, assumptions in the news articles reflected values circulating at the 

macro level of society that are relative the discourses of health and capitalism. The data 

demonstrates that health discourses are prevalent and consumer products are seen as a way to 

align with normative health. The possibilities for health are defined within these discourses and 

in effect are brought into existence by them. The benefits of a digital meditation practice are 

often located within the objectified practice of others exemplified in either the news media or on 

app websites. Combined with the insistence of advertising, some users may base their practice on 

external factors rather than seeking help or looking within. The assumptions meta-model brings 

the discussion of the findings to a close. Next, limitations and directions for future research lead 

us to some final thoughts that will conclude the work. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
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The results of this study are not representative of all news stories about meditation apps. 

Many publications that run stories about meditation apps were excluded because this study is 

limited to popular Canadian publications. Though trade and web publications were excluded 

from this work, future studies could widen the sample size and/or examine publications that run 

stories about meditation apps in other countries. Extending the research question outside of a 

Western cultural context could unearth some interesting comparatives and/or parallels between 

macro-level discourses. Missing from this study are the voices of actual digital meditators. 

Future studies could look to digital meditators to determine which discourses influenced them to 

use a meditation app. As mentioned, van Dijk (1993) notes that macro-level discourses are often 

internalized at the individual level via social cognition. Future researchers could see if the 

macro-level discourses that surround meditation apps influences individuals to use them. 

Contributions to CDA include the adaptation of the Alvesson & Karreman (2000) level of 

discourse model out of an organizational context, primarily through the theories of Foucault 

(1994, 1972, 2003) and van Dijk (1993). This study has, in a small way, contributed to a 

discussion around the perniciousness of a dialogue that unites health and workplace productivity. 

It has also opened a discussion for how discourse shapes our world, establishes preferred 

understandings, and perpetuates societal norms. Future researchers could take the adapted 

Alvesson & Karreman (2000) framework and combine it with other analysis models or use a 

similar framework to expand the sample size of news articles or work with human subjects. 

Conclusion 

The combined Alvessson & Karreman (2000) and Fairclough (2003) framework allowed 

for an examination of how the macro discourses in the news media contextualize meditation apps 

in terms of optimal health and productivity. The findings show that direct reporting, 
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propositional assumptions, and Mega Discourse were the most referenced nodes in the news 

articles. These findings suggest that the news media used Mega Discourse to summarize 

discourses related to commodity, productivity, economy, and wellness, which intended to 

persuade readers and place them in various subject positions relational to health and productivity. 

Stories tried to garner credibility by using direct quotes while propositional assumptions were 

masked in the authority of expert opinion. Once again, the research question is: What are the 

macro and meso level discourses in the news media that work to contextualize meditation apps in 

terms of optimal health and productivity? The data shows that meditation apps are located at the 

intersection of two macro-level discourses: capitalism and health. Both discourses were taken to 

the meso level in the news articles, which mimics what might be found in local meso discourses.  

The results suggest that capitalist discourses are extended into discourses about mental 

health and together, these two macro-level discourses contextualize health in terms of how 

improved health will help us get more done. Furthermore, when human health is placed in the 

context of productivity, it does a disservice to the practice of meditation. Productivity may be a 

side effect of meditation, but it should not be a measure of health and it is dangerous to 

benchmark health in terms of how much one person can produce. Another notable finding is that 

technology, at least at macro levels, is taken for granted as a reasonable way to arrive at 

normative health. To question taken for granted notions about the intermingling of technology, 

health, and productivity is to protest these apparent truths. Meditation apps are a fantastic and 

innovative tool, one that indeed helps people (Howells, et al., 2016; Mani et al., 2015; Wen et al., 

2017). The use of meditation apps moves technology into our private spaces, workplaces and 

personal health affairs; and the data shows that this is considered normal, even inevitable. 

However, we can use technology with intention and purpose by exploring where it deprives us of 
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our time, money, etc. and where it frees us and opens space. According to Postman (1993), 

technology should never be seen as “part of the natural order of things” (p. 184) and I think this 

claim is very relevant to meditation apps in that they shouldn’t seem like a natural or normal way 

to arrive at better health. Meditation apps have the potential to help people cultivate a keen 

awareness of the world and possibly even enter a space that is free of discourse where 

technology can be othered and examined (Heidegger, 1993a). Together with subtle acts of 

resistance such as asking questions about the technology we take to the meditation cushion we 

can be free, at least temporarily, from the binaries of well and unwell as experienced through 

technology. Reaching the benchmarks of normalized health then becomes less crucial to daily 

life and less the subject of our conversations.  
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Figure 1. The Alvesson & Karreman (2003) level of discourse model provides a pathway to 

understand how levels of discourse are utilized in the news media. The Fairclough (2003) 

analysis frameworks allow the researcher to delve into both the mechanics of reporting as well as 

illustrate ideological assumptions. Combining these models provide a cohesive picture of 

dominant discourses circulating through Western society at the macro-level.  
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Appendix A Code Book 

Direct Reporting 

Direct quotes. Yamashita (1998) also defines, direct discourse slip where “indirect 

discourse slips into direct discourse. In this case, the represented discourse is partially a verbatim 

report of the original utterance” (p. 178). This case can be included in direct discourse.  

Indirect Reporting 

 “This form of discourse consists of the reporting clause and the reported clause. No 

quotation marks are used. It is clear whose voice is represented. The represented discourse could 

be a verbatim report of the original utterance. However, the original utterance of the represented 

discourse is generally summarized or paraphrased. Thus, the reader doesn’t have direct access to 

the represented discourse” (Yamashita, 1998, p. 179). 

Free Indirect Reporting 

Told from inside another person’s head filtered through the narrator. Reporting the 

thoughts and feelings of someone else that is not the narrator. Told in third person and as if the 

subject is a character in a novel rather than a news report. It isn’t clear who said what in this type 

of reporting. For other indicators see (Yamashita, 1998, p. 179). 

Narrative Report of Speech Act 

“A mixing of representing discourse and represented discourse. There is no separate 

reported clause. The form shows that the speech act is performed by a character in a newspaper 

report. The speech act value of the original utterance is presented by the reporter. Then, 

presented discourse is most controlled by the reporter. The reader doesn’t have access to what 

the character actually said. Also, this form as a clear summarizing effect” (Yamashita, 1998, p. 

180)  

Meso discourse:  

• When the writer is using the second person tense. I.e., you should try this cool app I’m 

using. Group or dyad discussion. 

• When the writer is telling the reader a story in first person. There is an assumption here 

that the reader will do or say something because of a personal story. Rindfleish (2005), 

i.e., stories of “peak experience[s]” (p. 346) to convince readers to do something. 
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• When the writer is acting as an interlocutor between ideas and revealing something 

directly to the reader in the second person tense. 

Micro discourse 

Text that represents thought. 

Grand Discourse 

Whenever there is an ideology or culture statement at play, for example, this is the state 

of things, a cultural statement, for example, “these days life is really stressful.” 

Mega Discourse  

Standard ways of referring to things that have a discourse behind them. i.e., the wellness 

industry, wellness tourism, wellness market, fitness, mind/body, preventive medicine, personal 

brand, etc.  

Propositional Assumptions 

Assumptions about what is or can be or what will be the case. Something that is a 

process. Something that is, can or will be the case if you do x or because of y. 

• Example, “this app will help you be more productive at work.” Assumes the reader is not 

productive at work and could be if they used the ap.  

• Example: Meditation apps are a way to fix x or y condition. 

Existential Assumptions 

Assumptions about what exists. Triggered by definite articles: (the this that these those.) 

Value Assumptions 

Assumptions about what is good or desirable. Example, “things that help with stress 

management.” 
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Table 1 Results 

Ways of 

Reporting 

References Articles Assumptions References Articles Level of 

Discourse 

References Articles 

Direct 

Reporting 

47 12 Propositional 54 19 Mega 67 15 

Narrative 

Report of 

Speech Act 

23 12 Value 50 15 Meso 40 15 

Indirect 

Reporting 

21 9 Existential 22 13 Grand 26 8 

Free Indirect 

Reporting 

14 8    Micro 0 0 

 

 


