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1. Introduction
The voluntary film society sector within the UK is a vibrant, creative and significant part of the overall landscape of film viewing. This is especially so since in many instances it operates in more remote areas of the country and fills the important gap in access and diversity of programming that the commercial sector often does not provide. 

As a major funder of this sector’s administrative body, The British Federation of Film Societies (BFFS), the UK Film Council commissioned a piece of research in an attempt to understand more about the sector, its needs, problems and aspirations, so that it could ensure that any funds devoted by the UK Film Council to the BFFS in support of its members would be maximised. 

This report outlines the main findings from the research results received and the UK Film Council will use these in developing its strategy for assisting and developing this very important market sector.

2. Executive Summary

Organisation and membership

1. Over half (52.8%) the societies have been in existence for 5 years or less. However, one quarter (25.7%) have been around for over 20 years.
2. Nearly two-thirds are members of BFFS (63.5%).
3. Over one quarter (28.3%) have less than 50 members; the most common number is 51-150 (34.3%). 7% have 500+ members.
4. The mean membership size is 283, but there is wide variation (maximum=8,500, minimum=2).
5. Total membership of the responding societies is 30,356.
6. Over half (54%) of the total membership is female.
7. Over two thirds (69.6%) of the total membership is over the age of 36.
Programming and screenings

8. Over half (51%) show fewer than 15 films per year, while a minority (6.8%) screen 100+ films a year.
9. Over half (52%) screen films fortnightly or more often, while 46.1% have monthly screenings.
10. Just over half (51.5%) have programming advice or support.
11. The most frequently cited source of information about which films to play is 'own knowledge' and 'requests from members', followed by 'reviews in national papers'. This suggests a good degree of self sufficiency. The least cited is 'distributor direct marketing'. 
12. The most common format used by societies is DVD, followed by videotape. The least common format is digibeta.
13. Films are most commonly screened five or more months after theatrical release.
14. Just over a quarter (27.5%) of societies attempt to play a film prior to its video release.
15. The most common method for booking films is via Filmbank, followed by the bfi, although a large number of societies also book films direct from the distributor.
16. Most societies find it easy to identify a film's distributor if it is not affiliated with Filmbank, although a sizeable minority (28.8%) find it difficult.
17. Over half (54.3%) have been unable to book a film because the distributor did not have it in the format required, while nearly a third (30.8%) have been unable to book a film because the distributor was unwilling or unable to deal with the request.
18. Just under half (45.7%) of societies give an average hire cost per print of £80 or less. There is evidence of wide variation, with average costs of up to £120+ cited.
19. Over three quarters (77%) of societies book archive films, although a sizeable minority (45.6%) have had difficulties booking them. The vast majority (83.5%) would like more information about, and access to, archive films. 

20. Over three quarters (76.4%) find it easy to obtain their first choice of film.

21. The majority of societies describe their programming policy as 'specialised or non-mainstream', but many also have a mainstream component.
22. 'Knowledge of the films available' was most commonly cited as the best inducement to programme more specialised films, followed by 'seeing the film'. The least common option was 'knowledge of who the distributor is'.

23. The vast majority (87.9%) of societies produce programme notes and/or film summaries, and over three quarters (76.8%) use stills/images in programmes or publicity. Information for these materials is most commonly sourced from general film web sites, followed by press reviews, and over three quarters (77.6%) find it easy to obtain information and images.
Information and support

24. 'Programming advice/info about the film from a reliable source' is the most favoured option for assistance in choosing and obtaining films (mean rating of 3.8 out of 5), closely followed by 'special screenings' (mean rating 3.7). Views on the usefulness of a 'Central booking agency' are highly polarised, with 30.9% saying it would be 'not at all useful' compared with 45.7% who find it a very useful idea.

3. Background

In summer 2004 the UK Film Council conducted a survey of film societies in the UK.
The research reported here provides a snapshot of this vibrant sector of the UK film landscape. It is an area that is often overlooked in analyses of film viewing in the UK, and recent changes in the UK Film Council's approach to the voluntary exhibition sector provided a timely opportunity to assess its size and make-up. Only by understanding what is happening on the ground can appropriate strategies to support film society activity be developed and, once established, assessed. 
This research has been undertaken by the UK Film Council Distribution and Exhibition department, with assistance from the Research & Statistics Unit. Any enquiries about the study, or support for film societies more generally, should be directed to the Distribution and Exhibition Department on 020 7861 7861 or def.administrator@ukfilmcouncil.org.uk.
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4. Methods
A study of this sort faces a number of methodological challenges. The voluntary film exhibition sector is by its nature hard to ‘pin down’ as there is no central register of film societies. At the time of writing the British Federation of Film Societies has a membership of 171 societies, but this does not include all such groups in the UK (as this survey discovered- see section 3.1). 

Using the information available to it from a variety of sources, the UK Film Council Distribution and Exhibition department sent the questionnaire out to 322 societies identified on its mailing list. 109 responses were received, equivalent to a response rate of 34%.
Responses were not evenly distributed around the country (Table 2.1). It is not clear why this should be the case, although the pattern of responses does broadly match that found in the 2003 BFFS member survey, which reported 25% of its members were from the south west region, followed by 24% in the south of England. 
Table 2.1: National and regional breakdown of respondents

	Nation/region
	n
	%

	SW Screen
	27
	24.8

	Screen South
	19
	17.4

	Screen East
	14
	12.8

	Wales
	14
	12.8

	NW Vision
	13
	11.9

	Scotland
	10
	9.2

	Screen Yorkshire
	4
	3.7

	Film London
	2
	1.8

	Northern Film & Media
	2
	1.8

	Screen West Midlands
	2
	1.8

	EM Media
	1
	0.9

	Northern Ireland
	1
	0.9

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council
The fact that many film societies do not collect detailed personal information about their membership (age, gender, ethnicity, disability etc.) provides this study with its second methodological challenge. Those societies that do not collect this information as a matter of course have had to provide estimates when asked in the survey, which means the data must be treated with caution.

5. Findings
5.1 Organisation and membership
5.1.1 Age of film societies

Over half (52.8%) the societies have been in existence for 5 years or less and around one quarter (25.7%) have been around for over 20 years (Table 3.1). The recent emergence of a large number of new societies suggests this is a healthy and growing sector of the film market in the UK, although this is impossible to confirm in the absence of baseline and historical trend data. The BFFS has reported a growth in its membership in recent years, from 126 in 2002 to 171 at the time of writing and this may be indicative of a rise in the number of societies more generally (source: BFFS annual surveys).
Table 5.1: Age of film societies
	Age
	n
	%

	1-5 years
	37
	34.3

	20+ years
	28
	25.7

	Less than 1 year
	20
	18.5

	6-10 years
	10
	9.3

	11-15 years
	7
	6.4

	16-20 years
	6
	5.5

	Non response
	1
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council
5.1.2 BFFS membership

Membership of the British Federation of Film Societies remains strong (just under two-thirds of respondents), although it is by no means universal (Table 5.2).
Table 5.2: Membership of the BFFS
	Are you a member?
	n
	%

	Yes
	66
	63.5

	No
	38
	36.5

	Non response
	5
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council
We estimate the total number of film societies in the UK to be approximately 320+, which means around half are BFFS members in the total population. As two thirds of respondents are BFFS members the present survey had a higher response rate from this group than non-members.

5.1.3 Membership size

Total membership of all responding film societies stands at 30,356, although it should be noted that three societies with membership over 2,000 include two annual film festivals and a local touring exhibitor. 

The size of individual film society's membership varied enormously. The mean membership size is 283, but there is wide variation (maximum=8,500, minimum=2). When the three largest societies (with memberships of 2,300, 4,000 and 8,500) have been removed the mean membership size is 148. 

Over one quarter (28.3%) of societies have less than 50 members; the most common number is 51-150 (34.3%). 7% have 500+ members (Table 3.3). 
Table 5.3 Size of film society membership
	Number of members
	n
	%

	51-150
	34
	34.3

	Less than or equal to 50
	28
	28.3

	151-250
	20
	20.2

	251-500
	10
	10.1

	1000+
	4
	4.0

	501-1000
	3
	3.0

	Non response
	10
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council
Note: three respondents have a membership over 2,000 (2,300, 4,000 and 8,500) and they include a local touring exhibitor and two annual film festivals.
5.1.4 Demographic profile of the membership

Table 5.4 reveals the demographic make-up of film society membership in the UK. Film societies tend to have more female members, and the membership is likely to be aged 36 and over. In contrast, the most frequent cinema goers are 15-24 year olds (52% claim to go to the cinema at least once a months compared with only 14% of the 35+ age group; source: CAVIAR 21). Film societies therefore attract an older age group than mainstream cinema goers.
Table 5.4: Film society membership by gender and age
	Gender
	%

	Male
	46.0

	Female
	54.0

	TOTAL
	100.0

	Age
	

	Aged under 19
	5.8

	Aged 19-25
	6.3

	Aged 26-35
	18.3

	Aged 36+
	69.6

	TOTAL
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council
5.2 Programming and screenings

5.2.1 Number of screenings

Over half of responding societies show 15 or fewer films a year (Table 3.5). A significant minority show between 16 and 30 films per year (29.4%), while 6.8% show 100+ titles annually.
Table 5.5: Number of films screened annually
	Number of screenings
	n
	%

	Less than or equal to 10
	26
	25.5

	11-15
	26
	25.5

	16-20
	16
	15.7

	21-30
	14
	13.7

	31-50
	8
	7.8

	51-100
	5
	4.9

	200+
	4
	3.9

	101-200
	3
	2.9

	Non response
	7
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council

5.2.2 Frequency of screenings

Table 5.6 shows the majority of societies screen films fortnightly or more frequently (52%), while 46.12% have monthly screenings. 

Table 5.6: Screening frequency
	Screening frequency
	n
	%

	Monthly
	47
	46.1

	Fortnightly
	29
	28.4

	Weekly
	17
	16.7

	More than one per week
	7
	6.9

	Annually
	2
	1.9

	Non response
	7
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council

5.2.3 Formats

Having established the number and frequency of screenings, respondents were asked what formats they play films on. Table 5.7 shows that the most common format used by film societies is DVD, followed by video tape. More traditional formats (35mm and 16mm) are used by a minority of films societies.
Table 5.7: Formats

	Format
	n
	% of film societies

	DVD
	83
	76.1

	Video tape
	53
	48.6

	35mm
	32
	29.4

	16mm
	25
	22.9

	Digibeta
	4
	3.7

	Other
	8
	7.3


Source: UK Film Council
Note: respondents could tick more than one category so % does not total 100%
5.2.4 Screening window

Film societies tend to screen films more than 6 months after they have been released theatrically, although a number did have screenings within a shorter window after release (Table 5.8).

Table 5.8: Length of time screened after theatrical release
	Period
	n
	% of film societies

	More than 6 months
	63
	57.8

	5-6 months
	31
	28.4

	Within 3 months
	18
	16.5

	3-4 months
	18
	16.5


Source: UK Film Council
Note: respondents could tick more than one category so % does not total 100%

This trend is confirmed in Table 5.9, which shows only 32% of societies try to play a film prior to its video/DVD release.
Table 5.9: Play proximity to video/DVD release
	Do you try to show films prior to video/DVD release?
	n
	%

	Yes
	30
	31.9

	No
	64
	68.1

	Non response
	15
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council
5.2.5 Film selection and booking

The selection of films to play tends to be based on the society's own knowledge of films, although BFFS screenings and newsletters are also important sources of such information (Table 3.10).

Table 5.10: Sources of information about which films to play

	
	n
	% of film societies

	Own knowledge
	91
	83.5

	Requests from members
	91
	83.5

	Review in national papers
	80
	73.4

	BFFS screenings 
	48
	44.0

	BFFS newsletter
	45
	41.3

	Distributor direct marketing
	36
	33.0


Source: UK Film Council
Note: respondents could tick more than one category so % does not

total 100%
Film booking is most likely to be handled by Filmbank or the bfi (Table 5.11), although a significant minority (39.4%) may also book films directly through a distributor. 

Table 5.11: Film booking
	Booking source
	n
	% of film societies

	Filmbank
	68
	62.4

	Bfi
	61
	55.9

	Directly through distributor
	43
	39.4

	Other
	31
	28.4

	Outsource booking to 3rd party
	17
	15.6


Source: UK Film Council
Note: respondents could tick more than one category so % does not

total 100%
Respondents were also asked whether they had ever tried to book a film but had been unable to because the distributor did not have the film in the format needed. Just over half (54.3%) claimed to have had this experience, which might explain the popularity of Filmbank as a source of bookings.
A smaller, but still significant, proportion (30.8%) of respondents claimed they had tried to book a film but had been unable because the distributor was unwilling or unable to deal with the request. It may be that some distributors are failing in the quality of service offered to the voluntary exhibition sector, or film societies may be making unreasonable requests. Alternatively distributors may be redirecting film societies they cannot help to other possible sources. Further research is necessary to determine which, if any, of these suppositions is correct.
Archive films are popular with film societies; over three quarters of respondents (77%) claim to book them. However, booking archive films is not always without difficulties, as reported by 45.6% of respondents.

Overall, however, film societies do not appear to have too much difficulty obtaining their first choice of films. Respondents were asked to rate the ease with which they obtain first choice titles on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being not at all easy), and the mean score was 4 (Table 5.12). 

Table 5.12: Ease of obtaining first choice films

	Rating
	n
	%

	1 not at all easy
	3
	3.4

	2
	8
	8.9

	3
	10
	11.2

	4
	32
	36.0

	5 very easy
	36
	40.4

	
	
	

	Non response
	20
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0

	
	
	

	Mean rating
	4.0
	


Source: UK Film Council
Even when a distributor is not affiliated to Filmbank the majority of respondents have no trouble in identifying them to make a booking directly (Table 3.13). However, a significant minority (28.8%) do have some difficulty, and this may be an area where further information and support is required.

Table 5.13: Ease of identifying the distributor of a film is, 

if not affiliated with Filmbank

	Rating
	n
	%

	1 not at all easy
	11
	15.1

	2
	10
	13.7

	3
	8
	11.0

	4
	18
	24.7

	5 very easy
	26
	35.6

	
	
	

	Non response
	36
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0

	
	
	

	Mean rating
	3.5
	


Source: UK Film Council
5.2.6 Rental costs

Average rental costs vary considerably, with the majority of respondents (54.3%) citing costs of £81 and over (Table 3.14). Just over a fifth of respondents cited costs of £70 or less, while 3.2% quoted rental costs of more than £120.

Table 5.14: Average rental costs
	Average costs
	n
	%

	£71-£80
	22
	23.4

	£70 or less
	21
	22.3

	£91-£100
	15
	16.0

	£81-£90
	11
	11.7

	£101-£120
	11
	11.7

	£120+
	3
	3.2

	Multiple responses
	11
	11.7

	Non responses
	15
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0


Source: UK Film Council
5.2.7 Programming policy
Respondents were asked to characterise the nature of their programming policy. Table 5.15 shows that 'specialised or non-mainstream' programming was most common (83% of societies had a specialised element), followed by 'mainstream' (60.5%).
Table 5.15: Programming policy
	Description
	n
	% of all societies

	Specialised or non-mainstream
	91
	83.5

	Mainstream
	66
	60.5

	Children's films
	41
	37.6

	Other
	33
	30.3

	Bollywood/other 
	29
	26.6


Source: UK Film Council
Note: respondents could tick more than one category so % does not total 100%
A clear majority of film societies have a programming policy that involves specialised or non-mainstream films. This is to be expected given the older age profile of the membership (who may be expected to have broader, non-mainstream tastes) and film societies' role in providing access to films not necessarily available elsewhere (including archive material). 

When reflecting on the level of specialised film provision, respondents were asked what factors might encourage them to screen more non-mainstream titles. Table 5.16 reveals that the most commonly cited incentive was greater knowledge of the films available, followed by actually seeing the film in question. Print cost and knowledge of the distributors were much less commonly cited.
Table 5.16: Incentives for more specialised programming
	Incentive
	n
	% of all societies

	Knowledge of the films available
	69
	63.3

	Seeing the film
	60
	55.0

	Advice on what's 'good or not good' from a trusted source
	54
	49.5

	Film available prior to DVD release
	45
	41.2

	Availability of publicity materials
	38
	34.8

	Lower cost
	38
	34.8

	Knowledge of who the distributor is
	37
	33.9


Source: UK Film Council
Note: respondents could tick more than one category so % does not total 100%
5.2.8 Programme materials
The vast majority of film societies produce programme notes and/or film summaries to accompany screenings (88%). Over three quarters (76.8%) of these use stills and film images in programme notes and publicity. Table 3.17 indicates the most popular sources for obtaining these materials.
Table 5.17: Sources of film information and images
	Source
	n
	% of all societies

	General film web site
	78
	71.6

	Press reviews
	63
	57.8

	The film's own web site
	54
	49.5

	Distributor
	37
	33.9

	Other
	35
	32.1


Source: UK Film Council
Note: respondents could tick more than one category so % does not total 100%

Reliance on widely available public sources (like web sites and press reviews) is clearly demonstrated, and Table 5.18 shows that on the whole film societies find it easy to obtain the materials they need for programme notes and publicity.
Table 5.18: Ease of obtaining film information and images
	Rating
	n
	%

	1 not at all easy
	4
	4.3

	2
	5
	5.3

	3
	11
	11.7

	4
	24
	25.5

	5 very easy
	49
	52.1

	
	
	

	Non response
	15
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0

	
	
	

	Mean rating
	4.1
	


Source: UK Film Council
However, a significant minority (21%) of societies indicated that difficulty in obtaining these materials has affected their choice of film at one time or another. 

5.3 Information and support
5.3.1 Programming advice

Respondents were asked if they have any programming advice or support from third parties and just over half (51.5%) confirmed they do. 
Information about archive films and how to access them is one area of particular interest to film societies. 83.5% of the respondents said they would benefit from more of such information. 

To tease out what practical steps might improve support for film societies, respondents were offered three options and asked to rate their usefulness (Tables 5.19 to 5.21).
Special screenings were felt to be 'very useful' by just over half the respondents (52.7%), although opinion is somewhat divided with just over a quarter (25.7%) that felt they would not be useful (Table 5.19).

Table 5.19: Special screenings
	Rating
	n
	%

	1 not at all useful
	10
	13.5

	2
	9
	12.2

	3
	10
	13.5

	4
	6
	8.1

	5 very useful
	39
	52.7

	
	
	

	Non response
	35
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0

	
	
	

	Mean rating
	3.7
	


Source: UK Film Council
The most popular form of support was programming advice from a reliable source. 58.4% of respondents felt it would be 'very useful' (Table 5.20). However, even this option was felt 'not at all useful' by nearly one-fifth of respondents (18.0%).

Table 5.20: Programming advice from a reliable source
	Rating
	n
	%

	1 not at all useful
	16
	18.0

	2
	7
	7.9

	3
	7
	7.9

	4
	7
	7.9

	5 very useful
	52
	58.4

	
	
	

	Non response
	20
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0

	
	
	

	Mean rating
	3.8
	


Source: UK Film Council
The proposal of a central booking agency polarised opinion. Nearly half (45.7%) of respondents felt it would be 'very useful' while nearly one third (30.9%) felt such an agency would 'not be useful at all' (Table 5.21).
Table 5.21: Central booking agency

	Rating
	n
	%

	1 not at all useful
	25
	30.9

	2
	9
	11.1

	3
	7
	8.6

	4
	3
	3.7

	5 very useful
	37
	45.7

	
	
	

	Non response
	28
	

	TOTAL
	109
	100.0

	
	
	

	Mean rating
	3.2
	


Source: UK Film Council

[end]
PAGE  
22

