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James Akers: Welcome to this episode of the Digital Culture Podcast. We went to the REMIX summit in London in January, quite a few of the Tech Champions went along. It's a yearly conference. It's been running since 2022 by the co-founders, Simon Cronshaw and Peter Tullin. It's a place for discussions, sharing ideas, and thinking about how that can transform creative industries.
And it's set over two days. On day one it was in Here East, which is a legacy from the 2012 London Olympics. And there's loads of wonderful buildings there. There's the V&A East storehouse, it's really quite cool. And on day two we went to the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square.
We're recording this a month later, and if you've ever been to a conference and thought about it a month later, you sometimes can't remember things, so this is the stuff that's really resonated with us, and we're gonna go through our highlights and discussion points.
So joining me today, I've got three Tech Champions. I've got Ollie Couling, Jacqueline Ewers, and Andy Leitch.
Ollie Couling: Hi James.
Jacqueline Ewers: Hello.
Andy Leitch: Hello, James.
James Akers: Brilliant. So I'd thought, we'll start off as we usually do, just self describing. I'm James Akers, one of the Tech Champions at Digital Culture Network. My specialist area is Data Analytics and Insight. I'm a middle-aged white man, brown hair. I'm wearing a purple t-shirt today.
Ollie Couling: My name is Ollie Couling. I am the Tech Champion for Digital Marketing and Strategy. I'm a white male in my forties wearing a black cap and some oversized headphones. 
Jacqueline Ewers: Hello, I'm Jacqueline Ewers. My specialist area is email marketing. I'm a white woman with brown hair. Today I'm wearing a multicolor jumper.
Andy Leitch: I'm Andy. I am the Tech Champion for websites. I'm a white man in my fifties. I am wearing a dark top. I've got some earbuds in glasses and short hair.
James Akers: So over the two days, there are over 75 speakers, so it's a lot to take in. It's quite overwhelming at a conference when you go to these kind of things. But I thought what would be good for us to talk about is what were our personal highlights? Any particular themes that came out for us through those two days?
And maybe talk about what is the benefit of going to conferences and why REMIX is good in particular.
Andy Leitch: So I'll kick off if you like James. So I really enjoy going. I think I've been fortunate enough to go for the last three years actually. And for me it doesn't always necessarily dovetail exactly with my specialism. I think it's slightly more oblique, in that you're seeing architects and all kinds of different art forms that aren't ones necessarily that we would deal with day-to-day.
But I find it very inspiring because as you said in your intro, it is very congested. There's a lot to get through and it's not really realistic to sit in on everything. But, you dip into the talks that I think are of interest. I have a planner on my phone and I'll just note down the ones that I don't wanna miss.
I think it really helps to just sharpen our understanding of what's happening in digital technologies and digital creative really.
Ollie Couling: It's interesting you say the word oblique, Andy, because one of the things I noticed as soon as I walked in, everyone's lanyards are on the table at the entrance, and I think a few of us noticed that Brian Eno's name was on the list.
Andy Leitch: That's right. I took a photo of it.
Ollie Couling: Same massive fan of Brian Eno. You get some pretty influential people at these events. Brian Eno included, I actually met one of his proteges as it were a guy called Ham who's an illustrator and multi-talented human being. But I think, Andy's right, there's a lot going on. You choose and select which talks feel most appropriate to you and your specialism or your interests at that time. And one of the great benefits I think of this particular format is that after someone has spoken, they do this thing called Follow the Speaker, where you can go on to separate breakout room and actually speak directly with the presenter.
I've been before, but I hadn't done that. And I used that more this time. But yeah, it was great and getting to actually ask questions and speak to the people in more detail, I thought was an amazing addition to the format.
James Akers: Yeah. And I think that is one of those unique things about the summit is that you can follow that speaker in that way. 'cause it's sometimes quite overwhelming isn't it? Or scary to put your hand up and ask a question that everybody is listening to.
So then to be able to go off into a smaller cohort and just have a little chat. You can get much more out of it in that way, I think.
Ollie Couling: Definitely. And it's interesting hearing other people's questions as well and how people come to these things, you can get a sense of their priorities as well with the questions they ask. I always find that quite interesting. Then, those conversations break off and extend and expand and you get to, you follow someone else because of the question they maybe have asked.
It's amazing the speed at which you can learn in that format, I think. 
Jacqueline Ewers: I agree that it is very fast moving with the 15 minute slots. But what I like about it is that you get a window into new developments, new areas that you might not have considered before, and their impact on our roles as Tech Champions.
 I do find it quite valuable and if there's something that's not relevant equally, it will then move on to something that's more relevant because of that 15 minute changeover.
Ollie Couling: Yeah, it's like an impression, isn't it of the last 12 months? You get a really nice impression of what's going on, what's important for people, what's coming up. 
Jacqueline Ewers: It's like an edited highlights.
Ollie Couling: Yeah. I'd agree with that.
James Akers: And I think to hear those stories, it's very different from other conferences that I've been to because it is very much future thinking driven and which organizations are pushing the boundaries when it comes to new technologies and working globally and really fast paced it seemed through a lot of the stories that we saw.
Was there anything on that first day that really resonated with any of you then?
Ollie Couling: Yes, there were lots of things that resonated. Like I said, following the speaker was a great part of the day I thought. I have a background in music and it's a passion of mine outside of work and stuff. So there was a talk quite earlier in the day by Keith Joplin, who is a music strategist, and I think he's an author and also a podcaster, I think.
But he talked about how the album format is surviving this kind of playlist culture. He described there is almost a growing appetite for like slowness amongst some music communities. And I think as someone who's very interested in music myself, I really related to that and I think it was really validating to hear someone else who's a specialist in this field talk about it.
And he mentioned two things I thought were really cool, which was one was analog forces limitations. And I thought that was just a really nice takeaway. Limitations in terms of creativity are very useful. And he also talks about imperfection in a world dominated by disposable content.
And I was like, that's such a nice thing to hear. And do you know what? It made me think about stuff that I'm seeing come out in the music world at the moment. And after hearing that, I started to notice this idea in the things I was being exposed to and listening to. It almost feels like music, and I'm sure this happens outside of music as well, but that some musicians, quite well known ones contemporary musicians, they're almost using the recording of music to force in human characteristics.
I can give you an example of a Mark Ronson song it's a dance song. It has a very set tempo, but halfway through it, about two minutes in they just completely go off script, and the tempo changes. It turns into a different tune.
It's almost like he's talking to the engineer in the recording studio. I wonder if that is a unconscious reaction to try and be more human with all the AI stuff that's going on. Yeah, It was really fascinating, I've started to notice this in the things I'm listening to and seeing. So that was my favorite part of the day on day one.
Andy Leitch: That's really interesting, Ollie, because, similarly, there were lots of things that I found really interesting on day one, but the one that stood out for me was something where imperfection is cherished, if you like. And that was the super nature film by a director called Ed Sayers.
And he pitched it as like a love letter to nature. And he asked the question, how do you make a film about nature in a world that is environmentally sound? And what he did was he actually pulled together 40 filmmakers from across the globe.
And he used the super eight format for film. I'm old enough to remember using these myself when I was a youngster, the original home movie format. Unlike today where you can shoot stuff and see it straight in the view finder and delete it, and adapt it. You have four minutes of footage on a reel. You send it off to a lab, it gets processed and you get it back about two weeks later. And the excitement of seeing what's on there.
So he's choosed to use that as a format, because similarly to the example Ollie gave, there's an imperfection to it. There's a nostalgia and a warmth to the film. It's not 4K high def imagery. It's very much simplified and almost home And he showed a trailer of that and there was such a warmth to the reaction of the audience. It was almost like a relief.
We're all pressured to adopt new technologies and, to be at the cutting edge of everything. And just for him to be standing up on stage, with his notes and having a couple of examples of these super eight devices, which he handed out to the audience to have a look at.
I thought it was fantastic and that really resonated for me.
Jacqueline Ewers: Both Ollie's example and your example, Andy, they pick up on what I then went and had a look at after the conference, which was slow culture. And there is actually a movement of slow culture and that more considered approach.
You pick up on the things that I've always valued in the arts; authenticity, integrity, passion. Although Ollie mentions limitations for me, it's not limitations, it's about focus. In the album, what was referenced was this sort of narrative. It enables the musician to tell a story a bit like those people that collaborated on that project, they're telling a story, their own story.
It's got integrity. It's got value. That's what I really liked about both of those talks. You are right. For me they both stood out.
Ollie Couling: Just a final addition to that point is maybe in terms of themes for this year's REMIX, it felt to me like there was a lot of focus on artists and creatives in the digital realm. Trying to find ways to humanize things.
And I dunno if you guys took anything similar away, but that did seem to be a kind of underlying narrative, maybe more the first day than the second.
Andy Leitch: Yeah, I'd agree with that. I think there, there was a lot of that, the contrast of the Super nature film, i forget the name of the presenter, but he was doing some incredible work with AI video, I think it's Google Veo was the technology he was using. And to me it was absolutely extraordinary how realistic, this stuff has become in this age of deep fake and all the rest of it.
And what he was saying was he's having to put in a lot of imperfections into the way that he's staging the filming, with camera shake and movement to make it feel more human and more authentic. So yeah I would agree that did seem certainly day one, that was a running theme.
James Akers: From the last episode we spoke to Nicola and Katie, our social media tech champions, and they were saying this year, 2026 is all about authentic content. So how can you show that it's actually you and it's not some, AI version of you. Authentic experiences, authentic content, and really being true and being a flawed human, 
Andy Leitch: Yeah, and I think We Are Social did a talk actually on, on the first day, which was really good. And it was all about that authenticity and micro moments and not necessarily the brands creating them, but the brand's audience, having ownership and even shaping where the brand goes.
I thought that was quite an interesting concept.
James Akers: Ollie, I think something you've highlighted was Nazir Afzal on the class ceiling?
Ollie Couling: Yes. I did. The reaction after Nazir Afzal's speech was fairly significant I thought.
It's about class and how there is a very known and historic barrier for lower class people getting into our sector. And I think he just made a very uncomfortable and passionate how we need to think about this and not forget it.
It was uncomfortable but important. I found that to be quite a powerful moment in the two days. I think it made people wake up a little bit at three in the afternoon after seeing six hours of talks. He definitely made some impact there.
James Akers: It really highlighted that class disparity and the fact that it's a deeply structural issue. It's not an individual failing on certain people's shoulders. Embedded, deeply structural issues that we need to address and solve.
 I suppose another highlight for me was someone our own organization, Arts Council England, Owen Hopkin talking about the brand new art form that Arts Council now recognizes, which is Digital Arts. And that's not been a thing in the past.
Digital has been embedded in different practices. So if you are a museum a theater or a dance organization, for example you'll be doing digital things and you may be producing digital work. But to have Digital Art as its own unique art form, the 10th art form and the first new one in decades.
And that got such a great response from the room as well. 'cause it really recognizes that this is an area that is different to those things and it needs its own support and it needs its own funding. And a lot of the other talks that we saw from it wasn't just organizations, it was actually practitioners and artists they were doing performances over those two days as well. It was really nice to see a way for them to be supported over their career. And I'm really excited to see what happens next with that and what amazing things are gonna be supported directly through Arts Council.
Jacqueline Ewers: I think you're right, James. I think it was a really positive step because although those Digital Arts is embedded within the existing Arts Council England art forms by separating it out and acknowledging what organizations and individuals are already doing gives it an extra integrity and value, doesn't it? I think that's what's special about it, is that, there's recognition there.
Ollie Couling: There was a lot of excitement around the announcement.
And it was the perfect place to announce it actually, to be honest. 'cause everyone there was a digital champion.
James Akers: So onto day two, we then went over to the National Gallery. The first presentation of the day was from an artist and entrepreneur and activist Stuart Semple. And if you don't know about Stuart Semple, he's full of beans, very down to earth from a working class background.
And he is built up this incredible business. And he was just really good at storytelling and going through that whole journey of him as an artist of when he nearly died and he had a vision. And he wanted to become an artist, and that's what he went and did.
But through all of this he's bringing people on board and through that journey using digital means. Instagram, websites, things like that. And it's that collective approach to his art form and his artwork. It was really nice to see. So instead of being exclusive, he was being completely inclusive, and what a difference that makes.
Ollie Couling: Yeah, I think REMIX as a conference, as a meetup does have quite a big commercial focus generally. But I think that's a good thing and I think it's great to hear how these cultural organizations are thinking commercially about how they go about their business.
You can see the opportunities that they're getting from it as well, and that's quite inspiring in itself. 'cause, everybody needs to look after themselves at the end of the day. And digital does have this power to reach the international community. And I think that's another takeaway from REMIX, you do get to see things on an international scale, which is an opportunity you don't always get to have. Seeing what's going on in Melbourne and Vienna and America and all of these, different hubs around the world. It's helpful to get that bigger picture so that we can take those ideas and opportunities and share them around as best we can.
James Akers: Picking up on those opportunities then, Jacqueline, you went to a talk about predicting behavior of your audiences.
Jacqueline Ewers: It was a talk from Caroline Butler and it was her research to say you couldn't make behavior predictions based on Gen Z, millennials and that sort of thing.
The predictability across four set generational groups is not there. In fact, far more indicative of what people will do and how they'll interact with the organization is their life stage. You can't lump all millennials into one group and say they're gonna behave in a particular way, because actually there's quite a lot of fragmentation within that.
 I don't know whether anybody saw the Citizens Assembly that the National Gallery has set up? They talked about how they'd recruited people to it. And it reminded me of the fact that we often focus on the audiences that we do have. What the National Gallery had done is they've gone beyond that and they've made an assembly out of people who aren't necessarily coming to the National Gallery.
Of course you can survey them and try and glean some information about how you could get them through the door, how you could get them to interact with the National Gallery. But sometimes that's a bit top line.
And they'd actually gone and created this assembly, which included those voices in a much more in depth interaction.
James Akers: Was it 50 random people from across the country?
Jacqueline Ewers: Yes, their argument was the National Gallery is for everyone, the art belongs to everyone.
Ollie Couling: I heard something the other day. It wasn't at REMIX, but it was quite close to the event. But how there is a huge psychological barrier for many people even to walk through the door of a cultural, venue, like a museum particularly, I think, and just getting reminded about that as an accessibility issue. There are so many things emotional, economic, psychological, physical barriers that just literally stop people from wanting to even walk through the door of these places. And I thought that was just a really good reminder about the kind of work we're doing about, engagement and audience development.
How we need to think more maybe about these barriers and how we can break 'em down. 
James Akers: What I found and I think Stuart mentioned this in his, is about the power of arts and how it can impact your wellbeing. Is that something that you saw, Andy when you went to one of the talks?
Andy Leitch: Yeah, I think on day two the talk that stayed with me was by Sarah Ticho, if I've pronounced that correctly who's an artist and also an NHS employee of longstanding, and she divided her talk into two sections. The first was really around how extensible technologies like, augmented reality and extended reality, can have beneficial effects on people in terms of treatment and she was talking about treatment for depression and improving wellbeing and support for people, who are neurodivergent, et cetera. So that was quite interesting. And then she moved into the second section which really resonated. And that was to do with how this term that's been used a lot, which is creative health.
And it's that thing where the NHS and healthcare and community groups and arts organizations are getting together to try and improve wellbeing. And the evidenced positive effects that art can have on communities and on wellbeing. And that was really interesting. And a lot of that is driven, she was explaining about government policy and that transition from, moving patient care from the hospital to the community moving from analog channels to digital channels and trying to look at prevention rather than treatment.
So the underlying causes, et cetera. And there were some really interesting examples that she showcased around XR and extensible technologies and how those have impacted in a positive way, people's wellbeing. And, artists are creating very innovative, personal projects, which are very interactive for people, maybe using headsets.
And it's going beyond just being artwork that you consume. It's actually having therapeutic benefits. The artists were getting feedback by people saying, I'd like to take this to my doctor. I'd like to take this to my counselor or to my therapist, et cetera.
And there's some really interesting examples in there. One I made a note of was one called Deep XR. Which is a meditative game, which you control through breathing. And it's the idea of just self-regulating your breathing to combat anxiety. And in so doing you' re moving through this underwater world, which sounds really incredible.
And I did make a note of it and I have failed to go and check it out. But that really resonated. And I think, and the other example that she gave was some of these artworks or some of these experiences, if you like, are taken into places like detention centers where young people who are from troubled background, they're finding that violence is dropping in their thinking. And how that's being a, proven outcome. So there's lots of really interesting stuff around creative health. And that comes up quite frequently, I think, on calls as well, where community groups and arts organizations are talking about creative health being a component of what they're trying to deliver.
I thought that was a really excellent talk, the highlight for day two, I think for me.
Ollie Couling: I think that's such an interesting point, Andy, about creative health and how it's becoming more of an important topic. And reason for people making these commissions and stuff, particularly with digital.
Jacqueline Ewers: One of the talks that resonated with me was Samir Padania, he was making a plea for journalism and the values that journalists bring. His talk referenced the power of Google AI overview.
And of course that chimed with our podcast that Tech Champion Monica Thomas, produced recently around how Google AI summaries are reducing, website traffic for individual organizations and beyond for everyone.
And he was all about whether journalists and local journalism will be even a force going forward because he'd seen it being reduced so much. And the value that local journalists had previously been able to give and information was just being taken by Google AI, reproduced, and therefore the journalists weren't getting any income or recognition for the work they'd done in the first place.
It feeds back into artists being recognized for the value of their work. And whether that's, writers or visual artists or be it creative artists of any kind, really isn't it?
Ollie Couling: I suppose one thing about AI overviews that we could look at with optimism, is that naturally, I think at the moment, people's interests are splitting up into much more specific things anyway. I think that's the trend as I see it. We're moving from broadcast to narrow cast as I heard someone say the other day, it might even be in at REMIX. Who knows?
I heard it along the way, and I wrote it down somewhere. This idea of polyculture and how it's just becoming a lot more things out there isn't there that people are interested in. And that's an opportunity for our beautiful sector because we provide lots of interesting stuff.
And, maybe if you front load people with an interesting and specific experience that they're really into, then AI overviews becomes useful. But when it starts to reduce things down, that becomes a problem.
So I suppose it's the opportunity for the smaller, more agile, lean institution or artist to penetrate using that niche as an opportunity. 
Jacqueline Ewers: Yeah, I think Monica delves into that a little bit in the podcast about how to work in this new framework because as you say, there are opportunities and threats probably in equal measure.
James Akers: Yeah, and it's so fast moving all of this, isn't it? And like we've been to REMIX Summit a couple of years now, and to see things changing so rapidly and different stories. 
Jacqueline Ewers: Did you feel it was even broader ranging? So, past REMIX's had focused a lot on AI, I felt. And that side of things perhaps. And this one, it accepted that the landscape is much more complex and so it had that breadth. I think.
Ollie Couling: I totally agree, Jacqueline. I think you're spot on there. 
Andy Leitch: Yeah, I remember last year there were lots of Immersive events and immersive theme parks, all the technologies around that sort of stuff. There were quite a few of them last year, as I recall but there was none of that this year.
Ollie Couling: Do you know what, my summary of this year's one was about how art and culture is a model for change. And we're seeing so much change and art can carry that. It's the vehicle for all of this stuff. So I thought that was very optimistic again and positive for what we can do and the value that our sector provides the world, and I think it's becoming more important that these conversations are happening.
James Akers: Brilliant. I think that's a lovely place to leave the episode. So thank you to all three of you for being with me today and talking through our reflections on the Remix Summit 2026. 
If you do wanna talk to us about these things, we learn by going to these things we make connections with people, and if you want to tap into that, get in touch with us and we'll help you. It's free if you're in England.
Goodbye everybody.
Ollie Couling: Cheers, James.
Jacqueline Ewers: Goodbye
Ollie Couling: Bye. 
