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Abstract 

This research explores the complex, multifaceted and contested subject of risk in the film 

business. The context is predominantly the UK independent film sector, although this is 

linked to, and affected by, the activity of large media companies including the Major studios, 

the international marketplace and other audio-visual sectors such as high-end television 

(HETV). 

How risk is understood and managed in the film industry has a substantial impact upon which 

films are financed, produced and seen. Risk can therefore have dramatic implications on the 

impact of film – as a public good in its ability to help us engage with the world and each 

other, and with regard to economic returns for individuals and companies involved in film-

making. 

 

The research has examined the, experience-driven practices and thought processes, technical 

methods and material toolkits, and business structures by which practitioners and the sector 

overall understand and manage specific sources of risk and broader industry uncertainties.  

Research methods used include, primarily, analysis of consultations with over 40 high-level 

film industry professionals from across the film value chain (the sequential sub-sectors, 

including production, distribution and exhibition – hereafter referred to as the FVC), and 

consultations with three world-leading academics. Participation was voluntary and anonymity 

offered for interviewees in order to access the richest information. The insights of these 

experts were analysed alongside any data or demonstrations that they provided. In addition, at 

the secondary level, some 300 documents were analysed, including company literature, 

academic research and industry reports. 

 

Risk in the film industry is a pervasive and complex concept, predominantly associated with 

the potential for financial loss or reward, and composed of multiple, deeply interrelated 

sources across the creative and business elements of the value chain. Understanding risk and 

its management is key to building the sector and attracting investment – and a key issue 

therefore for policy-makers and industry support agencies. 

Key Findings 

There is poor information provision concerning risk in the film business and a knowledge 

gap has developed as a result. This has negative implications for industry practitioners, 

policy-makers and policy innovation. This knowledge gap adversely affects access to 

finance, the development of new business models and the wider diffusion of 

commercial best practice throughout the industry. 

This problem stems from the multiple and sometimes contradictory understanding of, and 

responses to, risk across project, business and market environment contexts. Poor 

information availability and lack of clear understanding infects much general 

commentary on the state of the industry with the consequence that much of it is lacking 
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in insight and commercial awareness and the nature of film industry risk characteristics 

is obscured.  

The use of data-oriented approaches for specific, bounded tasks is under-explored, 

especially within the independent sector. This is partly due to incomplete understanding 

of risk concepts, which blurs complex distinctions between reverse engineering 

(attempting to replicate past successes) and derived demand (demand based on an 

intermediary’s requirements, not the end user). Inadequate resources for accessing data-

driven techniques means that companies are unable to benefit from all potentially 

available insights into business-relevant risks. 

To account for its complexity, risk in the film business is usefully considered in relation to 

the following themes:  

• Extended processes: the ongoing core film-making activity with risk 

management implicitly embedded e.g. development conversion, project access 

and selection; 

• Industry tools and approaches to project and market analysis: the specific 

devices that help to organise and mobilise the value chain e.g. revenue forecast 

ultimates, sales estimates, and finance plans; 

• Conditions of interpretation: the motivations, rationalisations and impacts of 

organisational / national industry cultures; and 

• Business structures: integrated models, cross-FVC boundary alignment and 

negotiated balance of power arrangements.  

This analytical approach helps to show that risk is generally framed, or even intuited, rather 

than calculated, and that this process occurs across a sliding scale of formality. 

The picture that emerges from this research is of a sector which is largely impenetrable to 

outsiders and sometimes a mystery even to itself. Risk is universally acknowledged but is 

insufficiently understood or rationally differentiated within the industry. Endemic sector 

under-capitalisation is lamented and taken as a given, but there is little evidence of active, 

consistent consideration being given by practitioners and policy-makers to addressing its 

causes. Based on the views expressed by respondents in this study a main reason for under-

capitalisation and consequential systemic commercial fragility seems clear: too little 

dependable information and, much more important, too little widely diffused sector 

knowledge in the sense of developed business skills and shared commercial understanding. 

A number of proposals for future work, plus a single enabling recommendation, emerge from 

the analysis presented in this report. The overall conclusion of this research is that long-term 

positive change and sector reinvigoration in the UK film industry may be possible, but is 

highly conditional. There is no ‘silver bullet’, but one crucial requirement for releasing the 

sector’s potential is greater data transparency. The greatly increased strategic use of 

information is a necessary if not a sufficient condition for maximising industry returns from 

UK creativity in film.  

What is required is the development of new, coherent mechanisms for collecting, processing 

and disseminating industry data so that, subject to genuine considerations of commercial 

sensitivity, the benefits of such data become accessible to all businesses operating across the 

FVC. To be clear, this is not a recommendation for attempting simplistic reverse engineering 

of success from historic data, but for building and opening up datasets from (largely) existing 

but currently inaccessible repositories of information to help inform business decision-

making. 
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The most persuasive approach to addressing the requirement for better information will require 

the creation of a new, institutionally accredited and appropriately supported industry resource 

designed to enable state-of-the-art data collection and dissemination and promote best practice 

in its commercial use. This resource would be best established under the governance of industry 

trade bodies, accounting professionals and other industry stakeholders. Amongst other things 

this vehicle for applied analysis would undertake the urgent examination of technologically-

enabled approaches to risk mitigation, including applications of blockchain technology. It 

would enable multiple routes of engagement with industry data and also address integration 

with EU and wider international initiatives. 

The aim would be to support the following outcomes and make recommendations as to their 

optimal delivery:  

• The institutional accreditation of industry information and data so as to promote 

greater transparency and investor confidence in the sector;  

• The enabling of appropriately-resourced sector data analysis; 

• The consolidation and dissemination of information about best practice in film 

industry accounting standards; and 

• The provision of leadership and guidance on the use of technology-based approaches 

to risk issues including blockchain architecture and shared and anonymised 

computation, to facilitate better industry understanding in areas such as audience 

analysis. 

In addition, two further proposals for detailed work have emerged, although both are more 

complex and possibly more contested than those outlined above:  

• The examination of enhanced research and development (R&D) support options for 

content businesses throughout the wider creative economy, including exploration of 

tax-advantaged models; and  

• The investigation of a deeper policy focus on developing support for domestic content 

businesses associated with inward investment flows and related industry infrastructure. 
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