
Philharmonia: Sound Exchange - engaging audiences digitally through two-
way forums 
 
Overview 
The Philharmonia is pioneering a system of two-way communication between 
members of its orchestra and its audience, providing a universally accessible 
interface and a valuable educational resource. 
 
Background 
The Philharmonia Orchestra was founded in 1945, principally as a recording 
orchestra. It is comprised of more than 80 musicians, and stages around 40 concerts 
annually in London, and over 60 at its residencies and other venues around the UK, 
in addition to its touring work all over the world. Its community and education 
programme brings thousands of young people into contact with the Orchestra. It is 
the world’s most recorded orchestra with over 1000 releases to its credit. 
 
The Philharmonia Orchestra's innovative Community & Education Department offers 
a programme of music activity across the country delivered by members of the 
Philharmonia Orchestra. Workshops, study days, projects and concerts cover an 
array of musical styles and ways of making music. (www.philharmonia.co.uk) 
 
Origins of the Project 
The Philharmonia identified the need for an online resource early on, and as a result 
began developing the Sound Exchange website in 2000. Driving the ambition to 
cultivate its online presence was its lack of a permanent home; unlike other 
orchestras, The Philharmonia does not operate out of one permanent performance 
base. Instead, it was decided to create a virtual home, transcending the geographic 
limitations of a static address and thus reaching a wider audience. As Richard 
Slaney, the Philharmonia’s Digital Manager puts it: 
 
‘There are so many people out there, interested and waiting to talk.’ 
 
Objectives 
For the organisation: 
To reach a wider audience and ‘nationalise’ the orchestra 
 
To build on existing educational tools, enhancing the website as an online resource. 
 
For the audience: 
To gain access to the Philharmonia’s resources and expertise 
 
To interact with the orchestra and other members of the public 
 
To be able to enjoy the orchestra’s performances from any location 
 
Process 
In the initial stages of development, uncertainty over the evolution of personal 
internet use was a key factor to the potential success of Sound Exchange. 
Downloading the Philharmonic’s web content requires high-speed broadband 
connections for optimum quality, and earlier dial-up systems were poorly equipped to 
cope with the content. Modern developments in domestic internet access have, 
however, enabled this, providing an ideal platform for the orchestra’s digital 
development. 
 



The advent of widespread broadband use has made sharing music a simple and 
easy process, enabling the orchestra to increase its audience. The Philharmonia has 
always pioneered new technologies and was the first to broadcast a live performance 
on the web, viewable by all and free of charge. Inspired by previous successes, they 
examined further possibilities in the development of interactive communication tools. 
 
The Philharmonia began to research different ways of communicating with the public 
through exploring other digital avenues, and employed the services of Andrew Hugill 
from Leicester De Montfort University, an expert in music and the internet. Together, 
they established their aims – to make their online presence more accessible and 
personally interactive – and began to look at the ways in which they could make this 
possible. 
 
Their website already hosted an online forum, a relatively standard messageboard-
style feature which allowed the public to discuss classical music topics and access a 
‘hints and tips’ type feature which provided advice for musicians and composers. 
 
The Philharmonic further evolved this into their ‘Composer Resource’, a two-way 
system of exchange and interaction that allows budding composers to send in their 
own compositions. A selected number of these are then played by the orchestra, and 
critiques/evaluations provided. These sessions are recorded, and made available to 
the public as webcasts, providing a useful resource on the possibilities of musical 
composition. Though not all submitted works are performed by the orchestra, all 
receive written feedback – testament to the Philharmonia’s commitment to 
educational development.  
 
The Philharmonia are also widening their appeal beyond the classical music genre 
by exploiting the popularity of social networking sites. Their myspace page has more 
than 3000 ‘friends’ and was used last year to attract entrants for a competition to 
record with the Philharmonia at Abbey Road. The competition received entries from 
around the world across all genres of music from classical to rock to rap. 
 
The process encountered few problems, though Richard admits that it was initially 
difficult for the orchestra members to understand the concept of the Composer 
Resource facility, necessitating explanation as to the development’s educational 
function and use as a tool to engage the public. However, they are now fully 
supportive, and recognise the audience potential it unlocks. 
 
Resource Implications 
The Philharmonia are sponsored by British Telecom, providing them with support in 
the development of new initiatives. However, Richard explained that the costs have 
been relatively minor and mainly involve the day-to-day running of the site. A 
valuable lesson they learned through the development process was that, with 
enough investment in training, it is possible to undertake much of the work in-house, 
without having to outsource to third party companies. 
 
The digital evolution of the Philharmonia has led to the appointment of three more 
staff members. However, digital technology has become an integral part of the 
orchestras operation and is embraced by all staff, with the entire workforce educated 
in this facet of the organisation’s output. The team is excited by digital possibilities, 
and universally eager to become involved. 
 
Though it is difficult to exactly quantify the impact of digital development on the 
success of the business, it has without a doubt increased the organisation’s online 
presence, cementing their status as a 21st Century company. Last year the website 



attracted 16 million visitors and, as Richard explains, it has been an invaluable PR 
tool, significantly raising the orchestra’s public profile.  
 
Next Steps 
The Philharmonia are on the eve of launching their online shop, which will allow the 
public to download MP3s of performances for a fee. They will open this in November, 
and hope to generate revenue from the scheme.  
 
They are also developing video podcasts, and continually examining the potential of 
social networking sites. 
 


