
Hay Festival: Digital archive, podcasting 
 
Overview 
Using digital technology, Hay Festival has unlocked its archive and facilitated public 
accessibility through broadcasting podcasts of its talks and performances, including 
both current and historical recordings. 
 
Background 
Hay Festival is an international festival production company based in Wales, 
celebrating literature across all mediums from Britain and around the globe.  
 
Hay Festivals are fun and informal, but also a valuable literary resource, featuring 
performances and talks from writers, musicians, filmmakers and comedians. Valuing 
its audience above all, Hay Festival strives to encourage and implement new 
technologies that grant optimum accessibility to its resources, and encourage digital 
innovation to this end. 
 
Guardian Media sponsor Hay Festival, providing a digital platform for promotion and 
coverage through the Guardian Unlimited website.  
 
Origins of Project 
Hay Festivals are a rich source of information, and their archives of recorded talks 
and performances span more than twenty years. 
 
Maggie Robertson, Hay Festival’s Development Manager, understands the need to 
provide accessible resources for its global audience without excluding those who are 
unable to physically attend an event: 
 
‘Many of our speakers are giving a rare performance, perhaps speaking on a 
particularly topical subject, or in some cases, speaking for the last time. These 
performances are frequently one-offs, meaning if an event is sold out, those who 
miss out on tickets may not have another opportunity to hear a particular talk.’ 
 
Hay Festival’s response to audience demand for universally accessible archives was 
to explore digital technology, and the possibility of creating a digital environment with 
search and download facilities, where users can find original recordings. 
 
Objectives 
For the organisation: 
To provide access for all to Hay Festival’s archive of recorded performances, through 
a reliable and user-friendly platform. 
 
To use this facility to generate revenue through applying selective charges for 
downloads. 
 
To develop the resource as a global interactive medium, engaging audiences on a 
wider scale. 
 
For the audience: 
To easily and conveniently search for, download and listen to/view talks and 
performances. 
 
To access a valuable education and reference resource. 
 
Process 



Hay Festival’s audio and visual archive spans more than twenty years, housing their 
most seminal, interesting, controversial and popular performances. At each festival, 
almost all headline events are recorded – increasing the archive by one hundred or 
more files per festival. The popularity of an author may also be a deciding factor in 
choosing which performances to record.  
 
Published on their web archive, the audience then have the opportunity to download 
the files, some free of charge, some for a fee. There is also an RSS service to 
provide archive updates.  
 
Hay Festival has been using digital archive technology for three years. Initially, a new 
box office system and online ticketing facility led to more traffic through the website, 
and the decision to implement further online tools to grant wider audience 
accessibility.  
 
With the assistance of Stream UK and Surestate, and an in-house technical director 
to make the recordings, the organisation made its first foray into digital broadcast.  
 
Initially, this was in the form of Radio Hay, which made events and performances 
accessible to audiences in a relatively short time-frame; with content added as it 
happened and streamed on a rolling basis. 
 
However, the radio method proved expensive to deliver, and generated no revenue. 
The decision was made to convert to a more library-based archive system of MP3 
files, for which a charge could be applied. Though not as immediate as the Radio 
Hay broadcast, it allows a more traditional archive-based system to be developed, 
facilitating access to a wider choice of recordings. 
 
The initiative was implemented without an advertising drive or push, other than 
Guardian coverage as a condition of sponsorship, in 2006. Since its launch, the 
uptake of the resource has increased steadily. 
 
There were few major problems in the development process; any difficulties were 
incidentals and easily rectified. 
 
Resource Implications 
Maggie Robertson, Development Manager at Hay Festival, expressed her frustration 
at financial barriers preventing the maximisation of the online archiving facility’s 
potential.  
 
So far, the initiative has been implemented with little or no marketing budget. 
Financial support, and further time, Maggie explained, would enable the organisation 
to target particular audiences, such as student groups and academic networks, and 
identify the potential of each recording. Maggie also admits that it is difficult to 
evaluate whether the innovation has increased Hay Festival’s online presence, as 
there are currently no methods of establishing this. This is potentially a reporting 
issue and could benefit from further investigation. 
 
However, generally speaking, digital technologies have had a positive financial 
impact. Online ticketing, for instance, now accounts for 50% of bookings, significantly 
reducing box office costs. Though the archiving system is not a mainstream avenue 
of revenue, it is, advises Maggie, a nice add-on. 
 



Digital developments have positively impacted Hay Festival’s growth as a 
sustainable, 21st Century business, and the organisation is not averse to any new 
developments, provided they are interesting and creative. Maggie explained: 
 
‘As an organisation we are open to new technologies, and interested in exploring all 
avenues. We would like to pursue digital innovation in many ways.’ 
 
Hay Festival’s internal expertise and connections with other organisations enable 
innovative and sustainable digital development, placing it in a strong position to grow 
as a 21st Century company.  
 
Next Steps 
Hay Festival now plans to further develop its digital archive. The catalogue is vast, 
with more than twenty year’s worth of recordings, and the challenge is to identify key 
files and prioritise the collection for conversion to digital format. This is a major task 
and will become an ongoing project.  
 


