
Creative Business
in the Digital Era

Case study: Radiohead – In Rainbows
Radiohead are one of the most commercially successful and 

critically acclaimed bands of the last decade. Their latest album, In 

Rainbows, was initially released online for download as a DRM-free 

MP3 file.

The website, launched with only one week’s notice and before the 

album was leaked onto P2P networks, allowed fans to pay whatever 

price they wanted, with no lower or upper limits, and pre-order a 

deluxe £40 CD edition. It also collected user’s personal information, 

such as email addresses, for future marketing purposes.

In the wake of the huge media attention associated with this 

radical pre-release strategy, the album was licensed to Beggars 

Banquet for global release and is now available through the usual 

retail outlets in vinyl, CD and other digital formats. Despite heavy 

speculation, the band and their management have refused to 

publish the figures or discuss the details of the experiment, apart 

from to say that they feel it has been a success.



What are my goals?

What would I 
consider a success?

What are the risks?

Questions to answer in your role:

Creative business in the Digital Era case study: Radiohead – In Rainbows

the band

What action can I take?

You want your music to be heard and loved by as many 

fans (new and old) as possible. You’d like to maximise 

royalty income from your record, and maybe get a 

single or two in the charts. You want as much radio play 

as possible, and to sell out gigs. It’s all about getting 

heard.

Your role:
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the fan

What action can I take?

You’re eager to hear new tracks as soon as possible, 

both recorded and live, at the best possible audio 

quality. You want to pay for tracks, but not if the price is 

too high nor if their use is heavily restricted. You might 

want to recycle the tracks for your own project, either 

for fun or work.

Your role:
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the record label

What action can I take?

Income for recorded music is in decline, and you want 

this record to be a commercial success. You want to 

get the album in front of not just die-hard fans, but 

also new fans who might then buy the band’s back-

catalogue. Your marketing budget is tight, so you have 

to be careful where you spend it.

Your role:
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the publisher

What action can I take?

You are mainly concerned with processing the 

publishing royalties for your writers, placing songs 

in other media (e.g. soundtracks and commercials) 

and handling copyright registration and ‘ownership’ 

matters. You’re interested in sales, but also licencing 

cover versions and any other reuse that brings in 

money.

Your role:
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the distributor

What action can I take?

Your business is based on promoting and distributing 

records to retail outlets, both in the home market and 

overseas. You need to convince buyers that they want 

music from your catalogue, gather their orders and 

deliver the products. But your niche is shrinking as 

sales move away from physical products such as CDs 

and vinyl. 

Your role:
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the promoter

What action can I take?

You want to get the best bands playing in the right 

venues, in order to attract large crowds of fans who pay 

for tickets, alcohol and merchandise. You also promote 

gigs and tours through the media in conjunction with 

management and the venue. The current buzz for live 

music serves you very well.

Your role:
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the manager

What action can I take?

You act in your band’s best interests in terms of 

monetising and distributing their music as widely as 

possible. You get a percentage of their income, so you 

want them to do well. You are the point of contact for 

everyone who works with the band, including record 

label, distributor and promoter.

Your role:
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the merchandiser

What action can I take?

You earn your income by selling goods related to the 

band, such as clothing and memorabilia, via online 

portals, live dates and other retail outlets. The logos, 

images and other branding are usually licenced from 

the band or record company. You have to organise 

production and promotion of the merchandise, 

including taking it on tour.

Your role:


