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SECTION 1 – Context 
 

1.1 Festival history and context 
 

Brighton Digital Festival (BDF) is a celebration of digital culture in 

all its forms that takes place across Brighton & Hove every September. 

Originally conceived out of the collaboration between leading digital and 

digital arts organisations in the city, the festival has successfully grown 

year on year. BDF operates on an open programme model; most 

events are organised and produced by individuals meaning the 

Festival’s personality is determined by the good ideas of the people 

who contribute to its programme, rather than one organisation or 

individual’s vision. The Festival has a broad reach, welcoming 

audiences and organisers from across the south of the UK. 

 

Whilst maintaining a core group of members since its inception, 

Brighton Digital Festival is steered by a Festival Consortium made up of 

volunteers from Brighton-based cultural organisations and digital 

businesses. The Consortium is not a static group of people, but 

welcomes new members to continue to reflect the needs and desires of 

Brighton & Hove. The insight, passion and expertise of these 

Consortium members drive Festival strategy and vision and their on-

going enthusiasm supports Festival growth and ambition. 
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Throughout the heart of the Festival programme, there is a curated stream of arts and education activity that the Festival coordinates. Arts 

commissions and digital education widen access and engagement to big ideas in contemporary digital culture and Grassroots funding supports 

community-focused events. 

In this, BDF’s sixth consecutive year, one of the key aims is to explore ways to become more sustainable. To this end the Festival has 

become a Community Interest Company (CIC) and secured new commercial sponsors who have invested in the Festival’s continued long-term 

development. This year is a springboard for the Festival embarking on fresh strategic development towards its values and aims.  

 

 

1.2 Values and aims of the Festival 
 

Jon Pratty, Festival Chair, reflected that the Brighton Digital Festival values and aims grew out of the celebration of digital as a force for social 

good and the opportunity for greater integration between the creative and digital industries to bring social centred practice. Therefore, integral to 

the values and aims are the ideas of collaboration, learning and access.  

 

BDF aims to: 

 Unlock the Synergy between the cultural, creative and digital sectors 

 Provide a showcase for talent 

 Tackle issues and open-up dialogue 

 Offer new opportunities for creativity 

 Champion innovation 

 Harness the potential of digital creativity in education and skills development 

 Expose a wider audience to new digital experiences  

The values and aims of the festival inform the Festival Consortium’s approach. 
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1.3 Approach of the Festival 
 

Brighton Digital Festival is focused on empowering participants; moving away from being taught about tech and developing an understanding 

of how technology works and can be broken. Evidence of this approach can be seen in; the wide range of events, the opportunities for research 

and development, grassroots funding and commissioning models.  

 

Fundamental to BDF’s approach is the range of access points it provides for audiences to experience digital technology, as demonstrated 

through the variety of events on the programme from Hello Lamppost which only needs a mobile phone to engage, through to more industry-led 

conference events, and experiences enabling audiences to try cutting-edge technologies. BDF also seeks to capture the human experience of 

technology, how technology can be used to create empathy and lead new conversations in improving people’s experiences of the world.  

 

Brighton & Hove has a thriving digital industry which is shaping the new identity of the city and as such, Brighton Digital Festival draws on the 

rich culture and history of Brighton & Hove as a place, incorporating the many viewpoints of the different people that live there. Digital spaces give 

us a space to think about new things or old things in new ways or just different things. It is the ambition of the festival to remain all those things, 

whilst looking to the future and developing strategic partnerships to ensure growth over a longer term.  

 

 

1.4 Aims and scope of the always possible evaluation 
 

always possible is a catalyst agency. We exist to enable organisations to be socially and culturally brilliant, with our work extending to arts 

and education project delivery, production, strategic leadership and organisational development, training, coaching, consultation, product 

development and evaluation work.  
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The focus of this evaluation will be on creating a transparent understanding of 

what opportunities there are to bring about change, ensuring the Festival continues to 

take advantage of new opportunities. This evaluation will recognise mechanisms for 

measuring progress by making best use of the data and resources available. It is worth 

acknowledging that effective evaluation is usually planned into the development of 

projects and always possible engaged with the Festival late in this process. Ideally, 

audience data would be collected creatively within the fabric of an event adapted to suit 

the specific aims of that event. Within this evaluation, therefore, recommendations are 

made to enable more effective data gathering in the future and recognise key indicators 

which would help better tell the story of successes and to highlight all areas for 

development.  

 

Through reflecting the voices of a variety of stakeholders; audiences, independent 

event organisers, commissioned artists, the Festival Consortium and local organisations 

or individuals who had an opportunity to engage but decided to opt out, this evaluation 

tells the story of Brighton Digital Festival 2016, explores how Brighton Digital Festival could develop over the coming years and finds new 

opportunities to make the Brighton Digital Festival experience even better for audiences and organisers. 

 

 

1.5 Methodology 
 

always possible monitored a variety of outputs throughout the project, focusing on how these demonstrated behaviour (and behaviour 

change) by visitors, event organisers and contributing business/artists, with recommendations for an effective legacy for BDF. It is evident that 

there is a strong community already engaged with BDF. In looking at how successful new opportunities have been to engage different (additional) 
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audiences in 2016, we evaluated the BDF visitor experience demonstrated in the available customer data, and drew on best practice from events 

across the festival. Examples of these successes are explored further in three case studies.  

 

Sample data was collected in the following ways: 

 Observation and informal conversations with audiences and organisers at a range of events  

 Event organisers evaluation survey, including audience information data   

 Consortium members’ evaluation survey  

 Online evaluation survey of audiences after the event  

 Interviews with a range of people both involved with and not involved with Brighton Digital Festival 2016  

 Briefing and feedback sessions with BDF staff and consortium members 

 Analysis of social media data (more in depth analysis to be provided by Brandwatch) 

 Data provided by Fugu PR (more in depth analysis can be found in the Fugu PR report) 

Testing a range of methods highlighted those which were less effective and lead to the lessons learned outlined here. The information provided is a 

starting point to establish baseline data for the coming years on which improvements can be made, to further the strategic aims of the Festival.  
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1.6 Data table of respondents 
 

In providing evaluation data, participants demonstrated their investment in the ideas of the Festival. However, participation in the evaluation 

was voluntary, and it is interesting to consider the motivations of the people who took part as well as those that did not. In the interests of providing 

a transparent set of data and its limitations, a full data table of respondents has been provided.  

 

No. of events that always possible attended in person approximately 20% 

 

Evaluation survey data from independent event organisers  

(NB some organisers who organised more than one event provided their data in one 

report) 

38% 

Evaluation survey data from Grassroots projects 

 

75% 

Evaluation survey data from Commissions 

 

88% 

Evaluation survey data of Consortium members  

 

46% 

Online evaluation survey of audiences after the event  38 respondents  

Formal interviews with people involved with Brighton Digital Festival  7    [Laurence Hill, Festival Manager, Phil Jones, Wired Sussex, 

James Turnbull, The Old Market, Sarah Pickhall, Cusp inc, 

David Sheppeard, The Marlborough Theatre, Donna Comerford, 

Education Strand Manager, Victoria King, Plus Accounting] 

 

Formal interviews with people not involved, but part of target audience 

 

3    [Alexandra Harris, St John’s School and College, Emma 

Turner, B&H Social Enterprise Network, Simon Colmer, 

Freelance Web Developer] 
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SECTION 2 – Management 
 

2.1 Table of results 
 

Funding Streams 2014 2015 2016 Change from last year 

£ % difference 

Arts Council England £86,793 £86,793 £39, 000 -£47,793 
 

-55% 

Public sector partnership investment 
 

n/a £10,000 £27,250 +£17,250 
 

+173% 

Commercial Sponsorship 
 

£37,100 £33,000 £73,875 +£40,875 
 

+124% 

Total £123,893 £129,793 £101,125   

 

People 2014 2015 2016 Change from last year 

Amount  % difference 

Number of representatives on the Consortium 
 

13 13 13 n/a n/a 

Total number of independent event organisers 131 115 91 -24 
 

-21% 

Number of businesses for Open Studios events n/a 32 28 -4 
 

-13% 

 

PR coverage* 2014 2015 2016 Change from last year 

Amount  % difference 

Total articles published n/a 157 147 -10 
 

-6% 

Total reach  n/a 856.4 
million+ 

543 million+ -313.4 million 
 

-37% 
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Events 2014 2015 2016 Change from last year 

Amount  % difference 

Total number of unique events 160 192 196 +4 
 

+2% 

Number of BDF commissions 6 6 8 +2 
 

+33% 

Number of grassroots commissions 10 9 8 -1 
 

-11% 

Number of Open Studios n/a 24 37 +13 
 

+54% 

Number of events in Education Strand 2 7 6 -1 
 

-14% 

Number of venues involved in BDF 52 90 73 -17 
 

-19% 

 

Audiences 2014 2015 2016 Change from last year 

amount % difference 

Total live audience  47,708 160,000† 56,476** -103,524 
 

-65% 
 

Individual visits to BDF website 1 – 30 Sept 2016 21,508 20,981 13,973 -7008 
 

-33% 

Total impressions @DigitalBrighton Aug-Oct n/a 148,400 205,300 +56,900 +38% 

 
* A full breakdown of the PR coverage can be found in the Fugu PR report 
† Previous evaluation noted an increase in figures due to the Waiting Wall 
** Total live audience figure based on creating an average attendance from 25% of events supplied audience figures totalling 14,119 giving an average audience attendance figure 
of 288 per event.  
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2.2 Governance and structure 
 

At the end of the festival in 2015, Brighton Digital Festival changed its governance from a loose consortium model, comprised of arts 

organisations and digital businesses to a Community Interest Company (CIC). The legal responsibility for the festival is now jointly shared amongst 

a range of different stakeholders from both the arts and the digital technology sector, ensuring that the different contributing communities have an 

equally vested interest in the outcome of the festival. The Consortium continues to welcome new members– each with an invitation to contribute to 

the changing shape of the festival. This structure reflects the egalitarian values of the festival and aims to maintain a capacity to stay agile and be 

responsive to change. There is evidence from the number of partnerships and collaborations that have arisen by consortium members, that this is 

one effective way in which the Festival builds lasting professional 

relationships.  

 

Members of the Consortium have different motivations for 

supporting the Festival and the CIC structure, including: 

 

“Feeling a founders’ pride about the festival as an organisation and that 

informs who we are.” Consortium member  

 

“It's great for our industry reputation and the experience of the team.” 

Consortium member 

 

“Keeping ahead of the curve, being aware of new technologies and 

methods of communicating and meeting the people at the forefront of 

innovation.” Consortium member 

 
 

Photo by Vasil Dzhagalov 
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As a CIC, the festival faces new opportunities to articulate its identity and purpose, especially as new strategic developments take shape. 

The Consortium is, as a group, considering to what extent the Festival’s original stated values still meet the objectives of the future events and 

whether further clarification is needed. In 2016 evaluation surveys, Consortium members rated the values overall as either relevant or very 

relevant. In interviews with the event organisers and funders, they identified the most important aspects of the Brighton Digital Festival were the 

ability of the event to break down silos within cultural, creative and digital sectors, open opportunities for unusual collaborations, showcase digital 

opportunities and innovation in the city and engage more widely with a more diverse audience.  Some event organisers, that were new to the 

Festival, felt a clearer introduction to these values would have made the impact of their involvement more effective. More specific messaging about 

these values, and a bolder statement of each year’s strategic aims, could lead to a stronger identity and purpose for the Festival’s contributors.   

 

BDF has a very successful track record in fostering effective partnerships and the goodwill of those involved. The fact that BDF remains 

attractive to event organisers is demonstrated by respondents’ consistent desire to take part next year.  

 

“We received help from BDF on multiple levels. We received funding, marketing help by promoting our events on social media, helping us run a 

workshop at Barclay's Eagle Labs, meetings to discuss our ideas and many other things.” Event organiser 

 

However, the sustainability of the BDF is not just about funding, it is about the appetite and support from event organisers and the Festival’s 

ability to attract an audience. As the event scales-up and gets bigger, an internal review of the future capacity and central support that facilitates 

that growth is essential.  

 

“Overall, it seems that the team working on the festival don't have enough days to properly organise the events. Also, no one was working full time 

on the festival, so I would recommend that needs to be rectified for next year.” Event organiser 

 

It is necessary to consider the roles and responsibilities, as well as the types of organisations needed, to fully support the Festival’s structure 

and ambitions without compromising its obvious high quality and solid reputation. This includes reviewing the expectations of event organisers 
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when they put on events and whether they are asked to pay a fee to support the administration of the Festival or whether greater emphasis is put 

on their role in building the Festival’s brand [see section 3 for more detail].  

 

BDF management and operational resources were tested this year. A change of management, and the late confirmation of funding, resulted 

in a challenge to replicate some of the operational capacity of previous years. A very tight delivery deadline led to limitations of what could 

realistically be achieved within the timescale available and resulted in some organisational details not being in place as they were in previous 

years. Despite these challenges, a huge amount has been successfully achieved in a short amount of time, especially considering the number of 

events increased slightly on last year, to 196 events. A positive unforeseen consequence to the time pressures was the necessity to develop a 

more curatorial approach to programming, which has certainly been effective in many ways. Festival Chair, Jon Pratty, felt that being able to select 

and curate high-quality work demonstrated the Festival’s knowledge and helped Arts Council England appraise the likely quality and risk of the 

project. Using different methods of leadership and management in order to get the Festival ready on time has enabled some critical and reflective 

learning opportunities which will help to develop the strategic direction of the Festival going forward. Curation has improved the Festival’s 

reputation and leading to BDF being approached by prominent and internationally famous digital arts practitioners to work with BDF next year. This 

year was a springboard for the future and this change of direction has provided the potential to deepen engagement with the Festival communities 

in new ways.  

 

The very nature of the BDF structure relies on the vision of a network of engaged people. There is now a great opportunity to explore how 

this network can be used more effectively to cascade information and to enable event producers to support and communicate to audiences, 

reducing the reliance on a central organisational team. This could be achieved through the provision of a training programme on event delivery for 

the digital community over the next year, utilising the skills and experience of the Festival team to create a number of local operational and 

strategic ambassadors who would not need so much direct support in September 2017. The areas in which event organisers felt they most needed 

support were PR and marketing which would help them to create a ‘buzz’ around their Festival event, and clarity about the expectations of their 

roles and responsibilities. 
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2.3 Funding and sponsorship 
 

BDF continues to maintain financial and in-kind support from key partners, including Brandwatch, Brilliant Noise and Wired Sussex, which 

also helps demonstrate the Festival’s success core and tangible impact for the local digital sector. One main aim of establishing a CIC has been to 

increase BDF’s flexible routes to funding, which has this year seen the development of new commercial funding partnerships. Global energy 

corporation, EDF, have made a financial investment for 2 years, with the aim of positioning themselves with the digital economy and raising the 

profile of their digital research in Brighton & Hove for which they want to 

attract the best staff talent. Mobile telecommunications company Vodafone 

has also been a sponsor, but with a more specific sales focus for their 

funding support. Having longer-term funding means greater security for 

BDF to develop its strategic direction. As Phil Jones, from Wired Sussex, 

identifies, there is a tension and challenge between accessing corporate 

sponsorship and maintaining the grassroots vision. The Consortium needs 

to be honest about this tension and recognise the different motivations for 

supporting the Festival. The varied funding streams demonstrate the 

capacity to incorporate different perspectives into the fabric of the festival.  

 

BDF has ambitions to have a greater presence in the digital 

community in between festivals, and to strengthen the core of the Festival 

by bringing in the best digital innovations from elsewhere, nationally and 

internationally. These changes also invite new approaches to developing 

the role of BDF in showcasing the work of digital in Brighton and creating a 

greater sense of place. Partnership funding from the University of Brighton 

and Brighton & Hove City Council (BHCC) demonstrate the city’s 

 

Photo by Vasil Dzhagalov 

 



16 

 

 

commitment to developing the profile of the digital economy, both the University and the Council has indicated it will deepen its involvement in 

coming years. Festival Chair, Jon Pratty, recognises that the relationship with Brighton & Hove City Council is key in ensuring the digital social 

agenda is developed strategically, leading to long-term impacts on skills development.  

 

Support from these local institutions is crucial in developing the profile of the Festival both in practical ways, such as the Council funding ten 

lamppost banners, and with audiences, such as the University involvement raising the profile with students. The council commitment recognises 

the strategic value of the Festival within the city and the potential role BDF plays as an economic driver.  Laurence Hill, Festival Manager, identifies 

the need to develop a greater understanding of what brings the digital cluster to the city.  He sees the arts strand as central to exploring the city’s 

uniqueness and reflecting what builds the city’s capacity to support a wide range of communities. BHCC has supported this approach, through 

commissioning a digital art piece which will grow out of the community of the Open Market and remain as a site-specific work. Arts Council England 

funding accounts for most of the financial support for the arts strand of the Festival (including the commissioned programme) [see Section 3.2 for 

more details] - although funding requested was significantly lower than last year. The spread of income for the Festival helps to reduce risk and 

create a more diverse and flexible programme. It is also worth noting that some organisations used the context of BDF to gain their own funding for 

projects, such as TOMtech. Festival Chair, Jon Pratty, felt that TOMtech was one of BDF’s big successes this year due to the way it demonstrated 

that the Festival had its finger on pulse, the range of media coverage it attracted and the way the venue and organiser worked with the BDF team. 

[See TOMtech case study for more details.]    

 

The Festival has a wide appeal beyond the traditional audience of people who want to be associated with it. This year has also seen the 

development of smaller sponsorship offers. Local SMEs Plus Accounting and Bison Beer funded the opening drinks, both examples of how smaller 

companies have positioned themselves as partners with the festival. In an interview, Victoria King from Plus Accounting stated that their main goal 

for being involved with the festival was to develop presence with the prospective clients in the digital industry through interaction and awareness 

raising. She felt involvement in the Festival had greatly improved the profile of the company with these businesses. These sponsorships have the 

potential to provide increased capacity for the Festival beyond the funding, by bringing in new skillsets. Victoria saw the potential for her 

organisation to provide training around funding, demonstrating how these partnerships can provide additional benefits and an increased legacy for 

Brighton & Hove. 
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A clearer articulation of this offer and the benefits of this sponsorship for smaller organisations is needed going forward. To fully realise this 

potential, some strategic research is needed to identify these potential funding opportunities from less obvious, entry level sponsors as well as 

more resource to manage these relationships. People who work with networks that have digital needs but are not digital companies do not 

necessarily self-identify as an audience for the digital festival. Emma Turner, Manager of the Brighton & Hove Social Enterprise Network, works 

with a range of local social enterprises and - whilst the network does not necessarily have a digital business focus - she felt she could provide the 

audience and the venue for an event next year, if a digital innovator could be matched to the needs of local social businesses. Looking strategically 

at networks such as these across the city could reveal an untapped potential of in-kind support which reduces the need for funding and increases 

the skillset, capacity and audience for the festival.  
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2.4 SUMMARY 
 

Evaluative Judgement  Evidence  Impact  

 

Recommendations 

The Festival’s egalitarian 

governance reflects the aims 

and values of the festival well 

and working differently has led 

to positive new approaches. 

 

Evaluation evidence from 

consortium members 

demonstrates a range of 

motivations to be involved with 

the Festival. 

The structure has the potential to 

represent the whole city and be 

flexible enough to respond to 

changes in need.  

Assess the Festival’s aims, 

values and objectives with the 

new team in order to set the 

direction for next year and 

articulate and communicate them 

clearly to all event organisers. 

 

Planning and programming 

needs to include and articulate 

the festivals aims and values. 

Some event organisers indicated 

they would like to feel a greater 

sense of identity with BDF as a 

community with a common goal. 

 

More clarification of values and 

aims will enable event organisers 

to articulate how they fit into the 

bigger picture. 

Consider asking event organisers 

to identify how their events meet 

the aims and values to make this 

more explicit. 

 

Having representatives from 

different backgrounds on the 

consortium is successful in 

breaking down silos between 

digital and the arts. 

The number of partnerships, 

collaborations and opportunities 

from the Consortium is testament 

to the creativity and innovation of 

this space.  

 

The Consortium needs to ensure 

it continues to reflect the range of 

people necessary to attract a 

diverse and growing audience. 

A skills audit of the team and 

targeted invitations to other 

experts would ensure the festival 

is supported by the skills and 

expertise to drive new strategic 

directions. 
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More capacity and a 

redistribution of 

responsibilities are needed to 

manage the relationships 

between the management team 

and event organisers. 

Event organisers identified a 

number of areas they needed 

support in, including creating a 

‘buzz’ around the festival and 

clarity about their roles and 

responsibilities as event 

organisers. 

 

Event organisers have different 

expectations about the support 

they will receive, resulting in 

increased pressure on the central 

team during the festival month.  

Provide bitesize training and 

guidance throughout the year to 

support planning, marketing and 

data collection, enabling event 

organisers to be proactive in 

engaging with the Festival. 

 

 

The Festival has been 

successful in attracting longer 

term investment and 

commercial support from 

businesses and CIC status has 

widened sponsorship 

opportunities. 

New partnerships with EDF, 

Vodafone, Bison Beer and Plus 

Accounting have provided 

valuable commercial support for 

the festival and there are wider 

ranging opportunities. 

This has enabled the Festival to 

take a longer-term view on 

planning and raised the profile of 

the Festival in new sectors.  

Explore further funding 

opportunities for a CIC and 

identify potential partnerships 

and networks which could reduce 

the need for funding whilst 

increasing the skillset, capacity 

and audience for the Festival. 

 

BDF creates a context which 

can accommodate high quality 

talent, research and 

development work supporting 

individuals to pursue projects 

they would struggle to develop 

an audience for outside the 

Festival. 

 

Evidence from Grassroots 

projects and independent event 

organisers indicates that the 

Festival context was key in the 

success of their work. 

This leads to multiple 

perspectives, opens-up new 

areas of conversation and grows 

new work which can be toured 

elsewhere, resulting in an 

improved profile for the Festival. 

Flexibility around funding models 

and providing a central base to 

weave these narratives back into 

the story of the festival will 

enable the Festival to make the 

most out of its investment. 
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SECTION 3 – Programme  
 

3.1 Partnerships and collaboration 
 

The development of partnerships, the open Consortium and new models of engagement led to the facilitation of some unusual collaborations 

this year and an opportunity for more research and development opportunities for artists. This successfully furthered the Festival’s aims of 

unlocking the synergy between the cultural, creative and digital sectors. The dance commission, developed with Brandwatch, showed a new 

commitment to the conversation between artists and business, a relationship that was also explored through TOMtech labs.  

 

As well as high-level partnerships between the creative, academic, education and arts sector, the Festival promoted partnerships exploring 

wider notions of art and digital art with the intention of exploring the ‘messy edge’ and the exploration in the human impact of digital on society. 

There was an exploration of the important role of research and development to support new voices and offer new perspectives in Unfixed in 

Conversation and the Grassroot funded #Sergina’s Stimulating Sexy Simultaneous Simulation of Herself (#Sergina). Interviews and conversations 

with organisers confirm this is an aspect of the Festival that is highly valued.  

 

The funding opportunities enabled artists, practitioners and venues to take greater risks and led to an increased cross-over between art-

forms, meeting the Festival’s aim of supporting collaboration. There is an opportunity to further explore and share the impact and learning from 

these partnerships to create a new model of engagement going forward. BDF could explore its role in brokering unusual collaborations through 

existing mechanisms, such as themed meetups. Further research could support the development of this programme, through matching ideas and 

practitioners to venues and networks who don’t necessarily have the expertise but have audience and venue, whilst creating added value for event 

organisers and increasing the synergy between sectors [see also section 2.3].  
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The Festival’s flexible funding streams are useful in supporting new partnerships.  There are lots of structures already in place which could be 

exploited to enable more partnerships and collaborations to occur, developing potential for sustainability. However, investment in the strategic 

planning of this approach would be required to ensure the greatest legacy. 

 

The development of new partnerships has resulted in the opening-up of 

new spaces for the Festival. Whilst there was a reduction in the number of 

venues this year (down 18.9% on the year before) this is accounted for by 

the focusing of activity around key venues, such as The Old Market and 

Barclays Eagle Labs, both of which played a key role in taking BDF activity 

further out of the town centre. As well as the University of Brighton spaces, 

other art spaces were opened-up to new collaborations, including the Onca 

gallery. Interviews have highlighted the difficulties some artists experience in 

locating spaces for their work and access to new spaces will enable the 

Festival to support more partnerships and community projects. Successful 

partnerships with venues reduces the overall cost to the Festival and can 

lead to in-kind benefits, such as skills development and increased visibility for 

those venues. Digital is not Onca Gallery’s expertise but the Festival enabled 

them to access practitioners who delivered in the space and worked with 

them to develop their skills and community support. Onca Gallery noticed 

increased social media engagement due to the project and the interactive 

activity attracted more people walking by to enter the gallery, raising the 

profile of the gallery to new customers. However, in opening-up new spaces 

BDF needs to be aware that not all venues are accessible to all audiences 

[see Section 4.3].  
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To fully realise the potential of these new opportunities, BDF needs to ensure greater street visibility for those spaces and to ensure the 

spaces are accessible to all the audiences that are trying to access them. Through effective sharing of these stories as part of the narrative of the 

Festival, BDF can ensure that the benefit of these collaborations is felt more widely, and that learning from the partnerships is shared and good 

practice is replicated going forward.  

 

 

3.2 Curation and commissioning 
 

The consortium has opted not to impose a set theme on the Festival, but has developed strands of programming which enable spotlights to 

be shined on less heard voices. Diversity and education were key themes that came out this year, both from event organisers and consortium 

members, who recognise the needs of new audiences. Developing a strategic plan for the next few years will enable the consortium to identify the 

resources needed to achieve those targets over time, including an identification of the resources available within current networks, and then 

focusing resources where they are most needed by targeting organisations or individuals who could support this development. Similarly, reviewing 

the central support will enable the network of event organisers to deliver against the Festival’s benchmarks, particularly in regards to accessibility, 

and strengthen the Festival’s success in these areas.  

 

This year’s BDF moved away from finding all the commissions through open calls and used the knowledge of the Consortium experts to 

select and invite new work to the Festival. Curation enabled the Festival to be more strategic in its move towards inclusivity, by commissioning low-

entry activities to reach a broad audience and new strands of targeted programming around diversity and disability.  

 

This change of direction enabled the Festival to meet its aim of staying fresh and moving forward, handpicking new work to bring to Brighton 

& Hove.  
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Four pieces of commissioned work were funded through Arts Council England: 

 Hello Lamppost 

 Passages of Time 

 Our Machines 

 Tense  

 

The Festival organisers also supported other commissioned work through an open call, including: 

 Fields of Athenry 

 Hurl Outwards at a Certain Pace 

 Slave to Mortal Rage 

 Lighting Sounds. 

BDF developed a partnership with University of Brighton and curated work through the Digital Research in Humanities and Arts roving 

conference. Partnership commissioning provided valuable support for digital artists and was fundamental in the development of new work, leading 

to further commissions for the artists. 

“I will be able to use this as a solid testing ground to my research led practice on the topic that the event was related to. It has also made it possible 

for me to show evidence of the artistic interventions I am making in order to pursue further opportunities within the community my research is 

taking place as well as the wider arts community”  

Commissioned artist 

 

BDF benefited from the opportunities which presented themselves from this partnership and the legacies of this partnership include planned 

further work with University of Brighton to expand this programme and give a more active role for students, with potential legacy of increasing the 

quality of skills, training and work experience opportunities across the city and improving the job market for graduates.  
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Through the commissioning programme the Festival was  

instrumental in brokering partnerships between artists. The  

success of Chisatu Mimnamimura’s Passages of Time has led to  

the University of Brighton developing this work in partnership  

with a Canadian composer who saw the performance in BDF,  

spreading the work that arises from this commission  

internationally. The Festival is an important physical context to  

experience digital work. Facilitating these partnerships and  

opportunities going forward will benefit the whole Brighton  

Digital Community, including enabling smaller event organisers  

to benefit from the larger strategic partners through training,  

promotion or increased opportunities. Having more secure  

funding over the next few years will enable organisers to take a  

longer-term view on the strategic development of the Festival and  

to build on this targeted commissioning to ensure that BDF  

remains an example of best practice. 

 

“The commission you gave us allowed us to work to great depth  

with sonic composition, vibration, video mapping, lighting and  

abstract film. It was an invaluable resourcing of our work at a  

critical stage, allowing us to take the work to the next level….” Commissioned artist 

 

Laurence Hill, Festival Manager, has the ambition of using the commission strand to create one large piece of work growing out of the city, 

rooted in the city and remaining in the city as a permanent legacy of the Festival. Brighton & Hove City Council have jointly commissioned a digital 

public art piece which will be installed in the Open Market on London Road in January, providing a year-round festival presence in this area of the 

 

Photo by Vasil Dzhagalov 
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city. The piece will be created by Meyouandus and incorporates the potential for the content to change and continue to reflect the communities it 

depicts. This supports BDF’s strategy to move the digital out of the city centre and promotes the Festival to new demographics and communities.  

 

Community-focused events put on by local organisations and individuals could apply for grants of £500 through the Festival’s Grassroots 

Fund Awards, which aims to support activity that might not happen without additional funds. This year BDF curated 8 grassroots projects: 

 Harvest Hack 

 Slash Night 5 

 Pop up arcade 

 Diep~Haven Twitter Chorus 

 Nature in the digital age  

 Music Makers 

 #Sergina’s Stimulating Sexy Simultaneous Simulation of Herself  

 Street Stories Revisited 

 

Whilst the number of grassroot-funded events was the same as last year, the aim this year was to reposition this strand to target communities 

that might not normally engage. Funding for Grassroots projects remains a key way in which the Festival can engage communities.  All Grassroots 

organisers stated reaching a wider audience as a key motivation for applying for this funding, with the Festival’s reputation and opportunities for 

collaboration also featuring highly as motivations. The Festival provides a useful platform to not only facilitate but to encourage innovation and an 

exploration of digital developments, in a variety of forms. BDF’s ability to support new projects such as these leads to a multiplicity of perspectives, 

opens new areas of conversation and provides new work which can be toured elsewhere, resulting in an improved profile for the Festival.   

 

“It's been empowering to engage with BDF, exploring possible ways of situating digital in the context of ecology and social inclusion. It's been good 

to get to know members of the BDF team and feel more embedded in the Brighton cultural/ programming landscape.” Grassroots project 

representative 
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“[Grassroots funding]…will make a huge difference by allowing us to reinvest, edit and improve a digital piece and invest in decent equipment 

which we can use in the future. We are already making plans how to share Street Stories again in the future.” Grassroots project representative 

 

“We have attracted a new board member (Rifa Tracey) to help us engage more with digital work. We are considering digital outcomes and 

collaborations more in the way we plan future projects.” Grassroots project representative 

 

When asked what other support the grassroots organisers need, they stated more help in promoting events, more professional development 

and the ability to apply for larger amounts to support more ambitious projects. There is an underlying question here about the role and 

responsibility the Festival has for facilitating the development of the projects it funds and the level of support the Festival organisation can offer the 

event organisers. Again, a clearer articulation of these roles and responsibilities would help manage expectations and identify the resources 

needed to make the most out of the money being invested. 

 

 

3.3 Education programming 
 

The education strand is supported financially through Arts Council England funding and the partners and was made up of six events: 

 Spark – A one-day Festival of ideas sparking new local opportunities through innovation in Digital Education, run in partnership with Long 

Run Works and Maker Club. 

 VR360 Brighton -  A virtual reality 360 panoramic recorded view of Brighton Life, run by Exploring Senses, with venue space donated by 

Field Brighton. 

 BlockBuilders – Minecraft workshops for young people to redesign Brighton, with venue space provided by Eagle labs, Alcampo Lounge 

and Field Brighton. 
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 Royal Institute Computer Science Master Classes – Masterclasses for Year 9s from experts in robotics, artificial intelligence, electronics 

and virtual reality, run in partnership with Royal Institute of Computer Science and with free venue space provided by Brighton & Hove High 

School.   

 Level Up – Skills for Creative Industries – The opportunity for Young People to work with in a team and present ideas for a media campaign 

for a client, run in partnership with Our Future City. 

 Penguin Pig – A show about the internet for 3-8 year olds, based on the best-selling book. 

This year saw a more curated approach to the education strand. The opportunities were developed through recommendations and 

partnerships formed in past years. Donna Comerford, the Education Strand Manager perceived the curated approach was to be a success, leading 

to an opening-up of opportunities. The primary audience for the education strand is under 25s, traditionally targeting 13 year olds upwards. 

However, this year introduced the first programming for preschool children in the performance of Penguin Pig, which sold out both public 

performances and attracted a highly engaged audience and attention from the ITV Meridian news. To see an impact on the digital skills of the city it 

is essential to be able to engage and inspire children and young people at an early age.  

 

As well as the formal programme, the Education Strand Manager also supported individually organised events for children and young people 

through cross-promotion and advice. Having a longstanding education team leading the BDF education strand means that practitioners new to the 

city can access support, advice and publicity to try new events which can lead to long term legacies for the city.  

 

To fully develop this strand for children and young people, more capacity for the administration and partnership work with larger creative 

businesses would help to shape the offer and ensure that the skills being developed are those that support long term recruitment, meet employers’ 

skills demands and employment opportunities within the city.  This year, project work began to use engagement opportunities to develop more 

skills focused marketing campaigns with the intention to develop this throughout the year and provide work experience opportunities within the 

Festival. More capacity to engage young people in the planning process would result in a greater buy in from this audience.  

 

The Education programme demonstrates good partnerships with other organisations tackling the digital engagement of children and young 

people, including Young Rewired State, Maker Spaces and BlockBuilders UK. However, the Festival is less successful in engaging schools and 
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colleges, primarily because of the time of year it runs and the academic calendar meaning that August and September are difficult months for 

schools and colleges to take part. Being part of BDF, the events attracted in-kind support through venues hosting events and providing additional 

publicity via their networks, including Barclays Eagle Lab, Brighton & Hove High School, Alcampo Lounge and Field Brighton. Due to the high level 

of support, the Eagle Lab became a learning hub for the Festival and the fixed venue was advantageous for individuals navigating the programme, 

due to good transport links and a high diverse footfall in that area.  

 

The programme also benefitted from in-kind expertise, with the Royal Institute of Computer Science providing a free coordinator for the 

masterclasses to adjudicate the programme. Level Up was supported by 50% funding from Our Future City (an Arts Council England funded 

strategic 10 year programme to boost cultural education initiatives in Brighton & Hove), demonstrating the important role BDF plays in achieving 

the citywide goals of digital literacy.  

 

Donna Comerford also identified that more engagement is needed by schools and colleges to ensure there is a throughput of children and 

young people who engage year after year. Observational data from event organisers identifies that most of the young people who currently engage 

came through independent clubs and organisations. Brunel University sent a bus load of young delegates down for Level Up, whereas local 

colleges that were targeted failed to sign up.  Moving the date of the Festival would ensure a longer lead in time with schools and colleges, 

enabling the development of practical promotional material to attract the targeted age group. Timetabling changes could make it easier for young 

people to navigate the Festival, for example having set days for activities throughout the month. To get greater buy-in from schools and colleges, it 

would also be advantageous to have someone representing them on the consortium. As Donna identified, this requires buy-in from creative and 

digital industries and education. Creating an education silo reduces the added value the Festival can offer digital and creative education.   

 

BDF values recognise the important role the education strand plays in harnessing the potential of digital creativity in skills development and 

there is potential for more joined up thinking about how experiences for young people result in a clear progression route that leads to employment. 

Phil Jones identifies that Wired Sussex also has the ambition for these connections to be made but more strategic leadership and forward planning 

is needed to develop them. He would welcome the opportunity to motivate students and identify future talent, recognising that this is not just 

computer scientists but anthropologists, storytellers or fine artists and that the Festival needs to inspire young people in the challenge of creating 

technology which is more effective in meeting human needs.  
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There is huge potential in the successful work already generated, the network of experts with diverse connections and the existing 

programme of professional development for the BDF consortium to support the development of effective progression routes for children and young 

people. Reviewing the programming of events throughout the year, more consultation with the education sector and working with young people to 

articulate the opportunities are key ways in which this strand can be developed. Also identified is the need to provide real opportunities where 

learning can be transformed into action within the context or for the benefit of the Festival. This year Level Up explored the idea of a social media 

campaign led by young people to support the Festival and projects like this throughout the academic year would provide both opportunities to 

engage and valuable experience for employment.  

 

The Arts Award is one of the ways that value to young people’s engagement was to be accredited, leading to perceived value of participation 

being increased and broadening awareness of the Festival. 10 regular event organisers became Arts Award advisors, funded by Artswork and the 

South East Bridge, each signing-up to track 10 young people through the Arts Award qualification. The scheme saw a good level of Arts Award 

sign-ups over the month of the Festival, each of whom received a passport to collect skills from different events. The trained advisors attended 

events to oversee the young people.   

 

The introduction of the scheme led to some valuable learning about how this approach can be embedded in future planning. Donna 

Comerford identified several challenges as the Arts Award proved difficult to co-ordinate across the range of events and venues. A great deal of 

input was needed to raise awareness about what an Arts Award is with young people, parents and education, reducing the capacity to deliver the 

award.  

 

The current scheme will continue to run until next September, providing a legacy of activity and profile for BDF outside the Festival month 

and Donna intends to review how the Arts Award is delivered within the context of the Festival next year, looking at a focused day bringing all the 

participating young people together in the middle of the month. Events targeted throughout the year will raise the profile of the opportunities for 

children and young people and educate potential audiences about the value of the Arts Award. 
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3.4 CASE STUDY – Starting new conversations 
 

#Sergina’s Stimulatingly Sexy Simultaneous Simulation of herself 

 

The project - #Sergina’s Stimulatingly Sexy Simultaneous Simulation of 

herself was a grassroots funded project, hosted by the Marlborough 

Theatre. #Sergina was a remote intimacy project, exploring linked up 

technology.  Simultaneously streamed across three countries (in places 

beginning with B) the border-straddling Drag Princess, sung and performed 

songs about love in a time of digitalism, both online and in the 

flesh.  Marlborough hosted #Sergina on a mixed bill, Altered egos.  

 

The background 

The artist, Elly Clarke did not have an existing profile in Brighton and had 

previously approached the Marlborough, but the theatre felt it would be a 

big risk for the audience to pay for a new style of theatre by an unknown 

artist. The venue had a pre-existing interest in supporting innovative digital 

work and this project enabled them to build on some of the ideas they had 

worked on before, including a dating app for artists in which the audience 

created a profile and used technology to date the artist, generating a real-

world experience to create engagement. 

 

Project cost and support 

Applying for £500 grassroots funding, enabled the Marlborough to put the show on for free, providing opportunities for the venue and the artist to 

gain a profile and trial new work.  The Marlborough Theatre heavily subsidised the event through their entertainment budget.  

 

 

Photo by Vasil Dzhagalov 

 



31 

 

 

Audience development and marketing 

As well as funding, Brighton Digital Festival provided the context for the work and the venue was able to offer the performance for free which 

resulted in the Marlborough Theatre observing that the show attracted a different audience; of the 80 people who attended, the venue estimated 20 

were their usual theatre audience, the rest being drawn in by the association to BDF and contacts of the artists involved. However, the 

Marlborough also identified that un-ticketed events provide an issue in truly engaging the audience with the venue or the Festival long term as no 

audience details are retained.  Similarly, with such a specific subject matter it is difficult to comprehend what motivated the audience to attend the 

event and replicate the engagement.   

 

Legacy  

Being involved in this Grassroots project reignited the venue’s passion for this work. The venue is also currently developing a heritage lottery 

project in partnership with University of Sussex and New Writing South about the digital archiving of queer histories which has been strengthened 

by their involvement in BDF. The pilot phase of this will be tie in with BDF in September 2017.  

#Sergina was a clear expansion of the Festival programming to include a range of diverse makers, ensuring the content is not idiosyncratic to one 

cultural group. Similarly, the use of more attainable, more affordable technology in this way could attract younger artists and support the 

development of technology and theatre practice. In this event, it was not the technology that was revolutionary but the queer practice, raising the 

topic of online queer identity. 
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3.5 SUMMARY 
 

Evaluative Judgement  Evidence  Impact  

 

Recommendations 

The partnerships developed 

successfully meet the aims of 

unlocking the Synergy 

between the cultural, creative 

and digital sectors, support 

new voices and offer new 

perspectives. 

 

There are a broad range of 

partnerships supporting this 

conclusion, including (but not 

limited to) Brandwatch 

collaboration with South East 

Dance, #Sergina and the 

TOMtech labs. 

 

Through partnerships, BDF 

supports organisations to take 

greater risks and promotes 

mutually beneficial learning 

environment. 

BDF could explore a greater role 

in brokering unusual 

collaborations through further 

research into the needs of 

potential practitioners, partners 

and venues. 

Effective partnership brokering 

has led to the opening-up of 

new spaces across the city, 

helping to expose a wider 

audience to new digital 

experiences.  

 

Feedback from venues and event 

organisers reveals increased 

access to a new audience due to 

these collaborations. 

More communities across the city 

can access activities more easily, 

however not all venues are easily 

identifiable to passers-by.  

Clear badging of venues and 

mapping activities would enable 

a wider audience to navigate the 

varied programme. 

 

BDF is not currently reporting 

on the range and scope of 

these partnerships or using 

success stories to further the 

identity of the Festival. 

Feedback from event organisers 

reveal a vast range of 

partnerships brokered within the 

context of the Festival but the 

information is not visible. 

These stories have the potential 

articulate the impact the Festival 

is having towards its goals.   

 

More effective mechanisms for 

reporting and feedback, 

published case studies and KPIs 

which reflect the strategic 

intentions of the Festival would 

tell this story more effectively. 
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Partnership commissioning 

provided excellent 

opportunities for artists and 

more opportunities for 

audiences to experience high 

quality art.  

 

Interviews with event organisers 

and the Festival manager 

highlighted the benefits these 

opportunities had for artists, 

there is less information available 

about how audiences engaged 

with the work. 

 

There is an opportunity for 

audiences’ experience of the 

innovations contained in the 

Festival to form a larger role in 

the ‘story’ of the Festival, through 

encouraging their responses to 

the work to be shared in real 

time. 

 

Mechanisms for live feedback 

would enable commissioners to 

understand how audiences are 

engaging with work more 

effectively. 

  

Funding for grassroots 

projects remains a key way in 

which the Festival is able to 

engage communities.   

 

All grassroots organisers stated 

reaching a wider audience as a 

key motivation for applying for 

this funding, with the Festival’s 

reputation and opportunities for 

collaboration also featuring highly 

as motivations.  

 

The Festival has a wider reach 

across the city and is able to 

engage new communities.  

The clearer articulation of the 

roles and responsibilities of the 

event organisers would help 

manage expectations and 

identify the resources needed to 

make the most out of the money 

being invested. 

 

BDF is innovative in its 

delivery of a wide range of 

educational ideas in a variety 

of formats to an increasingly 

diverse age group across the 

city. 

BDF has increased the age 

range of audiences for the 

education strand, delivered 

through different venues and 

introduced Arts Award to 

motivate young people and 

accredit their learning. 

There are more opportunities for 

children and young people 

having access to digital and 

creative activities leading to a 

potential throughflow of children 

and young people year on year. 

Develop existing ideas to provide 

real opportunities where learning 

can be transformed into action 

within the context, or for the 

benefit of the Festival to ensure 

participants’ association with the 

Festival. 

 

 



34 

 

 

BDF education strand has 

good partnerships with other 

organisations tackling the 

digital engagement but less 

through schools and colleges. 

Anecdotal evidence from event 

organisers states that most 

young people are referred to 

activities through independent 

clubs; schools and colleges are 

not currently engaging with the 

Festival. 

The age range of children and 

young people engaged has 

expanded but engaging children 

and young people through 

schools and colleges would 

increase the reach of the 

programme to children and 

young people who do not already 

self-identify as interested in 

digital activities. 

Moving the date of part of the 

Festival, programming events 

throughout the year and having a 

representative from the 

education sector on the 

consortium would aid in 

developing future collaboration, 

engagement and ultimately an 

increased interest and younger 

audience for the Festival. 

 

BDF has a varied programme 

of education for adults, as well 

as children and young people 

but could go further to develop 

effective progression routes to 

employment.  

The potential is evident in the 

existing programme, 

demonstrated in interviews with 

the network involved in the 

Festival.  

Creating education progression 

routes within the Festival will add 

value to digital and creative 

education and improve skills for 

the job market. 

 

Identify greater resource for 

joined up thinking and 

partnership working, including 

ensuring that the skills promoted 

are those needed in the city, will 

help to ensure an increased 

legacy for the Festival. 
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SECTION 4 - Audience 
 

4.1 Audience development 
 

Whilst a move towards a more curated model has meant that the Festival has a clearer shape for the direction of many events, a large 

portion of the BDF programme is controlled by individual event organisers. BDF provides a valuable context for them to facilitate events and the 

Festival’s good reputation (and the positive impact it can have on them as organisations, artists or businesses by association) is recognised.   

 

“We are very excited about participating each year, in fact it’s one of our highlights of the year! Being part of the Festival helps raise the profile and 

outreach of Exploring Senses digital arts and crafts activities and events to existing and new audiences of all ages.” Event organiser 

 

A huge benefit of the Festival is the increased profile for the digital and creative industries in the city. This year’s festival attracted 75 event 

organisers - 60% of whom took part this year in order to reach a wider audience, with 40% identifying the presence in Brighton & Hove as a key 

motivation. 44% of event organisers take part each year. As long as this positive reputation is maintained, BDF continues to attract a variety of 

events, with organisers coming from a wide range of backgrounds in business and the arts.  However, it also attracts an audience of event 

organisers who want to raise their profile in the local digital industry, or who are working directly with communities who want to benefit from 

improved access through digital technologies, demonstrated in events such as ‘How to Save Money Online’.  

 

The number of events the Festival has grown year-on-year, but this growth appears to be slowing. There were 196 events in 2016, compared 

to 192 events in 2015, compared to 160 the year before. This is not a negative outcome; interviews with Consortium members indicate that the 

Festival should focus on getting better at what it does rather than continuing to grow for growth’s sake. The reputation of the Festival is determined 

by the variety and quality of events on offer. The range of different audiences catered for within the Festival is one of its strengths and is highly 

valued by event organisers. The range of potential audiences with a variety of needs and interests can raise the profile of the Festival through 
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using targeted channels. This works particularly well when there is a clear audience defined for an activity. For example; the Open Studios are 

largely targeted at people interested in or involved in the world of tech and digital business. Sprung Digi was tailored for learning disabled people 

and specific marketing lead to the engagement of 77 participants experiencing the event in one day. 

 

For the creative industries, BDF can be a way of using the digital technology to attract a new audience. For example, the vrLAB opened 

doors at theatre/concert hall The Old Market to a new audience of 18-40 year olds who are less likely to engage in theatre but do engage with 

digital culture and gaming. The new content they were offering led to the development of a media partnership with BN1 for the project. 

The challenge for BDF management team is to find a way to hold those parts in a cohesive whole and articulate the Festival as a coherent 

vision whilst maintaining the space for individual organisers to create this variety. Ensuring events are accessible to everyone does not preclude 

event organisers from identifying the type of people the event might appeal to or would benefit most from the activity (e.g. whether the event is 

most likely to appeal to people who are already interested in the arts or people new to technology). Supporting event organisers to consider their 

target audience would help tailor marketing and aid in the measuring of engagement.  

 

In evaluation questionnaires, 44% of event organisers did not identify a specific audience. Audience groupings need not be age associated, 

but could be around levels of current digital engagement, activity or interest. Setting growth targets associated with strategic goals would be a good 

way to measure progress towards these aims. Supporting event organisers to specify their target audience, editing listings to reflect this and 

reporting against these strands would help demonstrate impact. In addition, widely publicising case studies and presenting evidence of impact 

would help to raise the profile of the Festival which would, attract further event organisers to this strand. 

 

The BDF Consortium needs to articulate the positive outcomes for people associated with the Festival, enabling the management team to 

focus on marketing the vision or strategic context of the Festival rather than the individual events. Facilitating coherent messaging to those groups, 

and providing opportunities and templates for individual events to feed in to the accumulating ‘story’ of the Festival, would help audiences navigate 

the offer. Similarly, extending the use of volunteers to become a presence throughout the year, including as festival ambassadors, would support 

the audience to become more of a community. 

 



37 

 

 

It would be worth considering how the ‘story’ of the Festival is told live throughout the month using these multiplicity of voices, for example 

using Storify or guest blogging via the BDF website. Increasing the ask of event organisers to participate in a collective output would also enable 

the Festival to harness the power of reputation, shared vision and a community of creators (whether in business or arts) effectively. 

 

The Festival could do more to explicitly acknowledge important aspects of programming through the identification of key performance 

indicators (KPIs) in future strategic plans. The Festival currently only records overall attendance figures, but breaking down these numbers to tell 

the story of the people who attend different types of events would enhance BDFs ability to assess and share the impact of this strand of festival 

programming on the digital community. Similarly, using creative techniques to measure the level of engagement would deepen understanding 

about audiences’ levels of participation. For example, research and 

development work deliberately engages a smaller group of people, but 

current indicators only record the number of attendees to events. A 

decrease in this number could be perceived as a weakness, when in fact 

the depth of work that has been achieved is a success factor.  Establishing 

and recognising KPIs on impact and reach would develop a greater 

understanding about the audiences and would help quantify the evidence 

needed to tell the Festival’s story more effectively. 

 

 

4.2 Visibility, profile & marketing 
 

“I think the Digital Festival is a very well respected arts promoter and I think 

that being part of it gives 'Radio 4A' a more professional and respectable air 

about it.” Event organiser 

 
 

Photo by Vasil Dzhagalov 
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BDF provides an opportunity to bring together digital and creative industries in a shared space and build a profile of what the digital economy 

means to the city. The Festival has a presence throughout the city with on-street banners, screens in Fabrica and a wide circulation of print 

marketing. With Hello Lamppost the Festival also had a presence in the City’s bus stops and street furniture. When asked their range of 

motivations for taking part in the Festival, 40% of event organisers stated that it was BDF’s reputation. However, observations at events found the 

use of BDF branding was not consistent or obvious, with some events not explicitly stating their involvement with the Festival at all. BDF should 

raise the expectation of event organisers to promote the Festival by badging venues more explicitly and encouraging organisers to promote other 

events in the Festival. One artist suggested events could be supported by providing them with recommended information such as ‘if you liked this 

you might like…’  

 

The impact of the variety of venues is that the Festival has a wide reach across the city. This can also be a barrier to people locating where 

events are or being able to travel between events. The number of events could be more easily navigated by mapping activities and it could be 

worth considering this in future strategic commissioning.  

 

BDF has effective structures and online platforms in place to support this network and community, with festival hashtags and this year’s 

creation of an Instagram site which has gained 230 followers since its inception in July. A range of other hashtags and accounts were used to 

promote individual events within the context of the Festival and not all potential traffic was linked back to the BDF brand. 70% of event organisers 

recognised the marketing support they received as in-kind support, reducing the cost of putting on their event. 47% of organisers relied on social 

media to invite people, with 26% using email marketing. Asking audiences how they prefer to find and receive information about BDF would be a 

good way to ensure that marketing is focused on the right channels. 

 

The use of individual hashtags reflects the diversity of the voices but could improve the profile of the Festival more effectively if there was 

administrative resource to monitor social media throughout the Festival. Fugu PR recommended more social media PR presence would generate 

relevant and increased awareness in a short space of time and could be achieved by recruiting local and national social media influencers, such as 

students with between 5-10K followers on Instagram or blogs. This would help promote BDF to a wider and younger generation, who are more 

likely to be interested as they have something in common with the influencer. 
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Regular meet-up groups are a popular way of sharing information and plans and some event organisers requested that more short training 

was embedded within these meetings, utilising the skills and expertise of the network to support areas they find most challenging, including social 

media engagement and collecting evaluation and impact data.  This could be supported through open training sessions with accompanying notes, 

ensuring a more proactive approach to planning towards the aims of the Festival and encouraging organisers to consider how information can be 

usefully cascaded. 

 

A recommendation would be for the BDF consortium to review how the Festival captures and promotes traffic through the main event website 

to increase the Festival’s profile. Individual visits to the website show a decrease year-on-year. In 2016 there were more sessions from new visitors 

than returning visitors with the majority of these visitors (7,627 sessions) spending less than 10 seconds on the website, which indicates poor 

engagement and retention. Most visitors accessed the website through desktop (8,835 sessions, 63.23%), with mobile traffic accounting for only a 

third of the website sessions (4,256 sessions, 31.17%) indicating that people were accessing the website through their work or home computers, 

rather than when they were attending events. Most website visitors access it through Google Organic and the metrics show that these visitors are 

more engaged with the website, view the highest number of pages and spend a longer time exploring the website. During the Festival, Facebook 

and Twitter referred the most traffic to the website with over 1,000 sessions each. The most popular landing page for all traffic generated through 

social media was the homepage, which was also the most shared through social media. Fugu PR suggests ensuring the website has a copy of the 

programme available to download as a pdf. The mobile site having a search function when looking for events online would improve use of the 

website.  

 

For the most part, the events pages on the website do not contain any calls to action that would encourage people to take part in, or attend, 

the events. In most instances, it is unclear whether it is necessary to book tickets and where these should be booked through, often taking 

customers on a journey through several sites. Some events pages contain links to the event provider and production company which give no 

further information on the specific event, nothing to encourage the visitor to attend or instructions on how to attend. Adding more calls to action and 

more user-friendly content will make it much clearer what the website is for, enabling more control of the customer journey.  

 

More information could be obtained about the age and gender of the traffic coming to the website by enabling the demographics reports 

within Google Analytics. Defining the website KPIs will indicate whether the website is performing successfully and create goals and events in 
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Google Analytics to monitor them; for example, number of events viewed, specific buttons clicked, access the event calendar, access the contact 

page / contact form. Having these monitoring tools in place from the beginning will mean it is much easier to determine how successful the website 

has been throughout the Festival and what can be improved to increase engagement. Integrating Google Analytics with Google Search Console 

will give information on the search queries being performed that are bringing visitors to the website. 

 

Of the 11,869 website sessions during the month: 

 4,672 were from Brighton 

 3,462 were from London 

 953 were from Hove 

 246 were from Worthing. 

Although the figures show that Brighton generated the most traffic for the website, visitors from Hove spent longer on the website and viewed more 

webpages. 

 

BDF attracted attention from both the national and local press and it is apparent  that this coverage has raised the profile of the Festival and 

attracted new audiences. Fugu PR estimates the total national reach at 417m+ national/international articles in media titles (including newspapers, 

online and broadcast). Highlights include: The Guardian, The Times, Raconteur supplement, BBC World Service, Easy Jet Traveller, 27 articles in 

trade and specialist media titles (online and print), Nursery World Digital Arts Online, Gizmodo, Motherboard, Hackaday, 92 Regional articles and 

19 BDF broadcast shows, including radio and TV. BDF also maintained its successful media partnership with 30 articles published in Brighton & 

Hove Independent. Full details of PR coverage can be found in the Fugu PR report. 

 

One interview suggested the need for a ‘big story’ to maintain interest in the Festival and broaden its reach more widely and this could be a 

consideration for commissioning and to provide an incentive for contributions from organisers wanting to be associated with the big story. 
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4.3 Diversity and accessibility 

 
One of the key themes to come out of the digital festival this year was the 

programming strand on disability and diversity, with commissioned works aimed at 

broadening the audience of the Festival. The two commissions were  

Tense - an evening hosted by Sarah Pickthall and Genevieve Nunes Smith with 

artists Clare Plumley, Howard Hardiman in which digital artists, producers and 

praevāricātors shared their artistry in the digital realm.  

Passages of Time in which deaf concept artist and choreographer, Chisato 

Minamimura showcased a brand-new score and digital dance work that took its 

inspiration from classical and abstract musical instrumentation; experienced from her 

wholly original deaf perspective alongside her professional dance ensemble. 

Curation and commissioning approaches enable positive discrimination in the 

Festival programme and significant steps have been made to open these streams up 

to lesser heard voices and to support marginalised artists. The ability for technology to 

be used to create empathy and put a value on personal experiences was also seen through artists work in Unfixed in Conversation and Tense 

which explored the important role digital arts can play in bringing human perspectives to the digital conversation.  

The commissioning of this work has demonstrated a commitment to improving the accessibility of the Festival and brought in different 

audiences who may not otherwise have been able to engage. As a programmer, Sarah Pickhall stated that it has also raised the profile of the work 

of deaf and disabled artists in the mainstream. The BDF funding meant that Chisato Minamimura was able to work at a greater depth with her work 

and her presence in BDF has led to future partnerships [see Section 3.1].  

 

 

Photo by Vasil Dzhagalov 
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Through the introduction of a Disability and Diversity strand, BDF broadened both the audience for the Festival and increased attendance at 

events. Key successes were Sprung Digi, which was attended by 77 learning disabled people and 44 others, and TENSE which had 33 visitors of 

which 15 declared a disability/hidden disability. The chance to utilise the skillset of these organisers also resulted in the sharing of best practice 

and guidelines on how to make events more accessible. Other event organisers benefitted from the advice of experts to make reasonable 

adjustments to their events to ensure all audiences felt included in the Festival. As well as strategic commissioning, it is important to ensure the 

relevant skills are around the table to provide expert advice to all event organisers.  In the final evaluation, organisers were asked the ways in 

which they ensured their events were accessible. Answers varied from simply being welcoming to offering additional support such as signers; 

indicating different levels of understanding around what accessibility means. Clear accessibility benchmarks and guidance from BDF early in the 

planning of events would enable event organisers to explore what specifically makes their events accessible and how to make reasonable 

adjustments or apply for relevant funding. This improved provision has opened up the conversation about how to improve the offer for all audiences 

next year.  

This year has led to some valuable lessons being learned around supporting marginalised artists. Longer timeframes are needed in planning 

and development of the Festival to ensure that involvement is accessible. Interviews with practitioners and event organisers highlighted the need to 

recognise that disabled artists may need a more flexible timeframe to achieve success and more forward-planning by festival organisers is needed 

in order to secure funding to make events as inclusive as possible. Similarly, some practitioners highlighted that certain venues were booked up 

way in advance and were closed to certain people. Suggestions from interviews and evaluation surveys include BDF considering an arrangement 

with key venues to agree to a certain number of days as part of the Festival to enable artists to find new opportunities and matchmaking similar 

events or events for different audiences on a multi-bill would make it easier for audiences to navigate these opportunities, enabling artists to learn 

from other artists and make the marketing of events more straight forward. More research in to the needs of these communities to inform the most 

beneficial commissioning approach would be advantageous. 

To demonstrate an ongoing commitment to accessibility, it is essential that BDF looks at the accessibility of venues. Event organisers need to 

provide more detailed information and guidance about venues, including parking and access. Event organisers with disabilities also stated that the 

venues used for meet-ups were not accessible, excluding them from access to the wider community. 
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“[The] digital world still feels exclusive not inclusive.” Digital artist 

 

Similarly, event organisers could be encouraged to improve the accessibility of activities through shouty events or touch tours. Often digital 

events lend themselves to being accessible by the capacity to be mobile. The 77 learning disabled people who experienced Sprung Digi would not 

have been able to access a number of the other venues or events. With structured advice, most organisers could bring the event to the audience in 

a more accessible location.   
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4.4 CASE STUDY – Repositioning organisations and developing audiences 
 

#TOMtech  

 

The project 

The Old Market (TOM) is an independent arts venue in Hove, presenting a diverse programme 

which includes live music, theatre and comedy. Long-standing supporters of Brighton Digital 

Festival, this year TOM applied for Arts Council Funding to support an innovative programme of 

events, exploring the possibilities that new technology can bring to the world of live 

entertainment. The programme consisted of 12 events and exhibitions including a series of 

development labs where invited artists explored these new worlds, commissioned new work, 

hosted debates and gatherings as well as presenting some of the finest exponents of these 

crafts. For more information visit: #TOMtechblog.com 

 

Background 

TOM identified the need for #TOMtech through their experience supporting artists struggling to 

deliver their artistic vision using new technology and the impulse to explore how they could develop different models of support for artists to their 

venue. As well as the urge to make better theatre, fundamental to #TOMtech was the recognition that new technologies require new models and 

the belief in the value artists could bring to other creative industries. #TOMtech aimed to create an atmosphere of collaboration and respect 

between industries by providing new ways to play with ideas.  

 

Audience development and marketing 

#TOMtech had a large research and development component and needed to attract a range of businesses and artists for the labs. TOM 

repositioned dance and performance artists as experts in their field and worked with existing arts partners. Technology manufacturers proved 

harder to engage which TOM felt was due to the lack of brand recognition for this kind of work. There was a large professional audience for the 

 

 

Photo by Vasil Dzhagalov 
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new technologies showcased throughout the month. In addition to which, TOM developed a media partnership with BN1 magazine, which was 

instrumental in capturing young people; an audience TOM had been struggling to reach. As well as online and through the BDF website, 

#TOMtech was marketed through TOM’s monthly programme, which is widely distributed in print and online throughout Sussex. #TOMtech 

attracted 2,179 customers in total throughout the month. 

 

Project cost and support 

#TOMtech cost £123k, in part funded by the Arts Council England (ACE), with in-kind support of venue space and management time from TOM 

and in-kind support from BDF including marketing, partnerships and profile building. Other funding was achieved through the Digital Catapult and 

Make Real partnerships. The exhibition Nature in the Digital Age was a Grassroots project funded by BDF and In the Eyes of the Animal was a 

BDF funded commission.  

 

Legacy 

The open-ended and risk-free nature of #TOMtech has led to a variety of new ideas and contacts for TOM. The vrLAB was widely recognised as 

demonstrating excellence in virtual reality and, as a result of this, TOM are now partners on Digital Catapult who are funding two residencies in 

Fusebox to support VR in more interesting ways, a partnership which is unique for a theatre or arts space.  

The strategic approach to supporting the sector rather than individual artists has been highly supported by ACE. Through testing the lab model, 

TOM has created a blueprint for more inter-industry collaboration. Facilitating #TOMtech has developed a wider sphere of influence for TOM in 

how it is regarded by its peers in the digital industry and arts.  

 

What next? 

#TOMtech has enabled TOM to reposition itself and resulted in additional opportunities and access to new networks. Diversifying the use of TOM 

as a venue has demonstrated its relevance to new and modern audiences and improved its profile across sectors.  #TOMtech continues to 

develop through 2017, with further labs and inter-industry events planned.  They are working with new partners and looking to explore options of 

how to replicate the model through national and international projects and touring. 
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4.5 SUMMARY 
 

Evaluative Judgement  Evidence  Impact  Recommendations 

BDF’s success is 

demonstrated through a 

reputation that continues to 

attract growing numbers of 

events. 

 

196 events were part of BDF 

2016, with 60% of event 

organisers motivated to take part 

by the opportunity to reach new 

audiences. 

The potential for growth needs to 

be balanced with ensuring the 

Festival continues to meet the 

needs of a diverse audience. 

Establish strategic KPIs and 

targets which measure levels of 

impact and progress towards 

BDF’s strategic objectives.  

 

Promoting the synergy 

between sectors is effective in 

bringing new audiences to 

venues and in exposing 

audiences to new ideas. 

 

Anecdotal evidence from event 

organisers, commissions and 

grassroots projects indicate BDF 

enabled them to reach new 

audiences. 

Event organisers see real value 

in being involved with the 

Festival and hold the potential to 

tell the stories of different 

audiences. 

Develop the skills of independent 

event organisers to target and 

capture the voices of their 

audiences, through peer support 

and training in the lead up to the 

Festival.  

 

BDF has been successful in 

engaging a wide range of 

venues to take part in the 

Festival  

 

73 venues engaged in BDF, 

either organising their own or 

hosting others events.  

The Festival has a broad reach 

across the city, however it is 

sometimes difficult to locate the 

range of venues. 

Increase branding at events, 

badge venues and consider 

digital mapping activities within 

the programming to support 

audience to find new locations. 
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The range of audiences and 

events, whilst being a core 

strength of the Festival, can 

make it challenging to 

articulate the offer.  

Interviews with audiences and 

community organisers not 

involved in the Festival revealed 

a lack of awareness of 

opportunities available. 

The Festival has a broad reach, 

but there are further opportunities 

for partnership development 

which could lead to new 

audiences, venues and 

advocates for the Festival, 

utilising existing networks. 

Build capacity to articulate the 

‘story’ of the Festival as it 

happens by providing 

mechanisms to capture live 

feedback from audiences and 

event organisers. Share stories 

on platforms audiences are 

already using to raise the positive 

profile of this diversity. 

 

BDF could do more to improve 

audience engagement with the 

website and how audiences 

are supported to navigate the 

event offer. 

 

Despite the high numbers of 

visitors engaging with the 

website and social media, 

individual visits to the website 

show a decrease year on year 

and many website pages, lack 

clarity.  

 

Potential audiences may struggle 

to navigate the opportunities 

leading to a decrease in 

audience figures and BDF is 

missing the opportunity to find 

out more information about 

audiences to meet their needs.  

Adding more calls to action and 

defining what the website is for 

will enable more control of the 

customer journey. 

BDF provides the context for 

increased digital and physical 

traffic for those involved. 

FUGU PR report demonstrates a 

wide take up of articles in 

national and local media outlets 

and the Festival’s profile is a key 

reason for event organisers to 

get involved. 

 

BDF raises the profile of 

individual organisers, leading to 

more people wanting to 

associate with the Festival. 

Increase administration support 

for digital engagement to fully 

realise the potential of these 

conversations. 
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There is an opportunity to 

review how the Festival 

captures and promotes traffic 

through its website to increase 

the Festival’s profile. 

77% of audiences rely on the 

website, word of mouth or social 

media to find out information 

about events and events use a 

range of hashtags. 

BDF events are mentioned on a 

multitude of platforms with 

different audiences, but the traffic 

does not always directly impact 

the profile of the Festival. 

Provide training and guidance for 

event organisers and increase 

administration support 

throughout the Festival month to 

encourage this traffic to build the 

‘story’ of BDF. 

Targeted commissioning was 

successful in demonstrating a 

commitment to accessibility 

and brought in different 

audiences who may not have 

been able to engage before. 

 

Evaluation data from the 

producer demonstrated the 

impact for the audience and 

audience data for the events 

were well-attended. 

The increased profile led to more 

opportunities for deaf and 

disabled artists and all audiences 

to experience new perspectives. 

Review targeted commissioning 

with in the strategic aims and 

values of the Festival to ensure it 

has the most impact and share 

case studies about experiences. 

BDFs commissioning 

approach was successful in 

opening up new 

conversations. 

 

The Festival sought out low-entry 

activities such as Hello Lamppost 

and new strand of targeted 

programming around diversity 

and disability. 

 

This enabled the Festival to be 

more strategic in its move 

towards inclusivity but more work 

is needed to ensure the 

processes are truly accessible. 

More research in to the specific 

needs of targeted communities, 

including delivery timelines and 

key barriers, will help inform 

planning.  

BDF’s has fulfilled its aim of 

tackling issues and opening 

up dialogue, but there is still 

some way to go to make all 

events and venues accessible. 

The sharing of best practice and 

guidelines on how to make 

events more accessible positively 

impacted the behaviour of some 

event organisers. 

 

BDF increased the accessibility 

of its events and the 

understanding of event 

organisers. 

To demonstrate an on-going 

commitment to accessibility, 

provide clear benchmarks and 

guidance about accessibility 

expectations early on in the 

planning process. 
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SECTION 5 – Conclusions  
  

5.1 Summary 
 

Brighton Digital Festival is a successful and ambitious event and continues to 

grow from strength to strength. The new governance structure, commercial funding 

partnerships and positive reputation amongst the event organisers speak to the 

growing sustainability of the festival and the continued relevance of the festival for 

a range of communities. The range of representatives from business and the arts 

brings new expertise to the team, providing professional development through peer 

to peer learning and adding value for event organisers. The reach of the festival 

has broadened this year, with audiences and artists accessing new spaces and 

unusual collaborations being brokered, exposing a wider community to new digital 

experiences.  

 

More strategic programming and commissioning has developed new 

audiences and opened-up challenging conversations about the human experience 

of technology which has successfully supported a more digital focus. BDF’s 

success is demonstrated through its reputation and remains a useful context in 

which to explore big ideas, innovation and human stories. 

 

BDF shines a spotlight each year on digital innovation and what this means for city communities. With longer-term funding prospects there is 

the opportunity to be even more strategic about what this looks like and can achieve, articulating the Festival’s values and aims through every 
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individual event, with event organisers emboldened to exchange knowledge, skills and information about the whole Festival to their audiences as 

well as a greater sense of shared ownership and responsibility. There are a range of opportunities to utilise existing networks, new partners and 

experts to create a coherent programming of training which will support the quality of output.  

 

The sustainability of Brighton Digital Festival is not just about the ability to attract funding, it is about the appetite and support from the digital 

economy, artists, the public and event organisers. BDF needs to continue to tell the story of the festival in a way that encourages participation and 

ensures that the Festival remains responsive to Brighton & Hove as a place. Challenging event organisers to consider how they are listening to 

audiences and how they can provide opportunities for live feedback at events will help the Festival to further explore questions about its identity. 

More interactive routes can be offered to audiences so that they can curate their own festival, such as mapping activities and event 

recommendations based on previous choices.  For these developments to be successful, it would be necessary to redefine the offer to event 

organisers, increasing ownership through training and building benchmarks for diversity into an early stage planning.  

 

The audiences for Brighton Digital Festival appear to come largely from people already engaged with digital culture and the arts. Utilising 

digital technologies within the BDF programme could enable the Festival to actively learn more about live audiences. Whilst new activity is 

developed successfully each year to bring new audiences, there are opportunities to reach further into communities who are currently not engaging 

or do not self-identify as a digital audience. Working with audiences and artists to identify their barriers to engagement would result in a more 

accessible offer.  

 

To achieve a fully-inclusive education strand, more targeted activity needs to be facilitated throughout the year to encourage a greater 

following. Progression of skills is key and enabling a full range of activities which bridges the years will establish a throughflow of young people. 

Particularly targeting Further and Higher Education institutions to build ongoing engagement with schools that results in real-life opportunities to 

impact the Festival. 

 

It is an exciting time for Brighton Digital Festival as it welcomes in a new era with new opportunities to further explore the identity of the 

festival and how it tells that story. 
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5.2 Strategic recommendations 
 

1. Within the BDF strategic plan establish roles and responsibilities, overall aims, values and objectives which can be clearly articulated to all 

stakeholders and partners.  

2. Explore further funding opportunities for a CIC and identify potential partnerships and networks which could reduce the need for funding. 

3. Provide event organisers’ with expectation documents which includes KPIs and clear benchmarks about accessibility.   

4. Review and further develop the BDF website to market and promote the festival and utilise links and digital capacity within partner 

organisations.  

5. Increase administration support weaving the narratives of events back into the story of the Festival, including developing the skills of 

independent event organisers to capture the voices of their audiences. 

6. Identify an expert from the education sector to represent schools and colleges to support dialogue and collaboration with delivering the 

education strand with the intention of increasing children’s and young peoples’ participation in the festival and developing a programme of 

targeted events and projects to include the Arts Award.  

7. Increase branding at events, badge venues and support new ways of audiences navigating the Festival. 

8. Develop existing ideas to provide work experience and volunteering opportunities within the Festival, for the benefit of the Festival  

9. Consider a year-round presence for the festival and how this can be supported. 

10. Consider research in to the specific needs of targeted communities, including key barriers to engagement and invite experts to drive new 

strategic directions. 
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