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In October 2007, Radiohead created a frenzy in the music industry by releasing their seventh studio album, In Rainbows in 
the form of digital download. The intrigue was the concept of ‘pay what you think it’s worth’, which meant that an 
individual can legally obtain the record at no cost. Although not the first to execute this concept, the band did achieve 
fervent media attention worldwide and subsequently added fuel to the ongoing debate of music versus piracy on an 
international level.
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• Thom Yorke (vocals/guitar)
• Jonny Greenwood (guitars, 

keyboards)
• Ed O’Brien (guitar/vocals)
• Colin Greenwood (bass)
• Phil Selway (drums)

Radiohead
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So, Radiohead consists of Thom Yorke, brothers Jonny and Colin Greenwood, Ed O’Brien and Phil Selway. [X]



Radiohead
• the band formed in 1985 

whilst attending 
Abingdon High School

• initially called themselves 
‘On a Friday’ referring to 
their usual rehearsal day

• within a couple of years in 
the live gig circuit they 
sign a six-album record 
deal with EMI
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The band formed whilst attending Abingdon High School in 1985 and was initially named “On a Friday” referring to their 
usual rehearsal day in the school’s music room. [Press X] 
Six years later in 1991 they would sign an impressive six-album recording contract with the record label giant EMI. [X]
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Radiohead
• the name ‘Radiohead’ is 

from a similar titled track 
off a Talking Heads album 

• completed their contract 
with EMI with the release 
of their sixth studio album 
Hail to the Thief in 2003

• five years later released 
their seventh and latest 
studio album In Rainbows
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The name ‘Radiohead’, was then coined from a title off of one of the tracks in Talking Heads’ True Stories album. They have 
since completed their EMI contract in 2003 with the release of their sixth studio album Hail to the Thief. And five long 
agonising years later, on the 10th October 2007, much to the delight of their fans and of the media, they finally release 
their seventh studio album In Rainbows - as an independent, online, ‘pay what you want’, digitally downloadable file. [X]



Pertinent Discussion Focus
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One can draw up three main focus areas for discussion pertaining to this topic which can be categorised by the three key 
groups directly influenced by this and other such similar events in the music industry.
1)the recording artist or group - how other artists have explored the advantages and disadvantages of ‘giving away’ music 
for free and wether this has had any substantial benefits and/or repercussions toward bottom line profits and media 
profile strategies [Press X]

2)second is the record label industry - how the conventional business model have been compromised and what changes 
have subsequently transpired or are being considered by the major recording companies to keep up with the new 
direction and expectation of the global digital market [Press X]

3)and the third are the consumers or the fans - their specific behavioural attitudes and/or response toward similar delivery 
methods for music and wether this has had any quantifiable evidence in staving off the level of illegal file-sharing or 
downloading online [X]
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In Rainbows
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Within the time limit I’ll briefly explore the In Rainbows release strategy in context within the first focus area, as I believe 
it is the most pertinent to us at this present time - as we start dealing with mostly fresh and unsigned artists trying to 
break into the industry. These topics are quite in depth and realistically warrants more than the seven minutes allocated 
for our talks today. [X]



RELEASE DATES AND FORMATS: 

• (10 October 2007) - 160 kbit/s 
DRM-free MP3 digital ZIP 
downloadable file

• (03 December 2007) - limited 
deluxe disc-box containing 
album CD, bonus CD, two 
12inch 45 rpm vinyl records, 
artwork, lyrics, a hardcover 
book and slipcase

In Rainbows
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In Rainbows was in fact released in three other formats. On the 3rd December 2007 a limited deluxe box set was released 
for $80US, containing two CD’s, two 12-inch vinyls set on artwork, a hardcover book and heavy duty slipcase, which looked 
like this…[X]
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The album was then subsequently released [Press X] 
for general CD and vinyl distribution from 26th December [Press X] 
till the 1st January the following year, by [Press X] 
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RELEASE DATES AND FORMATS: 

• (from 26th December 2007 to 
1st January 2008- staggered 
release) general CD and vinyl 
by BMG in Japan, Remote 
Control Records in Australia, 
XL Recordings in Europe and 
ATO in North America

In Rainbows
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BMG in Japan,  Remote Control Records in Australia, XL Recordings in Europe and ATO in North America. [X]



The Stats - FIRST 29 DAYS
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•  38% who downloaded 
the album donated an 
average of $6US 

• 17% paid $4US or less
• 16% paid $8US or more 

making up 79% of the 
total revenue generated 
by the downloadable file 
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At first, statistics from the first 29 days of the digital release didn’t seem to favour such a risky venture. ComScore reported 
that of those that downloaded the 160 kbit/s MP3 album, only 38% paid for it with an average donation of $6US. [X]



The Stats - FIRST 3 MONTHS

• 80, 000 pre-orders were made online for the deluxe disc-box set
• within 3 months, Radiohead had received more income than their 

aggregate income from their last studio album Hail to the Thief 
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However even before the $80 disc box set was officially released about 80,000 had been pre-ordered online. This meant 
that Radiohead had already generated more income from downloads and pre-release sales, than their previous entire 
aggregate income for Hail to the Thief. [X]



The Stats - FIRST 12 MONTHS

• peaked at number one on the UK Album Chart first week of it’s 
general retail release, selling 44,602

• the album reached number one on the Billboard 200 in the US, 
selling 122,000 copies in the first week

• sold 3 million copies of the album including all digital 
downloads, disc box, vinyl and CD

• the album was ranked as one of the best albums of 2007 by 
numerous music journal publications
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Within a week of it’s retail release In Rainbows, entered the UK Album Chart and the US Billboard 200 chart at number 
one, and within 12 months had sold more than 3 million copies in both digital and physical formats. The album was also 
ranked number one on the Billboard, Mojo and PopMatters’ list for best album for 2007. [X]



“It was simply a response to a 
situation…it only works for us 
because of where we are.” 
(Byrne & Yorke 2007) 

The Recording Artist
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Thom Yorke in conversation with David Byrne for Wired Magazine was quick to acknowledge that this venture was only 
possible because of the band’s unique circumstance. In short they were in a position to do it and in a position to 
favourably receive success from it. [X]



The Recording Artist
• Ash, The Crimea, The 

Charlatans have also given 
away recordings for free which 
resulted in increased ticket 
sales for their live shows

• Prince gave away his album 
with the Sunday Mail and 
subsequently sells out all 
twenty-one shows in London

15

Ash, The Crimea, The Charlatans, and even Prince have given away recordings, resulting in raised revenue from their live 
gigs. In fact Prince, in the heels of In Rainbows, gave away his album with the Sunday Mail Newspaper and subsequently 
sold out all of his 21 shows at the 02 in London. [X]



“…Radiohead have had the benefits of years of record 
company investment and they wouldn’t be where they 
are without it.” (Gibson 2007) 

The Recording Artist
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The big question then is, if similar revenue models can be replicated by up and coming bands. Nicola Slade, editor of the 
music industry newsletter Record of the Day, cautions young recording artists and quotes “…you have to remember that 
Prince and Radiohead have had the benefit of years of record company investment and they wouldn’t be where they are 
without it.” [X]



The Recording Artist
“…it depends entirely on [the] strategy, [the] audience, 
the unique characteristics of [the specific] music 
business and musical activities.” (Dubber 2008) 
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Andrew Dubber an online music industries academic, also writes on his website that ‘giving away’ music is not applicable 
or viable for every situation and that “…it depends entirely on [the] strategy, [the] audience, the unique characteristics of 
[the specific] music business and musical activities.” [X]



In Conclusion
• the In Rainbows venture was hailed as a success by 

the band and their publisher Warner Chappell
• Radiohead utilised their collective knowledge and 

came up with an ‘appropriate’ solution for their 
unique situation
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The In Rainbows release venture was hailed as a success by the band and their publisher Warner Chappell. Radiohead, in 
utilising their in depth knowledge of the industry, their relevant advantages as a self-sufficient band and their practical 
understanding of web technologies, designed an ‘appropriate’ solution that satisfied their unique situation, both 
financially and creatively. [X]
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There are now, more than ever, different media platforms for music to be composed, presented, delivered and performed. 
Technology has added dimensions to communication that were not possible a mere 50 years ago. What’s exciting is that 
these potentials and possibilities can easily be engaged and utilised by the average person - persons such as ourselves. 

I’d like to to finish off with a quote from Colin Greenwood, Radiohead’s bassist: [X]
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(Greenwood 2010)
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“There are signs that the net is moving out of its adolescence, and preparing to leave its bedroom…conversations have 
grown up…there is less interest in the technological side of the net and more focus on what services the net can deliver…
people are using devices…to get to the content they want. This transparency and immediacy is exciting for us as artists, 
because it brings us closer to our audience.” 
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