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Can mobile digital 
storytelling develop and 
broaden audience 
engagement with 
playscripts? 
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Executive Summary 
This Digital R&D Project ‘Make Some More Noise’ started from a desire to 
reimagine the theatrical script for the 21st century and digitally native 
audiences. Unlimited Theatre and its partners Storythings and the University 
of Dundee wanted to explore ways in which digital technology might be 
able to retain more of the individual experience of the immersive qualities of 
live performance. 

Background 

Theatre is one of the UK’s most popular pastimes, with a reported 63% of 
the population seeing live theatre at least once a year. Engagement with 
theatre is increasingly supported by digital technology through initiatives 
such as NT Live. However, theatre publishing is a relatively niche industry 
with only a small percentage of audiences at live performances going on to 
purchase playscripts, and play publishing has been slow to explore the 
potential that digital reading formats offer. The partners felt there was 
significant potential for growth and innovation in the market, especially 
given the strength of the digital reading market. In 2013 the UK ebook 
market grew 20% to £300m, with one in five of these sales being for self-
published books. 

The project 

The research proposition was: 

Can behaviours around mobile reading devices and technologies 
help performing live artists and arts organisations create new forms 
of digital storytelling based on the live experience, and 
simultaneously develop and broaden their audiences and produce 
desirable, commercial products? 

The objective of the project was to release a working digital reading 
experience of Unlimited’s new play, The Noise, through the development of 
an open-source platform. This platform would enable any playscript to be 
published, distributed and read in a newly-designed digital format. 

The project explored a process of co-design through delivering four 
community labs that worked with participants selected from in and around 
Leeds, thereby inviting potential end users to play an active part in the 
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development of the new digital format. The project was located in the West 
Yorkshire Playhouse where Unlimited was in residence. 

The partners were Unlimited Theatre, Storythings and Product Research 
Studio at the University of Dundee. The fourth partnership that emerged 
during the course of the project was with the community lab, which is 
recognised in the final intellectual property agreement as an equal partner in 
any future development and benefits. 

The labs were designed to iteratively progress the research and development 
through the four key stages and to take an active role in the co-design 
process. 

The project has resulted in the release of an open digital platform, 
uneditions.com, and a beta version of a digital playscript for The Noise. An 
evaluation of the co-design process has also been published with a set of 
recommendations. Qualitative and quantitative data now provide the basis 
for future development. 

Results 

The project unearthed a number of innovative digital storytelling techniques 
based on the live experience, including: 

• the addition of sound and lighting 
• the development of a new layout for a playscript 
• introduction of theatrical techniques which conveyed a sense of pace 

and energy to the dialogue. 

However, delays in the timeline for technical delivery meant the launch effort 
was targeted towards generating further interest & investment in the 
platform, rather than the consumer market. 

The initial playscript launched did not attract large-scale audiences, with 
1,250 people accessing the playscript within two months, with only a 
percentage of those reading the whole play. Access was provided free of 
charge, and the platform has not yet generated revenues. 

However, there has been considerable interest in the platform in the sector, 
and the project has laid strong groundwork for future development of the 
format and the publishing platform to the benefit of artists and audiences 
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alike. It also suggests an interesting potential business model for the arts 
sector, providing easily created and distributed digital merchandise 
opportunities. 

Insights 

• There is an opportunity to re-think how playscripts are presented.  

• Creating mood works better than specific imagery. 

• Additional tools such as hover-over reminders of who the characters are 
work well 

• There were mixed responses to text layout which require further 
exploration. 

• There is no technical standardisation of layout – this would need to be a 
more compelling and accessible reading experience. 

• Audio and visual enhancement of reading experiences can be powerful 
tools that require careful attention to the level of image and sound 
resolution. 

• Iterative community labs are a powerful platform for community 
innovation. 

• Funders and project leaders need to consider new forms of ownership 
and intellectual property management that includes community groups 
at the start of projects. 

• Co-design requires agile and adaptable technology developers to 
respond to the disruptive challenge of a convergent development 
process. 

• Digital effects can add drama if they are complementary to, not in 
conflict with, the author’s voice. 

Future 

There was interest in the concept from a professional viewpoint with 1,250 
visitors in the two-month period surrounding the prototype launch and 
media coverage in the Guardian, TCG (Theatre Communications Group) and 
the Bookseller. 
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Visitor numbers were lower than expected originally because delays in 
completing and publishing the prototype meant that it came after live 
performances of the Noise. The focus instead was on an industry-facing 
release with the marketing budget re-allocated to publishing two further 
playtexts with two different partners. 

All participants felt the co-design process was meaningful and useful, adding 
considerable value to the development process, ensuring the potential end-
user had an active role in the project’s design. The process has resulted in a 
code of practice for future co-design activity in digital R&D for the arts, 
which has been published as part of this project. Unlimited Theatre and 
Storythings have both incorporated learnings from the process into their 
ways of working. 

Priority areas for future development work on the format include: integrating 
social media and personal note-making; creating offline functionality and a 
more stable reading experience; building the platform (creating a process 
that does not require third-party support) and the website (to be developed 
as a shop window) and adding payment functionality. 

It is not currently possible to predict the operational costs of running the 
platform but the partners are committed to ensuring that UNeditions will be 
free at the point of access for artists to self-publish. For those artists who 
wish to charge for downloads, the partners would take a pre-agreed 
percentage of any sales. For those nervous of digital working, the partners 
would offer a design and development service for a fee. 

While the project only reached prototype stage during the funded R&D 
period, all partners remain committed to securing the resources to develop 
the digital playscript format and the publishing platform. They want to 
ensure the platform can be launched as a unique and valuable tool for artists 
and audiences alike, offering a new format for creating and distributing 
work, as well as a new form of digital merchandise for arts organisations to 
support both the widening of their audiences and the strengthening of their 
business models. 
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Audio and visual 
enhancement of reading 
experiences can be powerful 
tools that require careful 
attention to the level of 
image and sound resolution. 
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Background 
Reading and going to the theatre are popular cultural activities, but reading 
playscripts is a relatively niche activity. With the emergence of digital 
storytelling techniques, and the spread of technologies such as iPad and 
Kindle, there is an opportunity for theatre artists and performing 
organisations to transform the experience of reading a script, and to create 
new digital products to accompany live performances that encourage 
greater engagement with reading plays. 

Formed in Leeds in 1997, Unlimited Theatre is an ACE national portfolio 
organisation (NPO) producing the work of artists Clare Duffy, Jon Spooner 
and Chris Thorpe. Unlimited has co-produced with many of the UK's leading 
theatres, and is recognised as a digital innovator in the sector. 

This report shares the process undertaken for Make Some More Noise, a 
Digital R&D Fund for the Arts project that developed a new format for 
publishing playscripts on tablet devices through a collaborative community 
co-design process. 

 

The community co-design process for 

Make Some More Noise in action 

Photo: Simon Allen 
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Re-imagining the playscript 

The genesis of this project began with Unlimited Theatre wanting to explore 
other ways digital technology might re-imagine an individual’s experience of 
a performance. The company was particularly interested in new digital 
experiences that could retain the individual, live and immersive qualities of 
live performance: 

‘No matter how “interactive” or “immersive” a performance might 
be, you’re still having an incredibly individual experience of that 
event, because of all the things you bring to it as an individual. What 
people love about reading is that you get to do a lot of the 
imaginative work yourself. It’s immersive. It’s private. It’s personal.’ 

Jon Spooner, Unlimited Theatre 

Unlimited’s co-director Clare Duffy echoes this personal experience of 
reading, describing the act of reading a playscript as part of her professional 
practice, and how the reading experience itself impacts her understanding of 
and imagining of the play. 

‘I can guess when a play was written within probably about 10–15 
years just by the way the text is set out, by the stage directions. It 
makes me think of the kind of theatre the play was written for and 
the other things that were happening in the world when the play 
was written.’ 

Clare Duffy, Unlimited Theatre 

Interested in this relationship between reading, playscripts and live 
performance, Unlimited wanted to explore the potential for digital 
technology to create new forms of theatrical reading that might allow 
readers to get closer to the immersive, experiential qualities of live 
performance: 

‘More than filming a show or publishing a traditional playscript ever 
could, we wanted to offer you a beautiful take-home experience – to 
create a sort of digital bottle that includes the sound, lighting and 
atmosphere that we, as theatre makers, handcraft (using technology), 
and that people can then open at home – a gift.’ 

Jon Spooner, Unlimited Theatre 
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Unlimited identified Storythings and Professor Jon Rogers as suitable 
collaborators to explore this vision. Unlimited and Storything’s relationship 
stretches back 15 years, with a number of previous collaborations 
undertaken, while Jon Rogers from Dundee worked with Jon Spooner from 
Unlimited at NASA Hack Events and found an affinity in their approaches to 
research and development. 

Recognising the opportunity 

Alongside the desire to reimagine the theatrical playscript for the 21st 
century and digitally native audiences, the project partners also believed 
there would be a strong potential audience for new digital playscripts, based 
on existing audiences for theatre-going and growing digital reading 
behaviours. 

Live audiences 

Theatre at its widest is one of the country’s most popular pastimes, with a 
reported 63% of the UK population seeing live theatre at least once last year 
(Ticketmaster, 2014) and London theatre alone seeing audiences of 
14,587,276 in 2013 (SOLT, 2013), and the theatre sector generating 
£585.5m for the UK economy in 2013 (SOLT, 2013). Live-streaming, through 
successful initiatives such as NT Live and archived online at sites such as 
Digital Theatre, has clearly opened up access to a medium that usually 
demands its audience is in the same time and place to experience it. In 
addition, SOLT found that theatre audiences are increasingly digital savvy, 
with 24% engaging with theatre via social media; this figure rises to 47% 
with 16–19 year olds (SOLT, 2013). 

Digital readers 

The drivers for digital product development in publishing have predominantly 
come from outside of the sector. Newspaper publishers were early adopters 
of web publishing in the mid-to-late 1990s, but struggled to make significant 
income from these sources until the partial success of subscription models 
over the last few years, while at the same time seeing significant drops in 
traditional sales and advertising income. Apple’s iPhone and iPad have been 
the main drivers for disruption in the book and magazine sectors, alongside 
Amazon’s Kindle in book publishing. Android devices have not disrupted the 
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market in the same way, but have provided alternative routes for publishers 
unhappy with Apple or Amazon’s dominance of the market. 

Traditional book publishers commissioned a lot of interactive apps in the 
early years after the launch of the first smartphones and tablets, but quickly 
found that recouping costs for app development was hard as these markets 
matured. Apps are now commissioned mainly for books that have significant 
backlist or long-term value, or that have significant online audiences already, 
such as factual reference or talent-led titles. 

The UK ebook market grew 20% in 2013 to £300m, with one in five of 
these sales being for self-published books (Neilsen, 2014). The average price 
for a self-published ebook was £2, compared with £3–4 for an ebook from 
an established publisher. This shows a sizable interest in non-traditional 
distribution for ebooks, and potential demand from niche audiences. The 
vast majority of self-published ebook titles are genre fiction. 

Play publishing 

In spite of the long and interesting relationship between theatre and the 
printed word, and the growing dominance of digital books, the playscript 
form has barely evolved over the last 100 years. At best, the layout provides 
a set of instructions for performance that fail to get close to the theatrical 
experience, and that don’t stand up well as a reading experience in their 
own right. There is potential to archive new work more satisfactorily, share it 
beyond the live event and retain the immersive, experiential, tactile elements 
of the live performance. 

Right now, the playscript industry in the UK is dominated by a small number 
of dominant publishers – drama departments at larger publishing houses 
Faber and Penguin, and smaller specialist publishers such as Methuen, Nick 
Hern Books and Oberon Books. It is a relatively closed industry with a strong 
degree of commercial competition existing between companies. 

However, our research reveals that, on average, around 200–250 new plays 
are published each year in the UK. Print runs can vary enormously: a new 
play written by a young author or a new company at the Edinburgh Fringe 
might only sell 100–200 copies, whereas a five- week run at the Bush 
Theatre of a new play (capacity 144) might sell on average 30 copies a 
performance – or c.1000 over the run. A similar run in a larger theatre 
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specialising in new work such as the Royal Court (capacity 465) might sell 
closer to 3,000 for an average run (usually 1 in 5 audience members), and 
will then continue to sell beyond the run, predominantly among drama 
students. 

Most significantly, a play that makes its way onto an academic syllabus can 
see significantly increased sales figures reaching many thousands. Dennis 
Kelly’s DNA is on just one English syllabus (AQA GCSE), and Oberon Books 
currently print 10,000 copies a year and have done every year for the last 
five years, with an expected uplift given that another exam board has 
adopted it for the 2014–15 school year. 

With each play printed at a unit cost of £1–3 depending on print-run volume 
and pagination, and priced at £3–5 (when sold as a programme text) and at 
£7.99–10.99 when sold through bookshops, we can begin to understand 
the potential scale of the publishing industry, where selling multiple units of 
a syllabus set-text at RRP could generate around £60,000 in profit on a 
single title each year. 

Potential for growth 

However, theatre publishing is still a relatively niche industry, with only a 
small percentage (20% based on figures from the Bush and Royal Court) of 
live theatre-going audiences purchasing scripts. In addition, playscripts are 
predominantly published for ‘new’ plays, rather than for the countless 
revivals of classic texts up and down the country, or the more left-field, non-
traditional performance or devised work. There are whole sections of the 
theatre industry – such as collaboratively written work, devised performance, 
live art, site-specific performance, children’s work, musicals, comedy and 
performance poetry – that are not well served by mainstream publishing and 
that recognise potential new markets for exploration. 

Additionally, play publishing has been slow to explore the potential that 
digital reading formats offer, with Bloomsbury and Faber recently launching 
Drama Online, an online catalogue of their published plays (presented as 
digitised versions of their standard playtext layout), available as a searchable 
library via subscription to education institutions. 

A digital playscript could help overcome barriers, including issues around 
lead times for physical publishing, a perceived low potential market in 
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relation to the physical publishing costs involved, and the suitability of the 
existing, standardised, non-interactive publishing format for more 
experimental and immersive work, or work where music/film/visuals play a 
large part in the experience. 

Community co-design 

The project partners were also interested to include the public in the 
generation of ideas – to apply a grass-roots, community-engagement 
process to enable new forms of digital reading experiences to be created. In 
the research community, particularly the design research community, 
participatory methods that draw people into the creation, development and 
evaluation of ideas, policy, artefacts and activity, has a history that stems 
from the 1960s (Heron, J, and Reason, P, 2006). The underlying principle of 
participatory research is that activity and content arise from the involvement 
of people who are the subject of that research. In design this has developed 
into the notion of co-design, where designers take the role of enablers or 
facilitators of designed outcomes (Sanders and Strappers, 2008). Co-design 
has developed significantly in recent years to include people in the design 
process alongside the role of design in exploring future concepts. This is 
described in the editorial of Liz Sanders and Pieter Jan Strappers (2014). 

‘In one direction, more participatory research practices give the user 
a more active role, either as ‘expert of his or her experience’ or co-
creator. In the other direction, the methods of doing research 
involve designerly techniques such as sketching possible futures, 
role-playing, and creating expressive artefacts. Together these 
directions promise that design research has grown to better deal 
with people’s own dreams, hopes, and fears.’ Sanders and Strappers 
(2014). 

Looking beyond co-design in a design research context, a significant 
influence in participatory approaches to production has recently emerged 
within theatre, from the work of the Battersea Arts Centre in London and 
their ‘scratch’ process (Meyer and Hjorth, 2013). 

This research builds on the prior experience of Rogers in this second strand 
of co-design activity, through his collaboration as a research partner on the 
Digital R&D Fund pilot Sleep No More with the Punchdrunk theatre company 
and technologists from MIT (Dixon, Rogers and Egglestone, 2013). In 
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particular, the pilot highlighted the need for a stronger development 
process, with people drawn from the company’s community to contribute to 
the design process. 

‘Punchdrunk’s Sleep No More has a group of “super users” who 
would willingly contribute to the design process – providing 
Punchdrunk are willing to “let go” – sacrifice a little control and 
place it directly in the hands of the people they want to serve.’ 

Dixon, Rogers and Egglestone (2013: 33) 
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Theatre publishing is 
still a relatively niche 
industry, with only a small 
percentage of audiences 
purchasing scripts. 
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The Project 

Overall proposition 

The testable proposition that this research and development project aimed 
to explore was: 

Can behaviours around mobile reading devices and technologies 
help performing live artists and arts organisations create new forms 
of digital storytelling based on the live experience, which will 
simultaneously develop and broaden their audiences and produce 
desirable, commercial products? 

To navigate this proposition, the central research questions for this project 
asked: 

• How can behaviours around mobile reading devices be used to create a 
new artistic experience based on theatre productions? 

• How can the possibilities of digital technology help performing live 
artists and arts organisations create new forms of digital storytelling 
based on the live experience and involving production elements? 

• How can we involve potential end users as active collaborators in an 
open-innovation, co-design process to ensure the project is fit for 
purpose and its intended audience? 

• How might arts organisations use this new product to reach wider 
audiences beyond those who can attend live performances? 

• How might arts organisations use these products to explore new 
business models and generate new income streams? 

The objective was to release a working digital-reading experience of the 
playscript of Unlimited’s new play The Noise, created via an open-source 
publishing platform that would ultimately enable any playscript to be 
published, distributed and read in digital format. 

To respond to this question the project explored a process of co-design, 
through delivering four community labs that worked with a community of 
participants selected from the geographical area of Leeds in the UK. In doing 

 



  R&D Report: Unlimited Theatre Header Text 19  
 

so the project sought to develop academic and community-engagement 
knowledge into new forms of co-design influenced by theatre. 

 

Unlimited Theatre’s The Noise, taken at 

Northern Stage, October 2013 

Photo: Richard Davenport 

The team 

The project community activity was located in the West Yorkshire Playhouse 
in Leeds, where Unlimited Theatre is in residence. 
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The project partners had strong collaborative relationships in place prior to 
the project start. 

Unlimited: lead arts partner 

The team for Unlimited Theatre included: 

• Jon Spooner – creative director, artistic lead of Make Some More Noise 
and director/co-writer of The Noise 

• Ric Watts – producer, executive producer of Make Some More Noise, 
responsible for overall project delivery 

• Clare Duffy – co-director and participant in community lab workshops 

• Joanne Wain – freelance project manager for Make Some More Noise, 
with a focus on recruiting and managing the community lab process 

• David Edwards, Katharine Williams, Rhys Jarman, Gareth Fry and Pete 
Malkin – creative and design team members for The Noise. 

Alongside the individuals working on the project, the wider team at 
Unlimited were involved in a support capacity, reflecting the company’s 
approach to delivering our work (Mark Hollander – executive director, Alison 
McIntyre – administrator, and Alex Smith – bookkeeper). 

Storythings: technology partner 

The team for Storythings included: 

• Matt Locke – executive producer for Make Some More Noise 
• Silvia Novak – lead technology designer 
• Niki Thompson – developer and coder for prototype 
• Chris Thorpe – developer of the publishing tool 
• Click – developers of the digital platform. 

Product Research Studio: research partner 

The team for Product Research Studio included: 

• Jon Rogers (University of Dundee) – lead academic and researcher, Make 
Some More Noise 
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• Paul Egglestone (UCLan) – insight journalist 
 

• Pete Thomas (Uniform) – designer, research tools. 

More information on each partner is included in Appendix A. 

The community lab – an overview 

Although not one of the funded partners, this project very much recognises 
the fourth partnership that emerged during the course of this project. The 
community lab is a collective of active participants engaged in the co-design 
process for the development of Make Some More Noise. 

‘A community lab is a diverse group of people following a highly 
engaging process for R&D in the place where they live.’ 

Jon Rogers (Rogers, Spooner, and Egglestone 2014) 

The project delivered four interconnected community labs to take outcomes 
from initial ideas, through product development, to early evaluation. 
Members of the lab were connected socially to Unlimited Theatre and the 
West Yorkshire Playhouse, and included members with a range of ages, 
backgrounds, occupations and levels of familiarity with both theatre and 
digital behaviours. 

The labs were designed to iteratively progress the research and development 
through four key stages: 

1 Arrive at a definable shared challenge 
2 Test first-stage experience prototypes 
3 Test refined prototypes 
4 Evaluate the lab and prototype experience. 

Each three-hour lab session was run twice in a single day: one in the 
morning and one in the early evening to maximise opportunity for 
participation among working and non-working members. Each workshop 
began with an introductory period of sharing learnings to date and the 
collective reading of a new part of the playscript for The Noise. The second 
day involved project partners in interpreting the content generated by the 
community-lab participants into actionable core insights to implement in the 
next stage of development. 
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As active co-designers, community lab members are recognised in the final 
intellectual property agreement as equal partners in future development and 
any benefits that may arise. 

 

Prototype testing at a community lab, June 

2013 

Photo: Simon Allen 

The process 

The process behind Make Some More Noise was an iterative co-design 
process structured around a series of community lab events – collaborative 
design sessions which marked each major stage of development and 
involved the project team and community-lab members working together on 
exploration, development and evaluation. 
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The design of the lab was 
influenced by the script of 
‘The Noise’ to create an 
immersive environment for 
the participants. 
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Community lab 1 

The initial lab session was exploratory and brought project partners and 
community lab members together to introduce the project, capture feedback 
about existing digital and play-reading habits, and arrive at core insights that 
could inform the first stages of prototype development. The design of the 
lab was influenced by the script of The Noise, creating an immersive 
environment for the participants. 

Development: Stage 1 – paper prototyping 

Storythings developed three lo-fi experience prototypes (Buchenau, M, and 
Suri, JF, 2000) in response to the findings of community lab 1, which 
explored four propositions: 

1. Anticipation: can we excite before reading, using an animated start 
screen for the digital playscript that draws audiences in? 

2. Clarity: can we make it easier to read playscripts, using a mock-tablet 
and scrolling paper with a variety of new text layouts? 

3. Drama: can we communicate gravitas and pacing, using a digital 
prototype with automatic, weighted scrolling at a varying pace? 

4. Ambience: can we create a sense of theatre, using a digital prototype 
with layered colours, moving backgrounds and music/sound under the 
text? 

Community lab 2 
The second lab saw the participants explore the early prototypes and 
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of their features and innovations. 
Clear decisions were made by the group regarding elements to carry forward 
into the next prototyping stage. 

Development: Stage 2 – digital prototyping 

Storythings then developed two further prototypes: 

1. Structure: can we build a clear intuitive journey, testing an approach 
to structure and navigation options within the new digital play format? 
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2. Theatre: can we create a rich, layered reading experience by building 
on the ambience work, and a sophisticated text layout using lighting 
(colour, shading) and sound (music, sound effects)? 

Community lab 3 

The third lab saw the refined prototypes robustly tested, with decisions 
made by the group regarding final design, layout, functionality and 
navigation, to be taken into the main build stage. 

Development: Stage 3 – technical specification 

Beyond the third lab, Storythings developed a technical specification for the 
digital playscript, covering both the playscript format and the publishing 
platform that would be used to produce it. The decision was made to 
develop both as a ‘web app in a native wrapper’, which, while not as slick as 
an iOS app, would future-proof the format and make it easier to replicate for 
publishing future plays. The tech spec covered the XML-based mark-up layer 
(the skeleton for the format), the authoring layer (the publishing platform 
through which plays are created) and the publication layer (the visual 
wrapper that presents the play). 

Development: Stage 4 – prototype build process 

The tech spec was taken into a build process. Development team Click 
began creating a front-end web experience that reflected the co-designed 
user experience and visual design, which revealed itself to be a highly 
complex build. Chris Thorpe developed the publishing platform through 
Google App Engine. Both processes were subject to delays because of the 
complexity of the build, which exceeded initial expectations. 

Once both elements were significantly developed, Silvia Novak of Storythings 
worked with The Noise’s creative team (writers, designers, sound designer, 
lighting designer) to hardcode a prototype of The Noise (manually, as the 
authoring layer was still in development), which happened in tandem with 
opening the production in Newcastle. 

Community lab 4 

At the final community lab, an almost-finished draft of The Noise in demo 
mode was shared with the community lab as we began to evaluate the 
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process, bringing in an insight journalist to interview and document the 
participants’ experience of co-design. 

Development: Stage 5 – final prototype build 

The final build stages were due to be complete for launch alongside Leeds 
performances of The Noise, but ongoing challenges around hardware 
limitations (particularly the delivery of extensive sound via iPad Safari 
browser) delayed it further. However, a full working prototype of The Noise 
was delivered in time for the scheduled launch event. 

  

Screenshots from The Noise digital 

playscript 

Source: uneditions.com/ 

Prototype launch 

The project was launched at the Bush Theatre in November 2013 under the 
newly developed brand, UNeditions, to an invited audience of industry 
professionals, funders and interested parties, as well as industry press. 

 

http://uneditions.com/
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Development: Stage 6 – platform development 

The final stage of the project was the delivery of the publishing platform 
(authoring layer). Finishing The Noise prototype produced numerous insights 
that were fed back into the platform’s development. However, by February 
2014, we had the publishing platform live, and were ready to begin 
publishing other digital playscripts. 

Overarching project findings relating to the digital reading experience and 
the co-design process are discussed in the Insights chapter. 

 



Header Text28 R&D Report: Unlimited Theatre 
 

 

Screenshot of the UNeditions platform 

Source: uneditions.com/ 

Project risks 

The team encountered several key risks during the process: 

1 Research and development – the project team applied a genuine 
commitment to R&D, not having a clear sense of what the final product 

 

http://uneditions.com/
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would be beyond the ideas central to the research proposition. By 
undertaking a genuine co-design process that would shape the product, 
the nature of the work was naturally exploratory rather than focused on 
creating a market-ready product. 

2 Co-design – inviting a group of community participants to co-design the 
project was at the heart of the proposal, and advocated by the project 
team as a strong model for software development. However, it is 
recognised that this approach is more time- and resource-heavy than a 
more traditional developer-led design process, and that significant 
compromises are made when dealing with a large group consensus. 

3 Limitations of technology – a risk involved with the team’s approach to 
R&D was not knowing which technologies would be used. As the design 
ambitions of the new format grew, and the decision to build via the web 
(to ensure it would not be a product for any one proprietary platform) 
was made, major challenges arose in building the product. In particular, 
tablet browsers struggled significantly to run the complex sound design 
that was crucial to the digital playscript, causing significant delays in 
launching the script, which therefore missed out on potential audiences 
via live performances of the play. 

4 Time- and resource-limited budget – the project had a fixed budget and 
timeline, but without knowing exactly what would be made. Because 
the project could only last as long as the forecast budget allowed, the 
team could only launch a working prototype of the play rather than 
something more market-ready, as had initially been hoped. 

Resources 

The total budget for the project was £107,426, broken down into: 

• £21,000 – fees for arts partner and creative team members 
• £36,690 – fees for technology partner and development costs 
• £15,350 – fees for research partner and evaluation team 
• £9,130 – travel and accommodation across project 
• £4,400 – expenses for community lab events (space, access, hospitality) 
• £9,750 – expenses for marketing, online, storybook, conferences 
• £6,106 – contingency and legal costs. 
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The budget was largely brought in as anticipated – the heavily structured 
nature of the process, and the fact that all collaborators were working to 
pre-agreed fees made it relatively straightforward to bring the main project 
costs in on budget. 

However, as noted above, the fixed nature of the budget meant that the 
project could only run as far as the budget would allow, which meant it 
failed to reach the point of a market-ready product. 

The only area that significantly varied was spend on marketing and 
promotion – because a prototype was launched, the team didn’t spend the 
full budgeted marketing and press budget, as this didn’t seem a sound 
investment. 

As agreed with the Digital R&D Fund, these savings have been ring-fenced to 
support the costs of publishing two additional plays through the online 
publishing platform, allowing the UNeditions team to continue testing the 
format, platform and audience response. 

Support in kind came from West Yorkshire Playhouse, which provided some 
of the working space. 

Marketing 

As outlined, the prototype of The Noise went live in November 2013 at 
London’s Bush Theatre, via the UNeditions website. 

The delays in publication of the prototype meant that the launch came after 
the live performances of The Noise, in Autumn 2013. This meant the project 
lost a potentially highly engaged audience (c. 2,500 attendees over three 
performance venues) who would have been natural target audiences for the 
digital prototype as a free, additional offer to their ticket. 

Because of this, and also because it was clear that the product was only a 
prototype, marketing the launch of UNeditions and The Noise focused on 
the industry. 

The prototype’s launch at the Bush Theatre, one of the UK’s most successful 
and well-known new writing venues, was scheduled during their annual 
festival RADAR, which seeks to imagine what new writing can be. Guests 
were drawn from across the theatre and digital sectors, including funders, 

 



  R&D Report: Unlimited Theatre Header Text 31 

playwrights, publishers, digital producers and Unlimited fans. Supporting the 
launch was a PR campaign run by the literary platform, alongside a social-
media and email campaign to fans of the company. 
 

Project outputs 

Make Some More Noise has produced a number of outputs: 

• Research – a body of research into digital behaviours and playscript 
behaviours, as well as feedback and analytic data generated through 
the launch of the prototype 

• Format – the design and spec for a new publishing format for digital 
playscripts, including new text layout, integration of lighting and 
sound, UX design, navigation features, extras including programme 
notes, and a list of further unrealised additional features 

• Code – all underlying code developed to realise the format, compiled 
of both open-source and specially written code 

• Prototype – a working prototype of this new format for digital 
playscripts, using Unlimited Theatre’s play The Noise as a case study, 
with script, lighting and sound design and programme notes 

• Platform – a beta version of our online publishing tool, which offers a 
workflow and collection of uploading and editing tools to create XML 
text files to enable the publishing of other plays 

• Website – an online home and brand, uneditions.com, a website that 
acts as a host for the prototype and project information and will be 
the home of future published playscripts 

• Feedback – a collection of detailed responses from community lab 
participants and a wider group of readers, as well as from our own 
internal reflections, to inform future development needs 

• Co-design process – a road-tested process for co-designing new 
digital products in collaboration with communities of end users, 
captured in a process storybook, How to Co-Design our Digital 
Future, which offers recommendations for this approach and 
encourages others to engage in similar co-design processes. 
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The delays in publication 
meant that the launch came 
after the live performances. 
This meant the project lost a 
potentially highly-engaged 
audience. 
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Results 

Overview 

Returning to the original proposition, the project unearthed a number of 
innovative digital storytelling techniques based on the live experience, 
including: 

• Addition of sound and lighting 
• Development of a new layout for a playscript 
• Introduction of theatrical techniques that added a sense of pace and 

energy to the dialogue. 

The community lab added considerable value to the development process, 
ensuring the potential end user had an active role in the project’s design. 
This collaborative co-design approach attracted the interest of the wider arts 
sector, and has already been applied as a working methodology elsewhere 
by project team members. 

Delays in the timeline for technical delivery meant the launch effort was 
targeted towards generating further interest and investment in the platform, 
rather than on the consumer market. 

The initial playscript did not attract large-scale audiences, with 1,250 people 
accessing it within two months, and only a percentage of those reading the 
whole play. However, there has been considerable interest in the platform in 
the sector, and the project has laid strong groundwork for future 
development of the format, to the benefit of artists and audiences alike. It 
also suggests an interesting potential business model for the arts sector, 
offering easily created and distributed digital-merchandise opportunities. 

These results have arisen from a three-pronged approach to obtaining 
qualitative user experiences from team members and community-lab 
participants – through insight journalism (led by collaborator Paul 
Egglestone), capturing Google Analytics to provide quantitative information 
on audience reach and technical use, and an online survey to explore 
audience reactions and experiences. The online survey was taken from 12 
people drawn from across Unlimited’s social-media network, and included 
both respondents who work in the theatre sector and are potential 
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producers of digital playscripts, and potential audiences who work outside 
the sector and participate only for pleasure. 

Key evaluation results are explored in some detail below, focusing on three 
main areas: 

1 Digital reading experience 

2 Collaborative co-design processes 

3 Audience reach and business models. 

Digital reading experience 

The primary aim of the project was to reimagine playscripts as a new digital 
form, creating new digital-reading experiences for audiences to complement 
live performance. Evaluation has focused on three key areas of innovation in 
the new digital format: 

Sound and light 

A core proposition of the project was the addition of (or at least, 
interpretation of) production elements, such as sound and lighting, to the 
reading experience to incorporate a stronger sense of theatre production. 
Throughout the project, this idea has been received as a novel and intriguing 
proposition. 

Early prototyping during community labs 2 and 3 clearly signposted the 
preference towards background rather than foreground sound. Sounds that 
created an atmosphere of the scene helped immerse a reader in a particular 
tone or atmosphere, whereas specific sounds to support activity in a scene 
were seen as distracting. Not surprisingly, this was the same for visual 
effects: general lighting to provide mood worked well whereas more specific 
imagery worked less well. Evaluation with community-lab participants and 
the online survey clearly demonstrated the role of sound and light in 
improving the reader’s immersive experience. When asked what they most 
enjoyed about the digital reading experience, one responded: 

‘It felt immersive and a more involved experience than just reading a 
text. The graphics behind the text affected how quickly or slowly my 
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eyes took in different parts and I felt like my reading of the text 
began to follow a rhythm without me realising...’ 

Online survey response 

This linking between immersion and imagination ties back to Clare Duffy’s 
reflections on reading plays and having to fill in so much yourself: 

‘I see the play as a play. I imagine a room with light and sound, an 
audience enter, talk, becoming quiet as the lights go down, or are 
interrupted by a break in that particular convention. I imagine actors 
I know who would deliver heart-stopping performances. In all of 
these imaginings I am in the audience watching and listening and 
feeling with other warm bodies around me.’ 

Clare Duffy, Unlimited Theatre 

The value of sound and light are reflected on further in the online 
survey. 

Q: What did you most enjoy about this digital reading experience? 

‘The soundscape creating some of the atmosphere. The hard thing 
about reading plays is the need to do the work of every single 
member of the creative team in order to imaginatively realise what's 
going on. The soundscape in particular acts as a really valuable 
guide to this act of imagination. It tells me something about the 
production decisions made by Unlimited.’ 

Online survey response 

Playscript book layout 

Another key innovation was the development of a new text layout, breaking 
the conventional layout of playscripts. This new layout could be more 
novelistic rather than a set of performance instructions, and therefore more 
accessible to non-specialist audiences 
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Findings around the readability of this new approach was mixed. Inherent to 
the findings is the tension between the new approach and the familiarity of 
traditional playscript layout. A user familiar with playscript reading captures 
this tension through the online survey that reviewed the beta release. 

Q: Was there anything you didn’t enjoy about this digital reading 
experience? 

‘The font/typesetting was distracting – the attributions of who's 
saying what got in the way of the flow of the dialogue physically 
(i.e. the text crashed/overlapped with the dialogue in places) and I 
found myself accidentally turning the attributions on and off all the 
time (because I had to use the trackpad to scroll…I really didn't get 
on with the interface.’ 

Response to online survey 

However, other participants were more positive about the attempt to make 
the digital reading experience flow more easily for a non-specialist reader: 

‘I particularly enjoyed reading the text in a more dynamic graphic 
setting than paper scripts.’ 

Response to online survey 
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This is clearly an element that has potential to reimagine the playscript form, 
but will benefit from further exploration during further stages of 
development. In particular, it was suggested through evaluation that – given 
there is no standard format for a play layout, like there is in the film industry 
– our project could make it easier for writers to work in the new format by 
providing a word-processing template that would allow them to publish 
their play digitally more easily. 

Theatre influencing design 

Thirdly, the very process of imagining how the unique, live qualities of 
theatre could be captured within a digital reading experience produced 
interesting evaluation results. Having a theatre company at the heart of the 
process meant that the user-centered design was significantly more 
‘experience’ focused. This ‘whole-experience’ approach considered the 
feelings of people experiencing the playscript in this format alongside the 
usability and readability of the digital reading format. In particular, we found 
that: 

Anticipation is as valuable as the event – the building of anticipation for 
digital reading experiences needs to be considered as much as the act of 
reading. This experience-from-theatre-led-approach enabled a rich and 
compelling ‘welcome to the app’ experience to be developed. 

‘The setting was in your head before the text followed. You could 
feel instantly comfortable if you were to continue.’ 

Participant response community lab 2 

Digital effects can add drama if the author’s voice is considered – it is 
important to consider ways in which digital effects can add to the drama of 
a reading experience. In particular, that designers consider how the drama 
inherent in the author’s voice is complemented by the digital effect rather 
than conflicted by it. By considering carefully how digital effects can support 
the voice of the author, readers felt that the experience was more vivid. 

‘I liked that it gave a sense of pace and energy to the dialogue. It 
brought it to life more vividly than looking at a traditional script.’ 

Response to online survey 
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Collaborative co-design 

The secondary aim of the project was to explore using a collaborative, 
community-focused co-design process to design a new digital product that 
would be better suited to its target audience. 

During evaluation, the co-design process was described by participants as a 
meaningful, worthwhile and useful activity: 

‘As the formal proceedings draw to a close there is opportunity for 
people to speak openly about the process they had been through… 
They believed the lab process had been successful in enabling each 
of them to input their ideas and see them nurtured in different ways 
as the project progressed… And they did express a desire for 
recognition for each person in the room who had contributed to the 
finished project.’ 

Paul Egglestone, insight journalist 

An idea that was raised through evaluation was whether it is possible to 
genuinely build a community to research and develop digital 
applications. This theme was further explored through insight journalism 
interviews after community lab 4. 

Q: Describe as best you can the process used to develop ideas within the 
community lab. 

‘We were very much a community. There was a large group of us 
and we had activities to take part in which formed social cohesion 
between us all.’ 

Participant, insight journalism interview 

This notion of a community seeing their ideas put into a co-design project 
raises the question of who owns the intellectual property. If the project 
makes money, who benefits from it financially? Paul Eggelstone highlighted 
this point: 

‘In a manner that seems to typify the entire approach to Make Some 
More Noise, Jon Spooner announces that the community will share 
ownership of the platform. He acknowledges that the egalitarian 
endeavours of the lab make it almost impossible to segregate their 
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collective activity so the community lab and all the participants in it 
will share intellectual property ownership of the new platform and 
benefit from a slice of any revenues it generates.’ 

Paul Egglestone, insight journalist 

Fundamentally, the project was about sharing the development of a novel 
digital technology with a community – a community that was brought 
together for a short time to influence and direct the development of 
something new. Returning to Paul’s reflection on the community lab, this 
project highlights the need for new business and IP models that include a 
community. 

‘It would be easy to criticise the project team for not putting IP 
agreements in place before members of the community lab started 
to input into the development process. It would be justifiable to 
dismiss the project team’s creation of a community lab as anything 
other than exploitive had the project ended without agreements in 
place. Now the focus must shift towards how best to support the 
community lab in its evolving role as a partner in a commercial 
product and a commissioner of new art works. And this collective 
activity is the sense in which this group of participants – lab 
members, theatre company and platform developers – are a 
community.’ 

Paul Egglestone, insight journalist 

The wider findings about the co-design process have been written up in a 
book we have published called How to Co-Design Our Digital Future. At the 
heart of the book is a 10-step code of practice for future co-design activity in 
digital R&D for the arts: 

1 Cast your participants to ensure diversity 
2 Locate an exciting and enjoyable space your lab 
3 Use a sound designer to make the space work 
4 Make a den for people to escape to 
5 Use the first lab to share experiences and arrive at a common 

challenge 
6 Use the second lab to prototype experiences 
7 Use the third lab to iterate the prototypes 
8 Use insight journalism to evaluate accountably 
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9 Openly share your IP with the community lab 
10 Include your community lab when you present to the world. 

 

How To Co-Design Our Digital Future cover 

Source: Uniform Design 

As a result of this process, the project team have become strong advocates 
for community-focused co-design, concluding that the inclusion of potential 
end users, not just as focus groups or test audiences but as active 
participants in the development and design process, builds a stronger 
product that is more suited for its intended audience. 

Audience reach 

Audience reach of the prototype digital playscript of The Noise shows that 
there was considerable interest in the concept in the immediate aftermath of 
the launch, with 1,250 visitors in the two-month period surrounding the 
prototype launch, and news articles published in the Guardian, TCG and the 
Bookseller. While these numbers were lower than the original application, 
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the estimate was based on expectations for a market-ready product launch, 
which the complexity of the eventual build denied us at this stage. In 
addition, these numbers compare favourably against market research for 
play publishing, where many published plays sell only 100–200 copies at the 
lower end of the market. 

The data gathered through our analytics shows that people explored 
through the app for an average time of 3 minutes 38 seconds. This means 
that while people used it for a sufficient amount of time to understand the 
digital reading experience, not everyone was reading lengthy amounts of the 
play during this prototype phase. As a prototype the experience is still 
‘buggy’ and not yet wholly satisfying and smooth, which may not be 
surprising. However, the response of industry partners and initial audiences 
demonstrates there is definite interest in and potential for this format to 
develop significantly. 

Given the fact that the launch product was still at prototype stage, a 
decision was taken to limit resources on marketing (and focus on the 
industry, as above) and instead utilise savings on the marketing budget to 
publish two other playtexts during the latter part of 2014, which would 
allow more testing of the user experience of the authoring platform and of 
the possibilities and limitations of the new format. 

Two different partners have been picked: a major arts institution with a wide 
following around the world, which even with some modest promotion of 
their playscript will reach much larger audiences than we have done to date 
(they have 172K followers on Twitter, for example); the other is a small 
company with a strong, loyal following, which will publish an archive text 
that has never been available before on the eve of their 20th anniversary. 

It is hoped that the process of publishing both plays with wider test 
audiences will be beneficial to the ongoing research and inform future 
development of the format and platform. In particular, the team will look to 
use analytics to capture a range of information, including: how and when 
people read the new scripts; how long they spend with it and how far into 
the playscript they read; what extra features they engage with. They will also 
encourage those who download the script to provide qualitative feedback 
through an incentivised online survey, which will ask them for reflections on 
their experience as readers. 
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The initial playscript did not 
attract large-scale audiences, 
with 1,250 people accessing 
the playscript within two 
months, with only a 
percentage of those reading 
the whole play. 
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Insights 
Insights gathered from the community labs, presentations at public events 
and from the launch of a beta version of the digital reading experience of 
The Noise include: 

•  Digital publishing 
•  Reading playscripts 
•  Community-based co-design 
•  Community IP 
•  Co-designing technology. 

Digital publishing 

Insight: Audio and visual enhancement of reading experiences can be 
powerful tools that require careful attention to the level of image and sound 
resolution. 

Prototyping suggests that using designed audio and visual material can 
create a novel user experience in reading. However, the use of imagery and 
sound requires careful consideration. Participants rejected the use of detailed 
imagery and sound effects, stating that they were distracting and 
contaminated the immersive reading experience. 

Insight: Digital publishing of playscripts requires a new set of standards to 
enable a sustainable platform for sharing playscripts in digital format. 

There are a range of options for structuring individual playscripts. However, 
a standard for this new form of digital publishing could lead to more 
efficient publishing. A template for script-writing, in the same way the film 
industry has, could enable the transition from written plays to digital objects, 
enabling writers and artists to remain in control and self-publish their work. 

Reading playscripts 

Insight: There is an opportunity to re-think how playscripts are presented to 
provide a more compelling and accessible reading experience. 

Both live performance and digital reading have been proven to attract wide 
audiences, whereas play publishing and reading remain a niche activity. 
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Community lab 2 demonstrated that there is merit in exploring the layout of 
playscript text in more detail, with a view to reimagining the script layout. 
The need for development of a new layout for playscript texts in general (i.e. 
not limited to the digital reading experience) was an unexpected finding. 

This new format for the playscript – borrowing the language of both live 
theatrical production and other digital reading experiences – also has 
significant potential to increase readership by bringing the archaic form of 
the playscript into the 21st century, making scripts easier to obtain while 
also providing flexibile layouts to increase access. 

Community-based co-design 

Insight: Iterative community labs are a powerful platform for community 
innovation. 

Experience of one-off hackathons, design-jams and tech meet-ups, has 
shown that these one-off events provide a strong starting point for 
disruptive idea generation. However, they often fail to deliver more 
substantial offerings due to their one-off nature. This project demonstrates 
the potential for collaborative making processes in community building. The 
format of allowing work to progress from events, to evaluation and 
consideration of future direction, worked. 

Insight: The physical environment, including designed props, sound and 
facilitation, determines the participant experience within the co-design 
process. 

Through a collaborative co-design process with a theatre company, the co-
design team were able to progress development of co-design practice to 
include innovation in setting the scene, designing props and the addition of 
a sound designer. The impact of this was frequently commented on by 
participants, who welcomed both the attention to the quality of experience 
of the community labs, and to creating an environment that supported and 
encouraged creativity and imagination. A positive result of this was the 
sustained buy-in of community lab participants. Beyond the first session, 
which saw some natural drop-off, we sustained a core group across the four 
labs and other social events over a six-month period. 
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Community-based IP 

Insight: Funders and project leaders need to consider new forms of 
ownership and intellectual property management to include community 
groups at the start of projects. 

This insight came about through the insight journalism process of evaluating 
the experience of the participants as a group. Participants were keen to have 
a stake in the products that evolved from the co-design process, and the 
project team was keen to properly reflect their input into the design, 
showing the value of their input beyond that of a standard test group. As a 
result, 25% of IP in the project has been assigned to the community lab 
group, and when the project is in profit the group will be able to vote 
collectively on what to do with its share of income. It is important that there 
is careful consideration by research partners and funders to include co-
design participants in IP ownership and their potential share in future 
revenue streams, and therefore to consider the mechanisms by which this 
might be managed and distributed. 

Co-designing technology 

Insight: Co-design requires agile and adaptable technology developers to 
respond to the disruptive challenge of a convergent development process. 

The benefits of co-design in research and development need to be weighed 
against the potential cost of development. The traditional end-to-end 
development model involves ideas passing through a controlled divergent 
process before being tightly delivered through a known convergent delivery, 
often using core technology well known to the developers. Co-design is used 
to disrupt this model and provide an extended divergent process. This 
presents a challenge to the agility and adaptability of technology providers, 
and is therefore an important consideration in the selection of partners. 
Storythings were faced with a number of big challenges through this co-
design process, including running on multiple platforms (the community 
group did not have a clear single platform to design for); being open-source 
and providing high-end user experiences; providing wide-ranging prototypes 
to deliver on the divergent process. 
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Discussion at the community lab, June 

2013 

Photo: Simon Allen 

The value of co-design lies in the development of products that genuinely 
work for the community who it is designed with and for. Responding to the 
needs of potential end users, and iterating the design process with them at 
each stage allows for a richer response and idea generation than a 
traditional design process, and creates confidence that the product will be 
better suited to its eventual market than something developed in isolation. 

Given the above, it is essential that any co-design process begins with the 
project team achieving clarity about the challenges ahead, which can be 
minimised through careful project management and selecting partners who 
are interested in disrupting traditional processes. The adaptability of 
Storythings was one of the strengths of the project. Without their fully 
engaged, agile team there would have been multiple failure points for the 
delivery of testable prototypes across the project. 
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The benefits of co-design in 
research and development 
need to be weighed against 
the potential cost of 
development. 
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Future 

Future of UNeditions 

For the first half of 2015, the project team are committed to one final stage 
of R&D. Using the small amount of unspent marketing budget left at the end 
of the project (c. £2,000), UNeditions will work with two partner 
organisations – Royal Shakespeare Company and Third Angel – to test the 
online publishing platform with writers and artists who have not been part 
of the development process. Not only will this result in two additional 
project outcomes not originally envisaged at the start of the process (two 
further digital playscripts hosted at uneditions.com), it will allow for more 
robust testing of the publishing platform, which was developed alongside 
the hard-coded prototype of The Noise, and for collecting new feedback and 
analytics from additional readers. 

Publishing the prototype has been an enormously valuable process, throwing 
up a number of key areas for further development of the format. Testing the 
platform with third parties will do the same, and produce a wealth of 
insights about the success and challenges of a third party using this tool to 
publish their own work. This will ensure that there is a complete list of 
development needs identified for the project’s next stage. 

Areas for future development 

Beyond this final R&D stage, there are a number of areas identified for 
further development: 

Format 

The team will continue to develop the format to build in new features that 
were unrealisable in the first stage, such as social-media integration and a 
personal note-making facility. They will also be developing the format for 
offline functionality to allow for an easier-to-access and more stable reading 
experience. 

Platform 

The team will continue to evolve the publishing platform. At the moment, 
the self-publishing process produces an XML file, which still needs developer 
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intervention to publish. The hope is to create a process that can be fully 
completed by any individual using the platform without the need for third-
party support (such as Wordpress). The remaining R&D will naturally inform 
the specifics of this development area. 

Website 

The online home for the digital playscript will evolve to act as a shop-
window for all playscripts published via the platform (which will be 
automatically uploaded on publishing). This will include scope for project 
team partners to highlight key pieces, themes and seasons of work, 
alongside a searchable library (similar to how iTunes makes all music 
available while promoting certain artists via its iTunes homepage), and to 
add payment functionality. 

The project partners are currently trying to raise financial investment to cover 
this next stage of development, as well as any further development insights 
that emerge from the final R&D stage. 

Business models 

The team is also developing the potential business model for the project. 
There are a number of principles agreed between project partners, and initial 
research about potential markets has taken place. 

At this early stage, the following principles have been developed for the use 
of the publishing platform and distribution of digital playscripts through 
uneditions.com: 

1. At its most basic level, UNeditions will be free at the point of access for 
artists to use. They will be able to use the platform to self-publish their work, 
publish the playscript to the shop window of uneditions.com, and offer 
downloads of this work free of charge to audiences. Artists will retain all 
rights to their work when publishing via the platform. 

2. Artists or arts organisations who wish to monetise downloads and charge 
a fee will be able to do so via payment functionality on the site. In this 
instance, the UNeditions team will take a pre-agreed percentage of any sales 
(10–20% depending on running costs of final platform). 
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 3. Artists who wish to create a more professional looking playscript, or need 
support for digital projects, will be able to pay the team behind UNeditions 
to design and develop their playtext on an agreed scale of fees. This fee for 
services will be in addition to any sales percentage. 

Final decisions around percentage and charges will be made once the fuller 
costs of running the platform are clear, following the next stages of 
development, and a detailed business model is created. 

The full operational costs of running the platform at a scaled-up level are as 
yet unclear, until the next stage of development work has taken place and 
there is clarity about how automatic and autonomous the self-publishing 
model will be. The hope is that UNeditions can simply host the site and app, 
maintain the online publishing tool, curate the ‘shop window’, provide 
support and additionally design/publish texts (for a fee). 

However, at this stage, it is clear that the cost of our team manually 
publishing an individual script stands at £1,000–1,500 (2–3 full days’ work), 
plus input from the artists/writers whose work is being published. Unless this 
was a high-selling unit (c. 3000 copies at £5, with a 10% royalty), plays will 
not currently pay for themselves, which creates stronger motivation for 
securing investment for the next stage of development. 

Future markets 

As noted, approximately 200 new plays are published in the UK each year, 
with the majority being traditionally produced ‘new’ plays written by single 
authors. As such, uneditions.com could not only make an impact on 
traditional publishing models by attracting already-published writers, or even 
undertake collaborations with existing publishing houses interested in the 
unique features and approach of our digital playscript, it also has significant 
potential to tap into a wider part of the sector who do not currently 
distribute their work through existing publishing platforms and models. 

Given that, of the current plays published in the UK, sales can range from 
100 to 10,000 copies a year to multiple-year runs for a syllabus text, there is 
potentially a large and varied market for downloads and distribution of 
digital playscripts accessible on tablet and desktop devices. But the flexible 
self-publishing nature of uneditions.com means that even niche-interest 
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plays could find a published home, so potential content and user base is very 
wide. 

Thinking about first steps into the marketplace, the project partners have 
already begun discussions with a range of partners in the sector interested in 
the future of the project and potential collaboration, including major 
theatres like the Bush, Donmar Warehouse, West Yorkshire Playhouse and 
Northern Stage (whose audiences numbers are in the many thousands per 
year), alongside numerous smaller theatre companies such RashDash, Slung 
Low, Coney, Fuel and Analogue. 

By working with the right partners to publish new work that coincides with 
high-profile productions and strong media attention, the UNeditions team 
can begin to build up a user base of audiences for digital playscripts. They 
will also use existing relationships with the education sector – starting with 
universities, but with the ambition to reach schools and colleges later on – to 
broker partnerships around the use of digital playscripts as an educational 
resource. Given the sales figures of syllabus texts, this seems an obvious step 
in any audience-development plan for this project. 

Wider opportunities 

The findings of Make Some More Noise as a project are relevant to many 
different audiences: 

Theatre and performing arts 

The primary audience for the outcomes of Make Some More Noise is those 
engaged with theatre and the performing arts – either developing or 
emerging audiences, or those working in the sector. The two intertwined 
project strands of activity, broadly described as the ‘what’ – the digital 
reading playscript – and the ‘how’ – the co-design process – are wholly 
directed at the practice communities that deliver and run theatrical 
productions. 

Via the ‘what’, there is a clear potential audience interested in digital 
playscripts that incorporate more of the live production to create immersive 
reading experiences. It is hoped that these digital experiences would not 
only get a reading audience closer to the total theatrical vision of a writer, 
director or theatre company, but also that a more accessible and immersive 
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form could grow new digital reading audiences, which could in turn help 
grow live audiences. The ‘what’ also offers those working in the sector a 
new form in which to produce, share and distribute their work, making them 
a key audience for the findings of this report. 

In terms of the ‘how’, co-design processes can be offered as a tool for 
theatre makers to engage communities in developing potential futures, 
whether digital or in other directions. 

A digital-publishing audience 

It is widely recognised (Hall, 2013) that paper publishing is in the most 
uncertain state in its long history. The research and development presented 
in this report provides a narrative of new ways for the publishing industry to 
engage with digital platforms. Of particular importance is the focus on the 
digital capacity for enriching the reading experience by including audio and 
visual content, which would enable the digital reading experience to get 
closer to the sensory and immersive qualities of live theatre production. Of 
relevance to publishing policy makers is the evidence presented for an 
emerging need for technical standards in how playscripts can be made 
digital. 

A community-engagement audience 

This report provides a case study on community groups engaging with 
innovation, but is not limited to digital innovation or arts-based 
communities. In particular, this report provides reflections on good practice 
with respect to recruiting and maintaining relationships with community 
participants. 

An academic design-research audience 

This report provides a signpost to further academic study of co-design in the 
context of digital R&D. The use of community labs as an approach to 
delivering co-design alongside generation of workshop materials provides a 
case study that builds a framework for accountable design practice and 
community participation. 

Impact on project partners 

Unlimited Theatre 
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For Unlimited Theatre, the project has had a noticeable effect on its own 
creative process. The company has regularly developed its work in 
collaboration with our audiences – indeed its own ‘scratch’ process was the 
initial impetus for adopting the community co-design model. However, this 
scratch process has often involved Unlimited showing the work to different 
audiences in multiple venues around the country at different stages of 
development. 
 
The experience here will encourage the company to look at developing work 
with audiences with more continuity, and structuring engagement with 
specific groups over a more sustained period of time, as we have seen how 
beneficial that is to the process. They will also bear in mind the format of the 
digital playscript when developing future programmes. Each new project of 
the upcoming 2015–18 programme has the potential to be published via 
Uneditions, and each project (ranging from digital science-based adventures 
to interactive shows threaded with games, to performance work on the 
streets of a city) has the potential to push the format and functionality of the 
digital playscript in new directions, by responding to specific elements of the 
work in a way that would be unattainable for traditional publishing. 

Storythings 

For Storythings, combining the processes used in Sprint/Agile software 
development and scratch theatre production has provided a successful new 
method for software development, using regular iterative audience/user 
testing as a development tool. Following this project, the Technology 
Strategy Board (TSB) funded Storythings to develop this user-centred, co-
design methodology further, in collaboration with Unlimited and the TV 
production company, Delightful Industries. By refining this user-centred 
approach, Storythings have been able to demonstrate the value of this 
approach, specifically for clients from the creative industries who often 
struggle to articulate their needs in software projects. Storythings have 
found that this collaborative co-design approach leads to better quality and 
more effective software in the final development stage, which can open up 
new avenues for their business model. 
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Project Research Studio 

For the product research group, the involvement with this project has led to 
two significant developments in their work. The first is the methodological 
approach of co-design, which has prompted them to think about how to 
deliver co-design in a highly experiential way. Beyond the design of good 
research assets, this has taken their thinking to a new place where 
performance and people’s journey through the workshop are at the heart of 
what they do. The second development is the engagement with publishing 
and the book. We were invited to act as mentors for the Future Book Hack 
that took place in June 2014, which in turn led to a collaboration with 
Penguin Random House UK and Stephen Fry on a collaborative open making 
project called YourFry (Yourfry.com). This digital R&D project has opened 
new doors for us and enabled us to link existing technology-focused work 
on printed electronics to the future of the book and to how we all might 
connect to content – whether a book, play or something entirely different.  

 



 

UNeditions will work with 
two partner organisations – 
Royal Shakespeare Company 
and Third Angel – to test 
the online publishing 
platform with writers and 
artists who have not been 
part of the development 
process. 
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Further Resources 
There are a number of key resources that readers can explore to find out 
more about this project. 

Project outputs 

uneditions.com – the website that will grow into a curated library of digital 
playscripts 

The Noise – an online version of the first digital playscript prototype, 
uneditions.com/the-noise/ 

 Co-Designing Our Digital Future – our collaboratively written book about 
our co-design process, issuu.com/untheatre/docs/codesigning_digifuture 

Key Articles 

Articles published about the project in the press: 

theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-
blog/2014/jan/24/uneditions-web-app-unlimited-theatre 

thebookseller.com/news/digital-playscripts-uneditions.html 

tcgcircle.org/2014/07/uneditions-the-future-of-mobile-theatre/ 

Native – the project page at the Native website, with links to additional 
content, videos, and blogs 

artsdigitalrnd.org.uk/projects/unlimited-theatre/ 
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Glossary and Abbreviations 
Android An open-source operating system used for smartphones 

and tablet computers  

Beta (app) A version of a piece of software that is made available for 
testing 

Google Analytics  A service offered by Google that generates detailed 
statistics about a website's traffi 

Hackathon  An event, typically lasting several days, in which a large 
number of people meet to engage in collaborative 
computer programming 

iOS Operating system used for mobile devices manufactured 
by Apple Inc. 

IP    Intellectual Property 

iPad    A tablet computer manufactured by Apple Inc 

iPhone   A smartphone manufactured by Apple Inc 

iTunes A media player by Apple Computer that is used for playing 
digital music or video files. 

Kindle  A portable e-book reader from Amazon.com 

MIT    Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

NASA   National Aeronautics and Space Administration (USA) 

NT    National Theatre 

Open source Denoting software for which the original source code is 
made freely available and may be redistributed and 
modified 

SOLT    Society of London Theatre 

TCG    Theatre Communications Group 

Wordpress  A website content management system 

 



 

WWF   Worldwide Fund for Nature 

UX design  User experience design, being the process of enhancing 
user satisfaction by improving the usability, ease of use, 
and pleasure provided in the interaction between the user 
and the product. 

XML text Extensible Markup Language, a markup language that 
defines a set of rules for encoding documents in a format 
which is both human-readable and machine-readable. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Background to the partners 

Unlimited: Lead arts partner 

Formed in Leeds in 1997, Unlimited is an ACE National Portfolio 
Organisation producing the performance work of artists Clare Duffy, Jon 
Spooner and Chris Thorpe. Unlimited has co-produced with many of the 
UK's leading theatres, including Sheffield Theatres, Oxford Playhouse, West 
Yorkshire Playhouse (where they are currently in residence), the Bush in 
London and, most recently, Northern Stage in Newcastle. Their work has 
won many awards, including two Fringe Firsts for ‘innovation in theatre and 
outstanding production’, and the 2011 National Charity Award in the ‘Arts, 
Culture &Heritage’ category. Their work has toured extensively in the UK and 
been presented at international festivals and venues in Ireland, Germany, 
Zimbabwe, The Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Ukraine, Singapore and the 
USA, and has been broadcast on BBC Radio 4. They are recognised as digital 
innovators in the sector, most recently for their award-winning collaboration 
with Coney and technology provider Radiowaves in creating a learning 
adventure for schools. 

Storythings: Technology partner 

The Storythings team has over 15 years of experience delivering innovative 
cultural projects across many sectors, including the arts, broadcasting, 
publishing, film and games. They are currently building innovative digital 
products for a range of clients, including WWF, Film 4, Diesel, Dazed & 
Confused and the BBC. The company’s driving focus is ‘making culture in an 
age of digital attention’. Their specialism is in developing new digital 
products based on the ABC of digital storytelling – Attention, Behaviour, and 
Circulation. They start by analysing the new Attention patterns around 
content online. They then look at Behaviours associated with online content, 
from curating and following to pledging and funding. Finally, they look at 
how stories thrive in a world of Circulation rather than distribution. 
Storythings is led by Matt Locke who was previously head of innovation at 
BBC New Media and head of Multiplatform at Channel 4. 
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Product Research Studio: Research partner 

Product Research Studio at the University of Dundee was established in 2008 
to explore community-centred design with creative technologies. Led by 
Professor Jon Rogers, the studio conducts research into the methods, 
practices, products and impact of engaging with communities in design, 
harnessing web-based, digital technologies. The studio has a track record of 
innovative methods for responsible community-centred engagement, 
through the development of insight journalism (Taylor et al., 2014). Beyond 
the academy, the studio has an international reputation for collaborative 
events with partners that include NASA, Mozilla, the Met Office, the BBC, 
the V&A, NCR corporation and the British Council. Product Research Studio 
worked closely with the creative agency, Uniform, to design the props and 
supporting material. 
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