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Scottish Film Exhibition Sector Responses to COVID-19 Report 

 

Overview 

The survey Scottish Film Exhibition Sector Responses to COVID-19 was co-designed by colleagues at 
Screen Scotland, Film Hub Scotland and Regional Screen Scotland and issued to Film Hub Scotland 
members and Regional Screen Scotland A Cinema Near You participants and exhibitors’ database on 
3rd April 2020 - staying open for responses for a period of two weeks. 

 

A total of 73 respondents based in 27 of Scotland’s 32 local authorities responded to the survey 
overall. The majority of respondents were representatives of community cinemas (37%), with film 
festivals (14%), multi-arts venues (11%) and independent cinemas (10% profit and 10% non-profit) 
also figuring highly. Other exhibitors represented were film clubs, film collectives and multiplexes. 

• 25% of the whole cinema exhibition sector in Scotland responded to the survey. 
• Of all the survey respondents, 82% rated COVID-19 as highly or severely impacting their 

operations currently. 

 

Summary of findings 

Exhibitors who operated a building (i.e. multi-arts venues and independent cinemas) were those 
most impacted by COVID-19. These exhibitors were also most likely to be concerned about their 
staff and about audience confidence in returning to cinemas once the immediate danger from the 
crisis has passed. They also required more in terms of clarity from Government on the current 
situation and information from distributors in comparison to other exhibitors.  
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Community cinemas, i.e. those ran by voluntary groups in local venues and which are primarily DVD-
based, requested the least support both now and going forward (perhaps with many taking a pre-
existing pause in their operations over the summer), though their most significant concerns were 
around the long-term viability of their operations and resuming their activity. Only 52% of 
community cinemas were providing any sort of online content for their audiences, whereas 100% of 
the film festivals who responded were providing (mostly accessible) online content currently. Their 
biggest concerns were around forward planning and funding, with only a few expressing specific 
concerns surrounding audience confidence in returning to cinemas.  

Film festivals were most likely to need guidance and advice now and going forward, whereas multi-
arts venues and independent cinemas (both profit and not for profit) felt they most needed funds 
primarily now, with not-for-profit cinemas identifying the need for guidance going forward and for-
profit cinemas specifically highlighting the primary future need for support in rebuilding audiences, 
as well as the need for additional marketing support in doing so. 

• 46% of the independent cinema exhibition sector in Scotland, both for-profit and not-for-
profit cinemas and multi-arts venues, responded to the survey – reporting that they are in 
immediate need of funds. 

• The majority of community cinemas who responded to the survey are concerned about their 
long-term viability, given the current crisis. 
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Concerns currently 

 

The most significant concerns cited for exhibitors’ operations in the short term were, in order of 
importance: 

1. Lack of income (e.g. meeting payments due) 
2. Staff concerns (e.g. paying staff, staff welfare and the possibility of losing temporary staff) 
3. Difficulties around forward planning (e.g. uncertainty about whether to go ahead or go 

online, or simply being unable to plan currently) 
4. Concerns around general inactivity (e.g. the impact on audiences, the fact that organisations 

are currently unable to carry out their main activity of screening films) 

Respondents also cited the current loss of audiences alongside funding concerns and issues around 
postponing and cancelling events (including losing momentum) as further key concerns. 

Quote: “Lack of cash flow for utilities, insurance, building maintenance, and staff payroll should we 
not receive furlough payment in time.” – Independent Cinema (for profit) 

Quote: “We are concerned that we will lose momentum with the current restrictions imposed by 
social distancing and that audience members will slowly disengage.” – Community Cinema 

Quote: “That our capacity to communicate a restart in an effective and confident fashion depends on 
decisions out with our control…We can’t be clear with our audience.”- Multi-arts Venue 
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Concerns going forward 

 

The most significant concerns cited for exhibitors going forward were, in order of importance: 

1. Lack of audience confidence in returning to cinemas (over a third of respondents cited this, 
e.g. customers potentially being reluctant to return) 

2. Resuming film activity (e.g. the challenges and uncertainties involved in resuming activity) 
3. Cash-flow concerns (e.g. the lack of income currently and anticipated slow uptake once 

activities resume) 
4. Long-term viability of operations (e.g. smaller organisations such as community cinemas not 

able to take a financial hit or operate at a loss for any length of time) 

Respondents also cited general uncertainty in timescales for resuming activity (and in what form) as 
a further key concern for the future. 

Quote: “Cash-flow and retention of staff. And, how we are going to start again when there is so 
much uncertainty and challenges to forward planning.” – Independent Cinema (for profit) 

Quote: “That customers will be afraid to come back” – Independent Cinema (not for profit) 

Quote: “That we may never get going again.” – Community Cinema 
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Support accessed to date 

 

The support that exhibitors had accessed to date ranged from a variety of sources including: Screen 
Scotland, Film Hub Scotland and Regional Screen Scotland support; Government support in the form 
of the Job Retention Scheme and Third Sector Resilience Fund; alongside wider film sector support 
from organisations such as UKCA.  

• However, 14% of respondents said that they had received, or knew of, no support to date. 

 

Support required currently 

 

The kinds of support identified by respondents as most needed now, in order of importance, are: 

1. Funds/money (e.g. Government funds not reached organisations yet) 
2. Guidance/advice (e.g. pooling ideas for promoting film activity) 
3. Peer support/mentorship opportunities (e.g. knowledge sharing, access to film specialists) 

Training was also identified as a further possible means of support required currently, which could 
include providing help on how to host online screenings. 

Quote: “Money. At the moment I'm afraid it all comes down to money!” – Independent Cinema (not 
for profit) 

Quote: “More contact with other community cinema folks to share knowledge, access to how online 
film festivals can run - knowledge distributor support for this kind is activity.” – Community Cinema  



6 
 

 

Support required going forward 

 

The kinds of support identified by respondents as most needed once activity is resumed, in order of 
importance, are: 

1. Funds/money (e.g. including support for possible national activity, subsidies for initial restart 
of operations) 

2. Guidance/advice (e.g. sector updates, advice on best practice in the new normal) 
3. Marketing support (e.g. a potential national campaign, promoting the benefit of communal 

cinema-going) 
4. Help rebuilding audience (e.g. reassuring people of their safety when in the cinema) 

For those that operated from a building, there were concerns around challenges of building 
reopening, having to deal with out of date stock and potential equipment failures. Mention was also 
made of the possibility of reduced rates, e.g. on film licence terms as ways of supporting exhibitors 
at a key time when activities are resumed, and the suggestion of a potential national marketing 
campaign to encourage audiences back into cinemas. 

Quote: “Great terms from the industry to kick start the industry. A lot of publicity at a national level 
to encourage people to go to cinemas.” – Independent Cinema (for profit) 

Quote: “further grant support during staged re-opening process, given that annual maintenance has 
been postponed, technical equipment will need to be checked, risk assessments refreshed, and 
marketing progressed - all in advance of resumption of trading” – Multi-arts Venue 

Quote: “advocacy for the benefit of local cinema provision to local govt. priorities.” – Independent 
Cinema (not for profit) 

 

Mitigating impact with online activity 

On the question of whether exhibitors were planning to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on 
operations, 39% of those who responded were not planning online activity of any kind, partly due to 
staff being on furlough or simply not having an online presence/not knowing how to go about things 
online. 42% of respondents were providing online content for their audiences with watch-a-long’s, 
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quizzes, Netflix parties and festival programming, with the remaining 19% preferring to signpost 
towards online content on MUBI and catch-up TV relevant for their audiences.  

On the question of considering issues of access for Disabled/Deaf audiences and those experiencing 
social exclusion, 27% of those who responded were providing a range of accessible online material 
for audiences, whereas 31% were experiencing difficulty in providing accessible material or 
requested guidance on how to do this effectively. 
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