
Appification in the Age of AI
Exploring Embeddedness, Visibility, and Dependency

ASI Sprint Report
May 2026

Fernando van der Vlist · Esther Weltevrede
(Editors)



 

 

 



 

Appification in the Age of AI: Exploring Embeddedness, Visibility, and Dependency 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ASI Sprint Report Series 

 

 

 

 

No. 1: ‘The Nationality of Apps: Exploring National App Cultures and Economies’, ​

eds. FN van der Vlist and E Weltevrede 

No. 2: ‘Appification in the Age of AI: Exploring AI App Cultures and Economies’, ​

eds. FN van der Vlist and E Weltevrede 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Fernando van der Vlist · Esther Weltevrede​

(Editors) 

 

 

Appification in the Age of AI 
Exploring Embeddedness, Visibility, and Dependency 

ASI Sprint Report 

May 2026 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Editors: 

Fernando van der Vlist 

Department of Media Studies 
University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands 

Esther Weltevrede 

Department of Media Studies 
University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2026 The Editor(s) and Author(s) / App Studies Initiative 

 

The App Studies Initiative (ASI) is an international research network comprising academic experts in 

app-related media research who contribute to the study of apps and platforms. The research network 

involves researchers and faculty from the University of Amsterdam and Utrecht University (the 

Netherlands), the University of Warwick and Goldsmiths, University of London (United Kingdom), 

Concordia University and the University of Toronto (Canada), among others. Its directors are Anne 

Helmond, David Nieborg, Fernando van der Vlist, and Esther Weltevrede. 

 

 

Cover illustration, layout and typesetting by Fernando van der Vlist 

Typeface: Open Sans (Ascender Corporation) 

DOI: 10.17605/osf.io/hv34x 

Series URL: appstudies.org/research-output/publications/asi-sprint-report-series/ 

 

Suggested citation: van der Vlist FN and Weltevrede E (eds) (2026, May 29) Appification in the Age of AI: 

Exploring Embeddedness, Visibility, and Dependency (ASI Sprint Report Series No. 3). App Studies Initiative 

(ASI). DOI: https://doi.org/10.17605/osf.io/hv34x. 

 

appstudies.org · mail@appstudies.org · @appstudies · @appstudies.bsky.social  

 

 

 

https://appstudies.org
https://www.fernandovandervlist.nl/
https://doi.org/10.17605/osf.io/hv34x
https://appstudies.org/research-output/publications/asi-sprint-report-series/
https://doi.org/10.17605/osf.io/hv34x
https://appstudies.org
mailto:mail@appstudies.org
https://x.com/appstudies
https://bsky.app/profile/appstudies.bsky.social


 

 

Contents 

 

 

 

 

Contents · v–vi 

About this Report · vii 

 

1 Editorial Introduction · Appification in the Age of AI (Continued) · 8–29 

Fernando van der Vlist · Esther Weltevrede 

 

Embedded Research Project 

 

2 Embedded Research Project Report · The Embeddedness and (In)visibility of AI · A 

Multi-Sided Platform Analysis · 31–143 

Wenjing Gao · Yiqin Xu · Elina Kramers · Yue Liu · Mats Kroon · Ada Kitapci · Tobias Heuperman · ​

Fernando van der Vlist (PI) · Esther Weltevrede (Co-PI) · Anne Helmond (Co-I) 

 

Spring Sprint 

 

3 Mundane Tasks · How Is AI ‘Appifying’ Mundane Tasks? · Mapping Task Fulfillment in 

First-Party AI Apps · 145–165 

Jan Lommen Arellano · James M. Buklarewicz · H. ‘Kevin’ Jin · Barbora Kotuláková · Leandro Oliva 

4 Food Tracking · Feeding the Raccoon · Anthropomorphism and Gamification in AI 

Food-Tracking Apps · 166–181 

Allegra Canzi · Kaylee Vlieger · Isabel Veltman · Noora Pusenius · Alana van Oostrom 

5 Mental Health · The AI Therapist Will See You Now · How AI Apps are Reshaping Access to 

Mental Health Care · 182–199 

Saulė Petreikytė · Tessa Calor · Nisa Ceylan · Viola Senatore · Anna Stampanoni 

 

 

 

 



 

 

6 Beauty · The Cultural Geography of AI Beauty · A Cross-National Analysis of Aesthetics in 

Chinese, South Korean, and Japanese Beauty Apps · 200–218 

Wenxuan Guo · Xinyi Jing · Ziyue Yuan 

 

Contributors · 219–223 

 

 

 

 



 

About this Report 

 

 

 

 

The ASI Sprint Report Series is dedicated to critical app studies enquiry, exploring the 

phenomenon of ‘appification’ and its diverse societal, cultural, and political-economic impacts 

globally. Published by the App Studies Initiative (ASI), the series showcases ongoing research 

conducted by ASI-affiliated researchers in collaboration with Master's students. Each report 

features the latest findings from recent ‘sprints,’ aiming to promptly disseminate ongoing 

research to the broader app and platform studies community. 

This third ASI Sprint Report stems from the 2025–2026 Master’s elective course 

‘Appification: The Cultures and Economies of Apps’, and the Cultural Data & AI Master’s 

Embedded Research Project ‘The Appification of AI: Exploring Emerging AI App Ecosystems 

and Infrastructures’, both developed, taught, and supervised by the editors in the Department 

of Media Studies at the University of Amsterdam, Faculty of Humanities. It continues the 

central theme established in Report No. 2: ‘Appification in the Age of AI’. The chapters present 

the supervised research undertaken by students as part of the Embedded Research Project 

and the course’s concluding themed ‘data sprint’, organised within the Department of Media 

Studies. All contributors are listed in the Contributors section of the report. 

Parts of this work were supported by the Dutch Research Council (NWO) Talent 

Programme | Veni project number VI.Veni.241C.001, ‘AI Power: A Critical Platform Analysis’, 

awarded in 2025 to Fernando van der Vlist (DOI: 10.61686/AHWQW77464). 
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1 Editorial Introduction​

Appification in the Age of AI (Continued) 

Fernando van der Vlist · Esther Weltevrede 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Building directly on the previous work in this series, this report examines the ‘appification 

of AI’—how AI creeps into our daily lives through various new types of applications and 

emerging app ecosystems. As the landscape shifts from generative to agentic AI, our 

central analytical concern is AI’s increasing embeddedness, visibility, and dependency as it 

transitions into an invisible, foundational infrastructure. Drawing on app studies, platform 

studies, and critical AI studies, the studies included in this collection investigate this 

unfolding process across three dimensions: AI-powered applications, everyday uses, and 

infrastructural integration. Through a series of mappings and five new case studies 

developed in collaboration with Master's students, the findings demonstrate AI’s 

systematic transition into an invisible, infrastructural foundation that redistributes power 

towards dominant platforms. Specific studies show that first-party AI apps deepen the 

infrastructural reach of providers through a ‘gradient of absorption’ in mundane task 

fulfillment; AI mental health apps introduce distinct app logics that reconfigure care; and 

in domains like food tracking and beauty, there is a consistent gap between developers’ 

advanced technological narratives and users’ practical, often culturally localised, 

interpretation of AI. Ultimately, the report highlights the critical significance of app and 

platform studies for understanding the cultural, economic, and political dimensions of AI 

as it becomes structurally integrated into the apps and infrastructures of everyday life. 

Keywords: appification · app studies · artificial intelligence (AI) · embeddedness · app 

ecosystems · app stores · mobile apps · AI app cultures · political economy · data-sprinting 

DOI: 10.17605/osf.io/hv34x 
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Intelligence · Appification: The Cultures and Economies of Apps · ASI Sprint Report No. 2 · 

AWS Marketplace · ChatGPT · ChatGPT API · Claude · Comet Browser · Copilot · Data.ai · 

Deepseek · Digital Methods Summer and Winter Schools · Echo · Embedded Research 

Project · Gemini · Gojek · Google · Google Cloud · Google Cloud Marketplace · Google Play · 

Google Workspace · Grok · Hugging Face · HuggingChat · Humanities Labs · Joule AI Agents · 

LAB42 · Master’s Cultural Data & AI · Microsoft · Microsoft 365 · Microsoft Azure · Microsoft 

Azure Marketplace · Nova · OpenAI · Perplexity · Realtime API · Replika · Responses API · 

Salesforce · SAP · Sensor Tower · Siri · University of Amsterdam · WeChat 

 

Introduction: AI Embeddedness, Visibility, and Dependency 

How can app studies—and the ‘appification’ concept—help us understand how artificial 

intelligence (AI) is becoming embedded in the fabric of everyday digital life? 

Building directly on last year’s ASI Sprint Report No. 2: ‘Appification in the Age of AI’, which 

examined the emerging landscape of AI app cultures and economies across the mobile 

ecosystem, cloud enterprise market, and emerging model marketplaces (Van der Vlist and 

Weltevrede, 2025), this report turns to a follow-up question: not only where AI apps appear, 

but how AI is becoming embedded, invisibly and infrastructurally, across apps, platforms, and 

digital practices. As AI enters its fourth year of mainstream adoption, the landscape has 

shifted. The initial wave of excitement around AI 'killer apps' such as ChatGPT is giving way to 

a subtler and more integrated process: AI is increasingly an invisible foundation upon which 

apps, workflows, and everyday interactions are built. 

Since OpenAI’s launch of ChatGPT in November 2022, AI applications (‘apps’) have 

advanced rapidly, reflecting AI’s accelerating integration into everyday technologies and 

infrastructures. In late 2024, Google launched Gemini 2.0, an advanced multimodal AI model 

capable of generating audio and images, marking a leap in multimodal AI capabilities. This 

development paved the way for increasingly ‘agentic’ AI applications, including autonomous 

web navigation and code debugging tools (Pichai et al., 2024; Pierce, 2024; Zeff, 2025a). 

Around the same time, Apple introduced Apple Intelligence (‘AI for the rest of us’) in iOS 18 

(September 2024), embedding AI features across iPhones, Macs, and other Apple devices 

(Davis, 2024; Perez, 2024b). Meanwhile, Amazon launched its Nova AI models to enhance user 

experiences across voice AI services such as Alexa and Echo devices (Peters, 2024). OpenAI 

further contributed to this emerging AI application landscape with its Realtime API, enabling 
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near-instantaneous speech-to-speech interactions (Zeff, 2024). Together, these developments 

highlighted a broader industry trend: major technology companies have been embedding 

increasingly sophisticated AI models into their core products and services, reshaping user 

interaction and setting new standards for technological innovation. 

If 2024 marked the mainstreaming of generative AI, 2025 increasingly came to be seen as 

the year of the agent (e.g., SuperIntelligence, 2025). AI systems shifted from generating text 

and images towards autonomously performing tasks such as web browsing, code execution, 

and workflow management across applications. In this context, Google launched Gemini 3.0 

with its Deep Think reasoning mode in November 2025, enabling more deeply integrated 

agentic workflows across the Google Workspace ecosystem. This broader move towards 

agent-based applications also includes new consumer applications such as ChatGPT Atlas, an 

AI-native browser launched by OpenAI in October 2025, and Comet Browser by Perplexity (July 

2025), both built around AI agents. At the same time, AI integration at the operating system 

level evolved. Following the introduction of Amazon’s Nova AI model series in late 

2024—designed to enhance user experiences across (voice AI) services such as Alexa and 

Echo devices—Apple and Google announced a multi-year collaboration in January 2026 under 

which future Apple Intelligence features, including a redesigned Siri, would be powered by 

Gemini models across iOS. These developments further underscore a broader industry 

trajectory, in which maj technology companies are embedding increasingly advanced AI 

systems into their core products and services, and into the infrastructures and interfaces of 

everyday digital life. 

Over the past two decades, software apps have become central to culture and the 

economy, influencing daily routines worldwide. Academic discussions on mobile apps, their 

infrastructures, and the ‘appification’ of everyday life highlight how apps have transformed 

communication, access to information, payment methods, and digital services (Dieter et al., 

2019; Dieter et al., 2021; Gerlitz et al., 2019a; Goggin, 2021; Miller and Matviyenko, 2014; 

Morris and Murray, 2018; Steinberg et al., 2022; Van der Vlist et al., 2024b). As analytics firms 

like Data.ai track annual global app downloads and expenditures, the shift toward mobile-first 

media consumption and production becomes increasingly evident. App stores play a crucial 

role in shaping global app cultures and economies, serving as primary gateways or entry 

points for distribution, monetisation, and discovery (Dieter et al., 2019; Van der Vlist et al., 

2024a). These developments highlight a broader industry trend: major technology companies 

are embedding AI models into their core products and services, reshaping user interactions, 

and setting new standards for technological innovation. Crucially, this embedding is becoming 
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structural and increasingly invisible: AI is woven into the everyday experience of apps in ways 

users may not explicitly recognise or choose. 

Against this backdrop, AI is now rapidly becoming an integral part of digital life, accelerating 

transformations in industries and altering how we communicate, work, and interact with 

technology. The incorporation of AI into software apps—what we term the ‘appification of 

AI’—marks a shift not only in how AI technologies are deployed, embedding them into a 

growing range of applications and fostering expansive app ecosystems (Van der Vlist et al., 

2025b: 21–24), but also in how AI interfaces and interacts with end-consumers, industries, 

business, and developers. Apps are increasingly acting as the point of contact between 

complex AI systems and everyday practices across various aspects of life. This perspective 

highlights how users, knowingly or unknowingly, engage with AI technologies as they become 

embedded in digital routines. Developers use apps as platforms to integrate, extend, 

innovate, and market AI capabilities, while enterprises use AI predominantly to transform 

workflows, drive efficiencies, and create novel business models. This trend has gained 

momentum due to both rapid advancements in AI and its increasing accessibility for 

developers, businesses, and end-consumers alike (Van der Vlist et al., 2024a). 

A key example is OpenAI’s ChatGPT, which has not only popularised AI but also expanded 

its application domains, positioning AI as a foundational technology across industries and 

daily life. Similar initiatives from Microsoft (Copilot), Google (Gemini, initially named Bard), 

Anthropic (Claude), Perplexity, Hugging Face (HuggingChat) reinforce this trend, with 

conversational (‘natural language’) user interfaces—especially chatbots—emerging as the first 

‘killer app’ for AI platforms. Meanwhile, the rise of generative AI tools has led to an influx of AI 

apps across app stores, a trend accelerated by OpenAI’s release of the ChatGPT API in March 

2023. 

This report investigates the ongoing process of AI appification by examining how it unfolds 

across different spheres, ecosystem sides, industry sectors, and levels of analysis with 

particular attention to the processes through which AI is becoming embedded, and how the 

visibility or invisibility of this embeddedness is governed for the different actors involved (e.g., 

developers, business, and consumers). Additionally, it continues to explore the emerging 

cultures and economies of AI apps in their various evolving forms—a theme that was central 

to last year’s ASI Sprint Report No. 2. Through app ecosystem analysis (Van der Vlist et al., 

2025a; Van der Vlist et al., 2024a) and a ‘multi-situated’ approach (Dieter et al., 2019), we 

examine AI’s cultural, economic, and political dimensions through case studies and 

collaborative research with our Master’s students, including a group of embedded student 

research assistants. 
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App Studies meet Critical Platform and AI Studies 

The Concept of Appification 

The concept of ‘appification’ refers to the process through which aspects of daily life—from 

communication and information access to financial transactions and social interactions—are 

translated into the language and logic of mobile applications. Scholars in app studies have 

examined how apps, as forms of ‘mundane software’, introduce the datafication and 

formalisation of previously amorphous social practices (Dieter et al., 2019; Gerlitz et al., 2019a; 

Goggin, 2021; Morris and Murray, 2018; Van der Vlist et al., 2024b; Weltevrede and Jansen, 

2019). In many global contexts, especially in non-Western regions, ‘super apps’ such as 

WeChat (China) and Gojek (Indonesia) consolidate multiple services within a single platform, 

shaping everyday practices (Steinberg et al., 2022; Van der Vlist et al., 2024b). Moreover, super 

apps—much like AI apps, as we contend—uniquely challenge a categorical separation 

between apps and platforms, emphasising the strategic dynamics involved and the necessity 

for case-by-case empirical analysis to ground this distinction (Van der Vlist et al., 2024b; cf. 

Van der Vlist, 2022). 

An important aspect of appification is its ‘dual-layered’ nature’ (Burton and Weltevrede). On 

one level, apps reformat everyday interactions into discrete, embodied actions—such as 

swiping, tapping, or scrolling—that reflect new action grammars, associated practices, and 

cultures of use (Gerlitz et al., 2019b). These gestures are not merely functional; they shape 

how users experience and internalise their routines, effectively serving as interfaces through 

which AI and digital technologies are integrated into daily life. As Morris and Murray (2018: 3) 

observe, appification marks ‘a historically specific moment when an increasing number of 

everyday activities and routines are being expressed through, carried out by, and experienced 

as apps’. 

At the same time, these embodied interactions are systematically transformed into data 

and processed within underlying infrastructures. This infrastructural dimension of appification 

is critical for understanding the full scope of the phenomenon. While the ‘front-end’ processes 

capture the immediate, sensory engagement of users with digital systems, the ‘back-end’ 

infrastructures—comprising e.g. advertising platforms, content delivery networks, data 

analytics systems, and software development kits (SDKs)—repackage these interactions into 

formats that can be redistributed, monetised, and repurposed at scale (Chao et al., 2024; 

Dieter et al., 2019; Lai and Flensberg, 2021; Pybus and Coté, 2024). It is within this layered 
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environment that everyday practices are both authenticated and transformed, laying the 

groundwork for broader cultural and economic shifts. 

 

Platforms and Generative AI’s Evolving Uses: Apps, Agents, and Enterprise 

Underpinning this process of appification is a ‘platformisation of AI’ (Van der Vlist et al., 2025c), 

where AI functions as both a tool and a foundational platform. AI is increasingly structured 

around ‘foundation models’, with prompting emerging as the primary technique for directing 

these models (Burkhardt and Rieder, 2024: 2). This, amongst others, has led to new types of AI 

applications tailored to enterprise and industry-specific practices (Van der Vlist et al., 2024a: 

10–11), as well as the creation of ‘agentic’ AI apps presented in the form of ‘personae’ (Van der 

Vlist et al., 2025b)—envisioned by some as a replacement for websites and apps as the 

primary interface between consumers and company services. These specific platform and app 

developments should be viewed within the broader trajectory of AI systems, evolving from 

research and development to practical, real-world commercial products and services across 

various industry sectors—what we term the ‘industrialisation of AI’ (Van der Vlist et al., 2024a). 

Major app stores, market observers, and analysts report a proliferation of AI-powered apps 

across mobile app stores and web and desktop platforms (e.g., Apple, 2024; Moore and Zhao, 

2025; Weatherbed, 2024). For instance, Apple highlighted this trend in its 2023 App Store 

Awards, noting that ‘Generative AI captured our collective imagination this year’, and naming it 

the ‘Trend of the Year’ (Apple, 2024). In 2024, AI apps saw over $1 billion in consumer 

spending—a 200% increase year-over-year (Perez, 2024a). The release of developer tools, 

such as OpenAI’s ChatGPT API and the Responses API, has further accelerated the creation of 

AI ‘agents’ that can perform actions on users’ behalf, such as conducting web searches, 

scanning company files, and navigating websites (Edwards, 2025; Zeff, 2025b). 

Furthermore, amid growing competition, major cloud computing providers, such as Google 

Cloud, Microsoft Azure, and Amazon Web Services (AWS), continue to introduce new AI tools, 

products, and solutions. For instance, Google Cloud’s AI Agent Space, an AI agent ecosystem 

programme, is designed to help businesses discover, deploy, and co-create AI agents on their 

platforms (Ichhpurani, 2024). These tools primarily target the enterprise (and 

business-to-business) market rather than end-consumers, competing with major industry 

players such as Microsoft (agents in Microsoft 365) (Ray, 2024), SAP (Joule AI Agents), and 

Salesforce (Agentforce, ‘The Digital Labour Platform’). 

Clearly, the AI app economy is booming, with companies continually launching new types of 

AI tools, some of which are becoming ‘daily staples’ (Moore and Zhao, 2025). According to a 
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recent Andreessen Horowitz market report from January 2025, based on market research 

data from Sensor Tower, the top categories among AI consumer apps by revenue include 

‘Photo/Video Editors’, ‘Beauty Editors’, ‘ChatGPT Copycats’, and ‘General Assistants’, followed 

by more specific categories like ‘Language Learning’, ‘Companion Apps’, ‘Plant Identifiers’, 

‘Nutrition Apps’, ‘Translators’, ‘Music’, ‘Dictation’, ‘Math’, ‘Read Aloud Apps’, and ‘Writing 

Assistants’. The sheer variety and number of AI apps being created right now across these 

‘spheres’—from consumer-facing web, desktop, and mobile AI apps to AI apps distributed via 

cloud AI platforms and model marketplaces—could lead to ‘chaos’ in the app stores, with 

some suggesting that ‘we may need an AI just to solve the AI app management problem’ 

(Acharya and Moore, 2025). Indeed, by lowering deployment barriers for people around the 

globe, these diverse platforms and marketplaces for the distribution, monetisation, and 

discovery of AI apps—whether marketed as applications, ‘agents’, ‘solutions’, custom models, 

‘GPTs’, or other forms—‘present one of the trickiest platform governance challenges seen to 

date’ (Gorwa and Veale, 2024: 341). According to Gorwa and Veale, one reason is that AI 

technologies can manifest as either content or open-ended tools. 

Using a methodology involving online forums Reddit and Quora, Zao-Sanders (2025) finds 

that the top AI use cases have shifted from technically-oriented to more emotionally-driven 

between 2024 and 2025. According to their findings, the share of use case themes related to 

‘Content Creation and Editing’ decreased from 23% in 2024 (1st rank) to 18% in 2025 (2nd) and 

‘Technical Assistance and Troubleshooting’ from 21% (2nd) to 15% (4th), while ‘Personal and 

Professional Support’ increased from 17% (3rd) to 31% (1st). 

These top three categories were followed by ‘Learning and Education’ (16%), ‘Creativity and 

Recreation’ (11%), and ‘Research, Analysis, and Decision-Making’ (9%). Within these broader 

themes, ‘therapy and companionship’ emerged as the leading use case, encompassing 

structured psychological support and companionship based on ongoing social and emotional 

interaction, often with a romantic dimension (Zao-Sanders, 2025). Other prominent activities 

included ‘organising my life’, ‘enhanced learning’, ‘healthier living’, and ‘creating a travel 

itinerary’. This shift toward emotive and companionate uses illustrates how AI appification 

increasingly extends into intimate, affective, and everyday domains of life, shifting the line 

between natural and artificial connections in social interactions (Savic, 2024). 

Furthermore, AI apps are known to be ‘opinionated’, showcasing differences in terms of 

capabilities, personalities, and responses, reflecting the underlying design choices, training 

data, and the specific goals set by developers. This is ‘not a bug, it’s a feature’, as the saying 

goes—applicable not only to AI companionship apps, such as Replika, but to other application 

contexts as well. These differences can result in varying user experiences, as each AI app may 
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approach tasks in unique ways, offering diverse solutions, communication styles, or even 

ethical considerations. However, such variability also underscores the challenge of 

establishing universal standards and governance for AI apps. Furthermore, the mobile apps of 

leading AI chatbots—Gemini, Claude, Copilot, Deepseek, ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Grok—all 

collect data through smartphones. Gemini currently leads the way, collecting 22 different data 

points across 10 categories from its users. This includes contact information, location, user 

content, history, identifiers, diagnostics, usage data, purchases, and other data (Lu, 2025). 

Finally, users are exploring and discovering new applications of generative AI not only in 

consumer contexts but also across enterprise settings. Fernandez (2025), using an online 

search-based approach and public data about 530 case studies, finds that generative AI is 

being adopted across various departments—including customer support, marketing, IT, 

operations, and R&D—with ‘customer issue resolution’ (part of customer service) emerging as 

the most prominent use case. Over half of the identified implementations occurred in the tech 

sector, predominantly in North America. This growing enterprise adoption underscores the 

breadth of AI appification, illustrating how generative AI is not only shaping everyday 

consumer practices but also becoming embedded in core business operations, further 

reinforcing its infrastructural and cross-sectoral integration (Van der Vlist et al., 2024a). 

Crucially, critical enquiry must extend beyond merely cataloguing the proliferation of 

AI-powered apps and services to examine the profound ways AI is becoming structurally 

integrated within established platforms and mundane routines. As the findings within this 

collection demonstrate, we are witnessing a transition where AI evolves from a perceptible 

interface feature into an invisible, infrastructural foundation that subtly reconfigures the apps 

of daily life. This progression—moving from explicit tools to embedded digital 

infrastructures—marks a critical stage in the appification of AI, presenting novel challenges for 

platform governance, the autonomy of users, and the broader political economy of the AI 

industry. 

 

There’s an AI For That: Exploring the Appification of AI 

Appification has undergone a key historical shift, moving from the mobile-centric mantra 

‘There’s an app for that’ (popularised by Apple’s 2009 iPhone 3G campaign) to a 

complementary logic of ‘There’s an AI for that’. This is now further consolidated and 

complemented by the emerging idea that ‘You can make an app for that’, enabled by the rise 

of ‘vibecoding’ tools, such as those examined in this report, which enable users to generate 
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apps with little or no formal programming knowledge—underpinning a ‘personal software 

revolution’ (Pierce, 2026). 

Based on our previous empirical research and conceptualisation, we propose that the 

appification of AI can be understood as an unfolding process encompassing at least three 

dimensions: (1) the development of AI-powered applications, where AI capabilities are 

integrated directly into the app’s functionality; (2) the everyday applications of AI technology, 

focusing on how AI becomes embedded in and transforms routine practices; and (3) the 

infrastructural integration of AI technology, in which AI is woven into existing app architectures, 

reconfiguring underlying digital infrastructures (Van der Vlist et al., 2025b: 21–24). This 

framework underscores the multi-sided and multi-layered nature of AI appification, where 

apps function as immediate interfaces for interacting with AI (front-end appification, targeting 

distinct user groups) while also serving as conduits for its deeper infrastructural embedding 

(back-end appification). The design choices made by developers and the adoption practices 

within industries shape—and are shaped by—how users engage with AI. This interplay 

provides insight into the broader cultural, economic, and political dimensions of AI’s evolving 

role in our digital environments. 

Existing app studies provide various foundational empirical strategies and resources for 

examining the cultures and economies of apps, including sourcing relevant apps, demarcating 

collections, identifying themes, digital traces of AI infrastructures, models, and services 

embedded within applications. A notable methodological approach is the ‘entry point’ 

approach, which allows researchers to analyse AI appification through app stores, app 

descriptions, interfaces, archives and repositories, software packages, network connectivity, 

backend dependencies, and more (Dieter et al., 2019; Helmond and Van der Vlist, 2019). 

Query design strategies facilitate the collection of AI apps, while screening techniques reveal 

hidden software integrations (Gerlitz et al., 2019a; Gerlitz et al., 2019b; Weltevrede and 

Jansen, 2019). By studying AI apps and mapping the ecosystems they belong to, we illustrate 

how various actors drive the expansion of AI across industries, shaping its cultural and 

economic impact, while also providing a foundation for further critical analyses focused on 

political economy and power. 

This framework is explored through an overarching ecosystem approach (Van der Vlist et 

al., 2025a), which recognises that different types of apps, app developers, businesses, 

partners, and other actors all play distinct roles in driving the expansion of AI 

technologies—rather than focusing solely on end-consumers (or their interface affordances, 

action possibilities, content, engagement, etc.) in isolation. These integrations, spanning 

diverse domains, actively shape the cultural and economic dimensions of AI’s role in everyday 
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life and across various industries. By mapping the current state of AI appification and studying 

developments across these distinct spheres, this research underscores the complex and 

evolving integration of AI into daily practices and its transformative impact across multiple 

sectors, as well as its ongoing ‘industrialisation’ (Van der Vlist et al., 2024a). 

Overall, this approach contributes to broader discussions on the political economy of 

platforms and apps, as well as issues such as infrastructural power, data privacy and tracking, 

and monopolisation within the evolving mobile ecosystem (e.g., Flensburg and Sophus Lai, 

2023; Gerlitz et al., 2019a; Lomborg et al., 2024; Pybus and Coté, 2024; Van der Vlist, 2022). 

This year’s studies additionally foreground AI’s embeddedness as a central analytical concern: 

the processes through which AI becomes woven into existing apps and platforms, and the 

extent to which this integration is visible, or invisible, to specific user groups, such as 

developers, consumers (‘users’), and enterprises. This focus on embeddedness spans across 

the three spheres examined in this and last year’s report and ties together the empirical 

contributions that follow. 

 

AI as ‘Mundane Software’ 

In all, this report explores how AI apps integrate into everyday activities and workflows, and 

conversely, how these apps aim to reshape daily tasks, roles, and practices. Compared to last 

year’s ASI Sprint Report No. 2, the focus shifts from mapping the AI app landscape to 

analysing how AI embeddedness is produced, experienced, and governed across different 

sides of the ecosystem. In doing so, it contributes both empirically and conceptually to our 

understanding of AI as ‘mundane software’ (Morris and Murray, 2018), while bridging ongoing 

discussions in the often disjoint subfields of app studies, platform studies, and critical AI 

studies. Specifically, the report further investigates AI’s ongoing appification across three 

primary sites for the distribution, monetisation, and discovery of AI applications (whether they 

are called ‘apps’, ‘agents’, ‘custom models’, ‘solutions’, or other): 

1.​ AI apps in mobile app stores: There is a growing presence of consumer AI apps in 

popular mobile app stores (i.e., iOS apps on Apple’s App Store, Android apps on Google 

Play). Our previous findings show that AI in these stores focuses on content 

production, creative expression, language assistance, and companionship, with AI 

increasingly facilitating interactive and generative actions (Van der Vlist et al., 2025b: 

21–24). 

2.​ AI apps and ‘agents’ in model marketplaces: Custom models and ‘agents’ within emerging 

model marketplaces, such as user-created ‘Custom GPTs’ on OpenAI’s GPT 
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Store—described as ‘custom versions of ChatGPT that combine instructions, extra 

knowledge, and any combination of skills’ (OpenAI, 2023). AI in the GPT Store offers 

persona-based models for assistance, companionship, and content creation. 

3.​ AI apps and ‘solutions’ in cloud marketplaces: Enterprise-focused AI apps and solutions 

offered through leading cloud computing and AI platform marketplaces (i.e., Microsoft 

Azure Marketplace, Google Cloud Marketplace, Amazon’s AWS Marketplace). AI in these 

cloud marketplaces primarily targets enterprise settings, integrating AI into existing 

business processes across industries. 

By mapping AI appification across these three spheres and examining the varying degrees 

of AI embeddedness and visibility therein, this research highlights not only the extent of AI 

integration into daily practices but also its depth and the power dynamics this depth 

produces. Furthermore, this provides important insights aiding ongoing efforts to tackle the 

challenges of governing digital societies (Van Dijck et al., 2025). 

 

Practical Context and Setting: ‘Appification’, ‘Data-Sprinting’, and the 

App Studies Initiative 

As apps increasingly embed themselves into the fabric of everyday life across the globe, it’s 

imperative to grasp and tackle the unique challenges they present. Achieving this demands 

methodical and empirical exploration, involving a multitude of perspectives and diverse 

contributions. Recognising this need, the App Studies Initiative (ASI) urges its members, 

students, and researchers within the broader fields of app and platform studies to expand 

their horizons beyond conventional disciplinary boundaries and research methodologies. 

Instead, we advocate for the formation of collaborative teams dedicated to methodological 

and empirical exploration. 

Since around 2015, ASI researchers have fostered collaborations with numerous colleagues 

and students across universities in the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Germany, and 

beyond. This collaboration has been facilitated through various on-site workshops and ‘data 

sprints’, which are a collaborative, interdisciplinary format commonly used in ‘digital methods’ 

research (e.g., Berry et al., 2015) and ‘digital controversy mapping’ (Munk et al., 2019). This 

includes numerous sprint projects that we organised within the annual Digital Methods 

Summer and Winter Schools at the University of Amsterdam, Department of Media Studies. 

The Master’s elective course, ‘Appification: The Cultures and Economies of Apps’, examines 

probing questions surrounding the culture and economies of apps and app stores. How do 

apps mediate and shape cultural practices? How are social norms and values embedded into 
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apps? And, how do app stores reflect our cultural and social landscape? In parallel, the course 

critically investigates the political economy of apps and app stores. How do app stores 

organise and govern app ecosystems? Who are the key stakeholders in the commodification 

of app-based data? What kinds of data markets and infrastructures have emerged around 

apps? 

In a relatively short 6-week period, students were introduced to the methodological and 

theoretical foundations of ‘multi-situated app studies’ (Dieter et al., 2019), equipping them 

with approaches, concepts, methods, and tools that leverage the different ‘entry points’ and 

empirical research materials available for critical app studies research to tackle these types of 

questions. Throughout the course weeks, they were introduced to relevant tools for collecting, 

analysing, and visualising app and app store data, providing them with the skills needed to 

navigate this complex landscape effectively. At the end of this period, they participated in a 

one-week data sprint, organised within the Department of Media Studies on March 23–27, 

2026. The insights gained during this week form the basis of the contributions collected in this 

report, rooted in the research conducted during this intensive collaborative endeavour. 
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Figure 1.1. Spring Data Sprint and Festive Poster Presentations, ‘Appification: The Cultures and 

Economies of Apps’, held at the Humanities Labs, Amsterdam Institute for Humanities Research (AIHR), 

University of Amsterdam, Netherlands, from March 23–27, 2026. Photos by the authors. 

 

In addition, the Master’s Embedded Research Project (ERP), titled ‘The Appification of AI: 

Exploring Emerging AI App Ecosystems and Infrastructures’, ran in parallel with the course. 

Designed and led by us, this ERP project builds directly on an ongoing App Studies Initiative 

(ASI) research collaboration with Anne Helmond (e.g., Van der Vlist et al., 2025b; Van der Vlist 

and Weltevrede, 2025). As part of the Master’s in Cultural Data & AI (MA Media Studies), 

students had the opportunity to apply for this embedded research project as an elective. This 

year, nine students were selected from a cohort of approximately 135, of whom two were 

ultimately unable to participate. From February to May 2026, these students worked with the 

App Studies Initiative as embedded student research assistants, contributing to this research 

while auditing the ‘Appification’ course for conceptual and methodological training purposes. 

Simultaneously, they developed and wrote their Master’s theses under our supervision. Some 

of the results of this embedded research project are included in this report. 
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Figure 1.2. ‘The Appification of AI: Exploring Emerging AI App Ecosystems and Infrastructures’ 

Embedded Research Project (ERP) lab meetings and interim poster presentation during the Spring Data 

Sprint at the Humanities Labs, on March 27, 2026, and Festive Poster Presentations, held at LAB42, 

Science Park, University of Amsterdam, Netherlands, on May 6, 2026. Photos by the authors. 

 

Despite their diverse methodologies and perspectives, the contributors—our 

students—share a common interest in apps and are committed to addressing issues and 

concerns related to the ongoing process of appification, which unfolds in various ways across 

the globe. Moreover, engaging in app studies research transcends mere critical conceptual 

exploration; it necessitates collaboration and a sincere interest in and engagement with the 

distinct materialities, infrastructures, and relationalities of apps and platforms (Gerlitz et al., 
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2019; Van der Vlist, 2022). This is crucial for critically assessing the material politics and 

political economy of apps and platforms, including beyond the mobile ecosystem. Our objects 

of study, along with their ‘native’ techniques and materials, are in a constant state of flux, 

impacting and at times significantly limiting our research opportunities without 

announcement. Staying closely attuned to and critically monitoring these changes is 

imperative for effective critical enquiry in this dynamic and complex field. 

 

Overview of the Chapters 

Building directly on last year’s collection of studies on the same theme (Van der Vlist and 

Weltevrede, 2025), this report comprises five original research contributions, each exploring 

appification in the age of AI. The chapters are organised from broader, general themes to 

more specific, focused studies. This structure allows readers to first grasp overarching trends 

and cultural dynamics before diving into particular app categories. 

In Chapter 2, ‘The Embeddedness and (In)visibility of AI: A Multi-Sided Platform Analysis’, 

Wenjing Gao, Yiqin Xu, Elina Kramers, Yue Liu, Mats Kroon, Ada Kitapci, and Tobias 

Heuperman present the results of this year’s Embedded Research Project ‘The Appification of 

AI: Exploring Emerging AI App Ecosystems and Infrastructures’, conducted with us as 

embedded student assistants at the App Studies Initiative from February to May 2026. This 

extended chapter approaches the appification of AI as a sociotechnical arrangement 

operationalised through an ecosystem of platforms, tools, and services, investigating how it is 

being embedded differently across the developer, user, and enterprise side. The analysis of 

these three sides is structured using three complementary analytical lenses: programmability, 

embeddedness, and visibility. Programmability—the capacity for customization and extension 

through APIs or other developer tools—is identified as the foundational mechanism 

producing embeddedness, while visibility captures the perceptibility of this integration. Using 

a multi-sided platform analysis framework inspired by our previous work (Dieter et al., 2019; 

Helmond and Van der Vlist, 2019) with a mixed-methods approach (including API 

documentation analysis, app store discourse analysis, multi-sided walkthroughs, and an 

LLM-assisted coding pipeline), the research finds that AI is systematically transitioning into an 

invisible and foundational infrastructure. This infrastructuralisation, the report suggests, 

facilitates a redistribution of power toward dominant platforms, providing a critical lens for 

navigating the shift of AI from a specific tool to an autonomous digital infrastructure. 

The remaining chapters present outcomes from the themed collaborative research sprint 

in March 2026. Each chapter explores a distinct sector or sphere of life where AI is currently 
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emerging or slowly gaining a foothold—from mundane task fulfilment to food tracking, 

mental health, and beauty. 

In Chapter 3, ‘How Is AI ‘Appifying’ Mundane Tasks?: Mapping Task Fulfillment in First-Party 

AI Apps’, Jan Lommen Arellano, James M. Buklarewicz, H. ‘Kevin’ Jin, Barbora Kotuláková, and 

Leandro Oliva investigate the extent to which first-party AI apps (FPAAs) such as Google 

Gemini and Anthropic’s Claude carry out routine smartphone tasks and how they position 

themselves relative to traditional apps. Drawing on an adapted walkthrough method and 84 

prompts across four specificity tiers, the authors find that FPAAs engage the existing app 

ecosystem through five distinct modes: connecting, accessing, recommending, replacing, or 

superseding traditional apps. The study reveals a conditional ‘gradient of absorption’ that 

varies with prompt specificity and platform embeddedness, and that quietly deepens the 

infrastructural reach of the providers who supply it. 

In Chapter 4, ‘Feeding the Raccoon: Anthropomorphism and Gamification in AI 

Food-Tracking Apps’, Allegra Canzi, Kaylee Vlieger, Isabel Veltman, Noora Pusenius, and 

Alana van Oostrom explore the integration of AI into food-tracking apps, analysing how app 

descriptions in the App Store frame the role of AI and how AI is integrated into apps’ user 

interfaces. Combining App Store data scraping with a walkthrough analysis of the BitePal app, 

the findings indicate that AI is not yet the dominating feature, though its use is significantly 

increasing and is frequently communicated as a core feature. Despite strong promotional 

discourse, the chapter highlights limitations in AI’s reliability and functionality, revealing a gap 

between the promotional discourse and actual performance. 

In Chapter 5, ‘The AI Therapist Will See You Now: How AI Apps are Reshaping Access to 

Mental Health Care’, Saulė Petreikytė, Tessa Calor, Nisa Ceylan, Viola Senatore, and Anna 

Stampanoni compare specialised AI therapy apps and general-purpose large language models 

(LLMs) to examine how they reshape access to mental health care. The study combines the 

walkthrough method with comparative interaction analysis, using a constructed persona 

based on a clinical case of generalised anxiety disorder to test 16 therapy apps, 6 LLMs, and 

one human therapy transcript. The findings show that AI mental health apps do not simply 

replicate therapy, but their proliferation reveals distinct underlying app logics that influence 

interaction patterns, accessibility, and the structure of care. 

In Chapter 6, ‘The Cultural Geography of AI Beauty: A Cross-National Analysis of Aesthetics 

in Chinese, South Korean, and Japanese Beauty Apps’, Wenxuan Guo, Xinyi Jing, and Ziyue 

Yuan examine how AI beauty apps shape aesthetic standards and user expectations in China, 

Japan, and South Korea. The study analyses app store data (screenshots, descriptions, and 

user reviews) from Google Play, Apple’s App Store, and Tencent MyApp, supported by 
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semantic analysis. The findings indicate that AI beauty apps are culturally localised. 

Additionally, while developers promote AI as advanced technology, users primarily interpret 

and use it as a practical editing tool, revealing a distinct gap between technological narratives 

and everyday user practices. 

Taken together, these contributions trace the rapid integration of AI into everyday life, 

documenting the diversity and cultural specificities of emerging AI app cultures and 

economies across both established and emerging app marketplaces. They provide case 

studies and empirical evidence of how AI is being embedded in diverse spheres, including 

mundane task fulfillment, food tracking, mental health care, and cross-national beauty 

standards. Specifically, the findings from these chapters highlight the complexity of this 

integration: first-party AI apps demonstrate a conditional ‘gradient of absorption’ and deepen 

the infrastructural reach of providers. Moreover, the research uncovers distinct app logics 

shaping mental health care interactions, and a consistent gap between developers’ narratives 

of advanced technology and users’ practical interpretation of AI in food-tracking and beauty 

applications, underscoring issues of reliability and cultural localisation. This collection of 

studies highlights the processes through which AI technologies are embedded into daily life 

and practices via apps and app ecosystems—that is, the appification of AI—and lays the 

groundwork for future studies and critiques of the cultures and economies of AI apps. 
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