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Introduction

Any account of 2023 for the UK cinema sector and indeed 
for the global cinema sector – begins with one word – 
‘Barbenheimer’. 

The extraordinary public response to the simultaneous 
release of Barbie and Oppenheimer, and the unique 
cultural moment these films represented, provided the 
strongest possible evidence of the power of the big screen 
experience. Perhaps as remarkable as their exceptional 
success at the box office was the extent to which the 
cinema-going public embraced the marketing campaigns 
around these two very different films, with endless memes 
and cultural references across all ages and backgrounds.

While hugely welcome, their performance – and that of 
a range of other high profile releases across the year – 
should not however be allowed to mask the challenges 
that still confronted the sector during the year, few if any 
of its own making.

With cost of living pressures for customers and 
cinema operators alike already a concern, the growing 
momentum of the post-pandemic recovery seen at the 
end of 2022 and into 2023 was further hindered in the 
second half of the year by the writers’ and actors’ strikes 
in the US, and their impact on the film slate.

Indeed, these set-backs were all the more frustrating 
given the clear and positive signs of further recovery 
seen in a number of areas across the year.

The second National Cinema Day generated an 
incredible 1.56 million admissions in one day, surpassing 
the 2022 edition and acting as a key showcase for the 
unique big screen experience.

And Compare the Market extended their ground-
breaking Meerkat Movies 2 for 1 cinema ticket 
partnership with the UK industry for another five 
years, making it the longest-running UK cinema ticket 
promotion of its kind.

For the Association, the year saw a number of significant 
ongoing workstreams picking up momentum. 
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This included in particular our work on sustainability, 
where the levels of engagement with – and enthusiasm 
for – this area of activity evident at our annual 
conference in March added fresh impetus and led us on 
a path which will in 2024 see the launch of the very first 
sector-wide ‘Road Map to Net Zero’.

Our work on disability and access and in particular on the 
provision of captioned screenings for deaf and hard of 
hearing audiences – an area of focus for a decade and 
more – reached a crucial milestone as we moved towards 
the potential roll-out of a new personalised solution 
developed as a result of our Technology Challenge Fund.

And the announcement of an inquiry by the Commons 
Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee into British 
Film and High End TV provided the Association with an 
important opportunity to set out its own prospectus on 
the needs of the sector, particularly important as we look 
to a General Election some time in 2024. 

As ever, the Association was in other areas called on to 
defend the interests of its members, most notably in 
opposing potential changes to the current regulations 
around film booking – a vital ‘backstop’ for many cinema 
operators – and robustly rejecting unprincipled attempts 
by the music rights collection agency PRS for Music to 
increase still further their ‘take’ from the bottom line of all 
of our members. 

Progress in all of these areas – and others as set out in 
this annual report – was only possible with the support of 
our members and in particular those who gave up time 
to be part of our Executive Board. We also relied hugely 
on the support of and input from many colleagues across 
the wider industry. 

A huge thank you to them all.

The Association looks forward to continuing to work closely 
with all of our members and partners in 2024 and beyond. 

Phil Clapp
Chief Executive
UK Cinema Association

Any account of 2023 for 
the UK cinema sector and 

indeed for the global cinema 
sector – begins with one 

word – ‘Barbenheimer’. 
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UK cinema performance 
 – an overview
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THE UK YEAR IN REVIEW
SUMMARY
1.1	 2023 began with significant hopes for the continued 
recovery of the sector, bolstered by the positive response 
of cinema audiences to a range of titles released across 
2022, and in particular the success of Avatar: The Way of 
Water, which continued to drive admissions well into the 
New Year. 

1.2	 While recovery to the levels of attendance seen 
immediately pre-pandemic – years which saw the highest level 
of admissions for almost 50 years – was always going to be a 
longer-term ambition, there were hopes that the year would 
prove to be another key step forward in that regard. 

1.3	 The monthly figures for UK admissions in 2023, and the 
top ten films for the year, are set out below.

		  Cinema	 Cinema
		  admissions	 admissions
Month		  2023	 2022

January		  8,606,271 	 8,195,772 

February		  9,206,408 	  11,134,546 

March		  8,234,751 	 8,422,607 

April		  11,453,626 	  10,821,011 

May		  9,563,166	 11,257,394

June		  8,905,084	 11,861,867

July		  17,600,142	 13,298,179

August		  14,576,128	 9,267,827

September		  7,444,987	 6,468,371

October		  9,027,927	 9,210,112

November		  7,450,686	 8,083,216

December		  11,549,702	 9,264,879

Total		  123,618,878	 117,285,781

Source: Cinema Advertising Association	

				  
			  Revenue
	 Title	 Distributor	 £m

1	 Barbie	 Warner Bros	 87.0

2	 Oppenheimer	 Universal	 52.8

3	 The Super Mario Bros. Movie	 Universal	 50.0

4	 Wonka	 Warner Bros	 45.9

5	 Guardians Of The Galaxy Vol. 3	 Walt Disney	 34.3

6	 Spider-Man: Across The Spider-Verse	 Sony	 28.0

7	 The Little Mermaid	 Walt Disney	 25.4

8	 Mission: Impossible – Dead Reckoning Part One	 Paramount	 24.4

9	 Avatar: The Way Of Water	 Walt Disney	 23.7

10	Puss In Boots: The Last Wish	 Universal	 23.4

Source: ComScore 
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THE YEAR IN DETAIL
1.4	 2023 began with cinemas still enjoying the runaway 
success of Avatar: the Way of Water, released at the end of 
the previous year and a film which would go on to generate 
over £71 million at the box office, becoming the second 
largest film of 2022 (after Top Gun: Maverick). That success 
was complemented by the performance of two other 
very different titles: Whitney Houston: I Wanna Dance with 
Somebody and M3gan.

1.5	 While the family film Puss in Boots: The Last Wish, the 
superhero title Ant-Man and the Wasp: Quantumania and 
the action films Creed III and John Wick 4 kept box office 
ticking over, it was April before the UK saw the first genuine 
blockbuster of the year, with The Super Mario Bros. Movie 
proving an exceptional hit with family audiences, going on 
to generate over £50 million in revenues.

1.6	 The Summer months kicked off in May with Marvel’s 
Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 3, supported by the notable 
success also of Fast X and The Little Mermaid and soon 
joined by Spider-Man: Across The Spider-Verse, which won 
plaudits from critics and audiences alike and went on to 
make almost three times the box office of its predecessor. 

1.7	 July however saw the beginning of one of the most 
extraordinary periods for UK cinemas in recent times, 
whether pre- or post-pandemic, with the simultaneous 
release towards the end of that month of Barbie and 
Oppenheimer. These were two very different titles, one a 
feminist spin on the children’s toy, the other an intense and 
complex bio-pic of ‘The Father of the Atom Bomb’, J. Robert 

Oppenheimer. But driven by the excitement and engagement 
of their collective audiences, they combined to establish a 
unique cultural moment, collectively termed by the media as 
“Barbenheimer”. 

1.8	 Barbie in particular captured the public imagination in 
an extraordinary way, enjoying an exceptional extended run 
on cinema screens well into the Autumn months, generating 
over £87 million at the box office and making it by some way 
the biggest film of the year.

1.9	 Oppenheimer would in any year also have been seen as 
an extraordinary success, going on to be the biggest UK film 
of director Christopher Nolan’s career, its final total revenues 
of almost £53 million surpassing his previous high points of 
Dunkirk and The Dark Knight. 

1.10	 Perhaps understandably overshadowed but also 
noteworthy during this time was the performance of Mission: 
Impossible – Dead Reckoning Part One – the most successful 
film of that franchise at the UK box office.

1.11	 Despite all of this positive news around the sector, these 
were also months overshadowed by labour disputes in the 
US, with the screen-writers’ union and then the actors’ union 
engaged in strikes which had an increasing impact on the 
film slate in the second half of the year, and saw a number 
of key titles scheduled for release in the Summer months 
onwards moved to later dates. Amongst those affected was 
the much-anticipated Dune Part II, which moved from its 
original November release date to March 2024.
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1.12	 As a consequence in part of the above, the months that 
followed were comparatively low-key, with no major box office 
titles, save for the exceptional success of the event cinema 
release Taylor Swift: the Eras Tour, excitement around which 
amongst her extensive fanbase resulted in a record-breaking 
£12 million plus at the UK box office, this despite its limited run.

1.13	 While thankfully 2023 ended on a more upbeat note 
with the release in early December of the crowd-pleasing 
family film Wonka – a title which went on to generate over 
£50 million – the final admissions level of 123,618,878, while 
over 5 per cent up on the 2022, was probably something of 
a disappointment, reflecting in the main the ‘chilling’ effect 
of US strike action on the slate in the second half the year.

EUROPEAN CINEMA SECTOR
1.14	 For most other film territories across Europe, 2023 
was also a year of further recovery following the impacts 
of the pandemic. Notable amongst those territories seeing 
the biggest uplifts was Italy, where the local title C’è Ancora 
Domani (There’s Still Tomorrow) topped the box office for 
the year, outstripping even Barbie. 

1.15	 As the table here demonstrates, the UK cinema sector 
lagged behind many of its European competitors in terms of 
the strength of its recovery, in the main due to those other 
territories’ ability to rely on a strong slate of domestic film 
content. In contrast, British films generated less than ten 
per cent of overall box office, the second lowest figure in 20 
years and an issue which is the subject of ongoing discussion 
with the BFI and government.

	 Cinema box office	 Cinema box office	
	 2023	 2022	 Change

Country	 million	 million	  %

Austria (EUR)	 125.4	 100.0	 25.4

Belgium (EUR)	 167.2	 141.7	 18.0

Denmark (DKK)	 1,005.9	 994.1	 1.2

Finland (EUR)	 93.6	 72.3	 29.4

France (EUR)	 1,335.8	 1,094.4	 22.1

Germany (EUR)	 929.1	 722.0	 28.7

Ireland (EUR)	 101.7	 91.6	 11.1

Italy (EUR)	 495.7	 306.7	 61.6

Netherlands (EUR)	 338.1	 258.5	 30.8

Norway (NOK)	 1,226.0	 1,106.2	 10.8

Portugal (EUR)	 72.9	 55.4	 31.7

Russia (RUB)	  39,004.3 	  23,667.6 	 64.8

Spain (EUR)	 504.5	 394.6	 27.9

Sweden (SEK)	 1,548.9	 1,389.5	 11.5

Switzerland (CHF)	 176.6	 143.5	 23.0

Turkey (TRY)	 2,812.1	 1,350.4	 108.2* 

UK (GBP)	 979.2	 903.5	 8.4

Source: UNIC, all local currency

* Primarily a result of high levels of inflation and currency fluctuations.
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GLOBAL CINEMA SECTOR
1.16	 The global ranking of major international cinema 
territories – shown here – saw almost all, with the notable 
exception of Japan, continue their recovery from the 
impacts of the pandemic. 

1.17	 As might be expected, the differing pace of recovery 
from territory to territory again saw a minor reshuffling 
of the rankings, with Germany – which had seen a strong 
performance across the year – overtaking South Korea. 
While China remained second to the US, its market saw an 
extraordinary resurgence, driven by strong local content 
and continuing expansion of the cinema infrastructure.

1.18	 Despite the challenges presented to the UK recovery, 
the territory maintained its sixth position overall.

		  Cinema box office	 Cinema box office	
		  2023	 2022	 Change

	 Country	 $ million	 $ million	  %

1	 USA	 8,383.0	 6,900.0	 21.5

2	 China	 7,755.0	 4,447.2	 74.4

3	 Japan	 1,576.8	 1,622.0	 -2.8

4	 India	 1,480.2	 1,353.3	 9.4

5	 France*	 1,395.5	 1,126.7	 23.9

6	 UK	 1,216.2	 1,111.3	 9.4

7	 Germany	 1,004.5	 760.3	 32.1

8	 South Korea	 965.8	 897.9	 7.6

9	 Australia	 654.4	 652.3	 0.3

Source: OMDIA – variances with figures above due to currency differences 
*Provisional figures
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Strategic Issues
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2.1	 Alongside its work to support members with a range of 
operational and regulatory issues, the Association also seeks 
to engage on a number of areas of strategic importance to 
the success and growth of the sector, either directly or through 
partners. Below is a headline account of the relevant activities 
of the Association. 

RELEASE WINDOWS
2.2	 The Association strongly supports the principle of 
maintaining a clear ‘window’ between a film’s theatrical 
release and its release on other platforms, believing that 
this ensures that audiences continue to enjoy the widest 
possible range of films in their optimum environment, 
the cinema theatre. It is the unique nature of the cinema 
experience that means that so many cinemas across the UK 
remain key focal points for their local communities.

2.3	 While pre-pandemic the average theatrical release 
window had remained more or less constant at around 
110 days, during the period when cinemas were closed or 
operating under capacity and other restrictions, a number 
of studios took the opportunity to release films on short 
windows or in some cases as simultaneous ‘day and date’ 
experiments on their own or others’ streaming platforms. 

2.4	 Whatever the rationale for these approaches – and 
the pandemic required all businesses to find new ways of 
generating income – it is undeniable that those films without 
a significant window (or any kind of theatrical release) 
suffered in terms of public awareness and consequently 
generated lower revenues than would otherwise have been 
the case. That the vast majority of theatrical releases in 2023 
enjoyed a more significant window was therefore particularly 

welcome. It also, data confirms, optimised not just box office 
revenues but also levels of income in subsequent stages of 
each film’s life.

2.5	 While all of this news was positive, it remains the case 
that the length of the window had by the end of 2023 still not 
returned to a place where it was seen as sufficient by the 
many smaller Association members who do not play titles 
on release, and for whom a window of only a few weeks is of 
little comfort. 

FILM DISTRIBUTION
2.6	 The relationship between UK cinema operators and 
their counterparts in theatrical film distribution remains a 
crucial one, with each dependent on the other in ensuring a 
profitable and growing business. That sense of partnership 
and mutual dependence is also reflected in the Association’s 
relationship with its counterpart trade body, the Film 
Distributors’ Association (FDA).

2.7	 For reasons of competition law as well as expertise, 
the Association has no formal role in the commercial 
negotiations between its members and colleagues in film 
distribution, though does maintain a weather eye on the 
general nature of the relationship. The organisation was 
however in 2023 required to offer an opinion on relevant 
matters when the Competition and Markets Authority 
(CMA), the body governing UK competition law, put forward 
a proposal that The Films (Exhibition Periods) Order 1996, a 
longstanding piece of regulation that provides in many ways 
a ‘backstop’ to such relationships, might be reviewed and – 
ultimately perhaps – revoked.
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2.8	 The Order, which followed a (then) Monopoly 
and Mergers Commission inquiry into anti-competitive 
practices in the sector in the 1990s, sets a limit on the 
periods for which a distributor can require a cinema 
operator to play a particular film, and specifically prevents 
the type of ‘block booking’ practices which were prevalent 
at the time, and which proved particularly problematic for 
those sites with a small number of screens and thus more 
limited flexibility when it came to programming. 

2.9	 Although there was no sense that colleagues in film 
distribution would wish to see those practices return, there 
was a desire amongst all Association members to see the 
safeguards presented by this piece of regulation – one of 
the few governing the sector – retained. As a result, the 
organisation submitted a robust response opposing any 
change to the formal CMA consultation, arguing on the 
grounds of competitiveness, diversity and audience choice.

2.10	 As the year closed, there was no sign that the CMA 
were planning to return to this issue. 

FILM THEFT
2.11	 While its support for the specific actions taken to 
tackle ‘source’ piracy in cinemas is covered elsewhere in 
this report, during 2023 the Association continued to work 
closely with partners across the film and wider audio-visual 
sector to ensure that everything possible was being done 
to meet the challenges of film theft.

INDUSTRY TRUST FOR IP AWARENESS
2.12 Latest statistics indicate that almost half of ‘regular 
infringers’ (those who consume illegally-sourced film 
content at least once each month) also go to the cinema 
on a monthly basis, in fact on average at more than five 
times the rate of non-infringers. It is therefore crucial to find 
ways to encourage cinema-goers to choose the immersive 
big screen experience rather than engaging in illegal 
content consumption. 

2.13 The Industry Trust for IP Awareness, supported by the 
UK Cinema Association through the cross-industry body 
Cinema First, but also by a range of organisations and 
companies spanning the entirety of home entertainment 
and retail, is central to these efforts and to the aims 
of fostering a society where everyone contributes to 
safeguarding intellectual property.

2.14 The Trust’s long-running Moments Worth Paying 
For campaign, which is supported across the entire UK 
cinema sector, continued during 2023 to offer exclusive 
content featuring talent from upcoming releases, including 
contributions from the casts of both Dungeons and 
Dragons: Honour Amongst Thieves and Barbie. Serving 
as a reminder of the exceptional cinema experience and 
aiming to boost audience engagement and attendance, in 
total the campaign was viewed over 156 milllion times 
during the year, including 8 million times on the big screen.
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2.15	 Alongside its important communications work, the 
Trust also continued during the year to be a vital source of 
insight into the nature and extent of illegal film consumption. 
In particular its ongoing tracking work identified an 
interesting new trend amongst ‘lapsed infringers’, many of 
whom cited preferring to see films at the cinema as a reason 
for no longer consuming illegally-sourced film content. 

2.16	 While research confirmed that value perceptions of the 
cinema sector amongst this group were broadly in line with 
the wider population, it also suggested that they had a higher 
aversion to the risk of computer viruses resulting from their 
accessing infringing content. This insight suggests that there 
is an opportunity here for targeted strategies to highlight 
those concerns and more effectively combat infringement.

COMMONS CULTURE, MEDIA AND SPORT 
SELECT COMMITTEE INQUIRY
2.17	 The House of Commons has a system of all party 
Select Committees, many of them established to 
‘shadow’ certain sectors and scrutinise the work of the 
corresponding Government Department. The most relevant 
of these to the Association is the Culture, Media and Sport 
Select Committee.

2.18	 It was a point of particular interest therefore when in 
July the Committee announced plans to launch an inquiry 
into the current challenges faced by the British film and 
high-end television industries. Even more notably, the Terms 
of Reference accompanying the inquiry specifically called 
out the issues facing the UK’s film exhibition sector, as did 
an accompanying public consultation exercise seeking 
views and opinions.

2.19	 Drawing on input in particular from its Executive 
Board, in October the Association submitted its own 
detailed response to the Committee, reminding them at 
the outset of the cultural, economic and social importance 
of the sector, but also the challenges presented to cinema 
operators by the pandemic and more recently the impact 
of cost of living pressures.

2.20	 The Association’s response noted four areas where 
greater government support and intervention would be 
beneficial, these being:

•	� tax relief for the UK cinema sector– specifically the 
re-introduction of a reduced level of VAT on cinema 
tickets for all films, as seen during the pandemic. This 
would provide the sector with vital ‘breathing space’ 
as the film slate recovered and cost issues abated 
and bring the UK in line with most other European film 
territories;

•	� a ‘whole sector’ approach to audience development – 
the provision of direct government funding to support 
the growth of cinema-going across all venues, as is 
also the norm in a range of competitor countries;

•	� continued efforts to ensure a regular supply of well-
supported British films – echoing in particular calls 
from colleagues in production and distribution for the 
introduction of tax relief support, albeit for all British 
films; and

•	� support on improving the sector’s resource-efficiency 
– specifically the provision of a capital funding ‘pot’ to 
complement and support the Association’s work in 
helping all of its members achieve ‘Net Zero’  
on emissions.
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2.21	 As the year closed, the Association looked forward to 
expanding on these and other points as the Committee’s 
work developed into 2024.

BRITISH FILM INSTITUTE (BFI)
2.22	 Under the Chairmanship of Tim Richards of Vue 
International, the Association continued to enjoy a positive 
and productive relationship with the British Film Institute 
(BFI) throughout 2023 on matters related to the longer-
term growth and health of the UK cinema sector.  

RESEARCH 
2.23	 Not least through the annual publication of its 
Statistical Yearbook, the BFI has for a number of years been 
a valued source of authoritative data on the cinema and 
wider film sector, and the Association is delighted to be a 
member of the organisation’s Screen Industry Research 
Advisory Group, bringing together relevant interests from 
across the industry.

2.24	 One of the Association’s early inputs to this Group was 
around a proposed research project, initially framed around 
capturing the economic and cultural value of ‘independent 
cinema venues’. The Association has long challenged 
the distinction made in this regard, ‘independent’ in this 
context generally taken to relate not just to ownership but 
also to programming choices, with an emphasis on more 
specialised films. The reality is that the vast majority of 
Association members show a broad range of mainstream 
films but are no less ‘independent’ than those who do not. 

2.25	 Having successfully argued alongside a number  
of other partners that a more meaningful and worthwhile 
exercise would be to include a wider cross-section of 
cinemas, the Association was pleased to see this reflected 
in the final report of this important piece of work, published 
in November. The research quantified the broader social 
value of each cinema as being equivalent to around 
£600,000 per year, equating to around half a £billion 
annually for the entire UK sector. This is in addition to the 
commercial value each generates through ticket and other 
sales and memberships, estimated to be £1.18 million a year 
(or around £975 million annually for the sector).

2.26	 The Association looks forward to continuing its 
engagement with these and other important strands  
of insight and analysis.
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INTO FILM
2.27	 Into Film is the UK’s leading charity for film in 
education and the community. With the support of 
the cross-industry grouping Cinema First as well as 
BFI National Lottery funding, the organisation works 
with partners across the screen industries to nurture 
young audiences and build a thriving cinema sector 
and workforce for the future. 

2.28	 Since 2013 Into Film have engaged around 36 million 
young people and their educators, with Cinema First funding 
in particular supporting a range of activities to encourage 
and incentivise cinema-going, helping to ensure young 
people become the paying audience of the future. Providing 
young people aged 5-19 with the opportunity to visit the 
cinema – with many experiencing it for the first time – plays 
a vital role in cultivating cinema attendance as a valued 
social habit. 
 
SCREENING PROGRAMMES  
AND THE INTO FILM FESTIVAL
2.29	 As part of a co-ordinated programme, in March 
33,000 young people and their teachers attended 350 
screenings and events across 230 cinemas, these tying 
in with National Careers Week and showcasing a variety 
of titles linked to resources and careers advice for young 
people who might be considering working in the screen 
sector. As part of the programme, guest speakers covered 
film industry roles from producing and programming to 
certification and film soundtracks. 
 

2.30	 On a much larger scale, the Into Film Festival in 
November welcomed 330,000 young people and 
teachers, attending 2,500 screenings and events across 
500 UK cinemas. The programme included key mainstream 
titles along with films aimed at provoking discussion and 
stimulating debate on issues relevant to today’s generation 
of young people. For around ten per cent of those attending, 
this was their first ever cinema trip. 
 
Wow! What an amazing experience the cinema trip was 
for our children, this was the first time the majority of my 
class had been to the cinema and they loved it! 
Alicia Turvey, Class Teacher
 
The children had such a lovely time; about a quarter who 
attended, it was their first ever cinema experience and they 
all came out smiling! 
Cinema Manager: Malvern Theatre
 
2.31	 Into Film remain committed to ensuring that the Festival 
and its other cinema programmes are accessible for all 
young people. Closed captions are turned on wherever 
possible and audio-description and autism-friendly 
screenings offered widely, with clear signposting. Into Film 
have two key toolkits available to support work in this area 
– one to support exhibitors in welcoming school groups 
including pupils with special educational needs or disabilities, 
and another to help teachers to plan these trips to the 
cinema and manage their students’ expectations. 
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My students are from a special needs school and going 
into the community can be overwhelming for them. The 
cinema was relaxing and quiet, the staff were wonderful 
and really helpful. It was also money week at our school, 
so the students got to practice their budgeting skills when 
buying their snacks off the very patient staff. 
Mill Green School, St Helens 
 
2.32	 Over 100,000 of those attending the Festival 
received a ticket incentive to return with paying friends 
and family through special offers handed out at 
screenings by cinema partners, with healthy redemption 
rates recorded across December. 

SCHOOL BOOKINGS 
2.33	 2023 also saw the further promotion of Into 
Film’s paid booking enquiry page, aimed at connecting 
cinemas with local schools. The site currently lists over 
500 cinemas, with an open invitation to any UK school to 
contact their local cinema(s), book a screening and find 
out about special offers. 
 

NATIONAL FILM AND TELEVISION SCHOOL
2.34	 Cinema operators rely on a range of others in the 
wider film industry in order to be successful, not least those 
who create films for the big screen, be they in front of or 
behind the camera. Foremost amongst those institutions 
which have made a contribution in this regard is the National 
Film and Television School (NFTS), recognised as one of 
the best film schools in the World, and the originator of 
countless Oscar, BAFTA and other industry award-winning 
professionals.

2.35	 Having re-confirmed in 2022 its sponsorship of the 
MA delivered by the School in Marketing, Distribution, Sales 
and Exhibition following a brief pandemic-related hiatus, 
during the year the Association continued to strengthen 
its relationships with both the course and the wider NFTS, 
involving members from across a range of disciplines in 
providing a ‘real world’ view of the sector.
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MUSIC RIGHTS
2.36	 The issue of music rights remains a key concern for 
cinema operators, not just Association members but also 
their counterparts across Europe. In the UK, music rights 
payments to songwriters and composers are collected by 
the agency PRS for Music, with cinemas required to pay a 
fee for music played in their cinemas, whether as part of a 
film or event or simply as background music in foyers and 
auditoriums.

2.37	 Association members support the right of all creative 
people to be rewarded for their work, but see the fees 
demanded by PRS as too high and not proportionate to 
the contribution of music to the modern cinema-going 
experience. They strongly believe that it is important that 
the royalties paid should be a fair and appropriate reflection 
of the value that music provides to the overall experience 
and in particular that there should be greater transparency 
in the system so that it is clear how performers are 
rewarded for their work.

2.38	 Having provided formal notification late in the 
previous year of its intention to terminate the current tariff 
and seek a new agreement for 2024 onwards, in May 2023 
PRS made clear that they would be seeking a significant 
increase in the level of payments made by all UK cinema 
operators, based both on its claims of an increase in the 
amount of music in film soundtracks since the tariff was 
last formally agreed and its desire to see some return for 
its members from ancillary income streams such as online 
booking fees.

2.39	 This was something the Association immediately and 
robustly rejected, not on the grounds of timing – though it 
was a fact that the sector was still very much in recovery 
– but first and foremost on principle, believing for example 
that the claims around music length ignored changes 
both in the value of music in the wider world and in film 
production in particular during that period (where a whole 
host of non music-related elements such as VFX and CGI 
had become increasingly important). 

2.40	The PRS claim also completely ignored the significant 
windfall its members had enjoyed as a result of massive 
investment by operators in all aspects of the cinema-going 
over that period. Few of these were related to music yet all had 
driven increases in admissions and box office to the benefit of 
PRS members without any shared investment or risk. The PRS 
claim for an allowance for online booking fees was seen by the 
Association to be particularly irksome, but symptomatic of the 
opportunistic nature of the approach taken. 

2.41	 Despite this opposition, PRS chose in July to go 
to public consultation on its proposals, the relevant 
document making clear not just the likely overall impact on 
Association members should these changes be accepted – 
with increases of up to 100 per cent in the payments made, 
according to PRS modelling – but also that they would 
disadvantage in particular those venues with lower than 
average ticket prices, predominantly but not exclusively 
those operated by smaller companies.
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2.42	 In responding to the PRS consultation exercise, the 
Association not only re-emphasised its rejection of the 
proposed changes, but voiced its belief that the level of 
payments made by its members should in fact be reduced 
in the light of the above sector trends. In doing so, it 
encouraged others to offer their own responses, which 
– given the strongly-felt opposition amongst members 
about even the current level of payments – many were 
more than happy to do.

2.43	 As the end of the year approached, and with no 
prospect of a resolution of these issues, the Association 
reluctantly agreed to a six-month ‘roll-over’ of the current 
tariff in order to allow discussions to continue and PRS 
time to consider the outcomes of its consultation. In doing 
so however, it made clear that this could only be a time-
limited exercise and that, if needed, the Association would 
have no hesitation in referring the tariff to the Copyright 
Tribunal, a division of the High Court and the ultimate 
arbiter of any changes to this agreement.

ENERGY COSTS
2.44	 Cinema operation, involving the maintenance of 
fixed buildings which contain state-of-the-art audiovisual 
technology and require constant heating, ventilation and air 
conditioning (HVAC), necessitates substantial energy use, 
something which has resulted over the past few years in 
significantly increased costs for all cinema operators.
 
2.45	 These increases, due in large part to the impacts on 
energy security and availability arising from the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in 2022, introduced challenges for 
both business and domestic energy users. However, due 
to the specific nature of cinema operation explained 
above, many Association members – particularly those 
who were on short-term contracts with their energy 
suppliers – experienced a huge spike in costs, with 
some reporting up to a 500 per cent increase in annual 
expenditure in this area. 
 
2.46	 Throughout 2023, the Association continued to 
track these issues and raised its concerns regularly with 
Government, outlining the impacts these increased costs 
were having on the viability of the sector, and the increasing 
risks of closure for some sites, with the consequent loss of 
the economic, social and cultural benefits that arise from 
having a local cinema.
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2.47	 As the year progressed, and with it becoming 
apparent that a small number of energy providers 
seemed to be taking advantage of uncertainties in the 
market, the Association began to engage with the market 
regulator Ofgem, who were already canvassing opinion 
and feedback across a broad range of industrial sectors 
on these issues and looking to ensure fairer and improved 
business practice. 

2.48	The significant increases that all cinema operators 
were seeing in costs in this area also led to a renewed 
interest in steps towards greater energy efficiency and 
were undoubtedly a key driver of member engagement 
with the ‘Net Zero’ workstream begun by the Association 
during the year and referenced elsewhere in this report.

FILM COMPLAINTS PANEL
2.49	 While the Film Complaints Panel, under the 
Chairmanship of Thomas Dillon, did not have cause to 
consider any cases during 2023, Thomas kept in touch with 
the changing characteristics of the sector – and its recovery 
following the pandemic – through the Association and the 
Film Distributors’ Association (FDA). 



3

Operational Issues
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FILM THEFT
3.1	 2023 saw efforts to maintain the sector’s success 
in ensuring the content security of UK cinemas continue. 
Given that over 90 per cent of illegal versions of newly-
released films are still sourced from cinemas, typically 
through the use of compact digital recording devices such 
as smartphones, this is hugely important for the sector. 

FILM THEFT IN CINEMAS
3.2	 Film piracy remains an ongoing and global danger to 
the industry, those who work in it and ultimately the diverse 
audience of film-lovers, with the resultant economic loss 
to the UK’s creative industries from copyright infringement 
being estimated at a minimum of £500 million per year. 

3.3	 The work of the Film Distributors’ Association’s Film 
Content Protection Agency (FCPA) in this area is vital, this 
organisation working with cinema operators and a range 
of partners to help achieve its over-arching objective of 
preventing infringing (pirated) versions of films from being 
sourced in cinemas in the UK and Ireland, and in doing so 
ensuring as far as possible that each theatrical release is 
protected during its time on the big screen. 

2023 – a successful year 
3.4	 The success of the FCPA programme was very 
apparent during 2023, with no theatrical release being 
traced back to a cinema in UK or Ireland during the year. 
The last high-impact case (identified by film forensics) 
was in fact back in August 2022 and involved a series of 
incidents at two cinemas in Liverpool. Hence the end of 
2023 marked an incredible and unprecedented 16-month 
period of protection from piracy in cinemas. 

3.5	 While this period of successful theatrical protection 
is testimony to the great anti-piracy work being done in 
cinemas and particularly the vigilance and awareness 
of staff, the risk of illegal activity remains ever-present 
and unpredictable, in particular from a geographical 
perspective. As shown in 2022, where there were high-
impact cases at cinemas in Leeds and Liverpool with no 
previous history of criminality, any site can become a target 
of piracy regardless of location, size, infrastructure or 
complexity.

3.6	 October 2023 saw the above case in Liverpool come 
to a successful conclusion, with the offender – responsible 
for illegally recording and distributing five films from two 
cinemas during June and July of the previous year – 
convicted of and sentenced for multiple offences of fraud 
and copyright infringement. The losses to the industry due 
to his offences were evidenced to be a minimum of £2 
million, but in reality were almost certainly much higher. 
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Staff training and rewards
3.7	 2023 saw continued and positive evidence of high 
levels of anti-piracy awareness and vigilance amongst 
staff at UK and Irish cinemas, with a total of 155 incidents 
were reported by to the FCPA during 2023, a 7 per cent 
increase on the previous year. 

3.8	 In October, the FCPA hosted their annual awards 
ceremony, during which 25 cinema staff were formally 
recognised and rewarded for their good work in 
disrupting and preventing incidents of film piracy at 
their workplaces. Attendees travelled to London from 
as far afield as Dublin, Edinburgh and Plymouth, and 
represented leading exhibitors including Cineworld, 
ODEON, Picturehouse, Natl Amusements (UK) and Vue. 
Rewards handed out on the day represented in-cinema 
efforts to disrupt illegal recordings of releases including 
Avatar: The Way of Water; Barbie; Elemental; Indiana 
Jones and the Dial of Destiny; The Little Mermaid; Mission: 
Impossible – Dead Reckoning Part One; Oppenheimer; 
The Super Mario Bros. Movie; and Spider-Man: Across the 
Spider-Verse.

3.9	 The FCPA programme continues to offer resources 
for exhibitors including an online piracy awareness quiz, 
this being successfully completed by over 18,000 cinema 
staff during the year, representing an incredible 140 per 
cent increase on 2022, and emphasising the ongoing 
commitment of the exhibitors to protecting film content.

DISABILITY AND ACCESS
3.10	 2023 saw Association members continue their efforts 
to improve access for disabled customers, whether through 
adjustments to the physical environment or the provision of 
solutions allowing customers with additional requirements 
to enjoy what are typically termed ‘accessible screenings’ at 
their local cinema. 

3.11 	 Activity in this area continues to be overseen and 
supported by the Association’s longstanding Disability 
Working Group (DWG), consisting of representatives from 
the major cinema operators as well as colleagues from film 
distribution and a range of relevant charity organisations, all 
aiming to share and promote best practice.

3.12	 The Group – supported by the Association’s retained 
disability advisors Freeney Williams – met formally three times 
during the year, discussing a diverse range of pressing issues 
including the use of technology to further enable access for 
those customers who might benefit from such adjustments. 
This continued oversight ensured that the wider industry 
remained aware of emerging challenges and trends, not least 
in some of the areas detailed below. 
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TRAINING AND AWARENESS 
3.13	 Ensuring that cinema staff understand how best 
to support disabled customers when visiting their venue 
is key to ensuring the enjoyment of those audience 
members. Consequently, many cinemas offer their 
own accessibility awareness training for staff, focussing 
on the specific issues that they might encounter when 
welcoming disabled customers.

3.14	 Where such in-house provision is not available, 
many Association members utilise and adopt the best 
practice advice offered by the Association and Freeney 
Williams. During 2023, a significant number of members 
took advantage of online ‘refresher’ training, this being 
particularly well-received by new staff at the major circuit 
operators.

3.15	 In addition to these interactive training sessions, 
the Association – supported again by Freeney Williams – 
refreshed its ‘Providing Services to Disabled Customers’ 
guidance for members, resulting in a more easily 
digestible document providing updated advice on  
best practice. 

ACCESSIBLE SCREENINGS UK 
3.16	 Since its launch at the end of 2021, the Accessible 
Screenings UK (ASUK) website (www.accessiblescreeningsuk.
co.uk) – which allows customers to search for accessible 
screenings in their local area – has become the key listings 
search engine of its type, providing reliable real-time 
information for customers looking to book tickets, be they for 
open captioned screenings, audio described screenings or 
for ‘relaxed’ screenings for those who are either neurodiverse 
or have dementia.

3.17	 Having continued to promote the website via its 
Disability Working Group, towards the end of the year the 
Association began discussions with key technology partners 
about the potential development of a mobile application 
for the site, something which it is hoped might make it more 
attractive and accessible to younger users. 
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SUBTITLING/CAPTIONING
3.18	 Providing subtitled/descriptive subtitled – often 
termed ‘open captioned’ – screenings for deaf and hard of 
hearing customers continues to be a key area of activity 
for the Association, the context for this work being the 
experience of many cinema operators that the wider 
audience remains in general resistant to open captioned 
screenings, with a resultant impact on admissions and box 
office revenues 

3.19 	 In March, further attempts were made to raise the 
profile of these screenings (both for those that required 
subtitles and those that did not) with a range of captioned-
only preview screenings of Dungeons & Dragons: Honour 
Among Thieves offered to audiences at UK venues run by 
Picturehouse Cinemas and The Light, all with the hope of 
attracting a wider audience and normalising captions on 
screen. 

3.20	 In order to make the wider cinema experience even 
more inclusive for deaf or hard of hearing audiences, 
many major film releases are now promoted through 
accompanying subtitled film trailers, these being played in 
the pre-show before an open captioned film performance. 
To complement this welcome development, the Association 
also continued during the year its discussions with the 
screen advertising agencies, DCM and Pearl & Dean, both 
of whom continue to promote the provision of captioned 
advertisements, something which would further improve 
the accessibility of the big screen experience. Those 
discussions will continue into 2024. 

TECHNOLOGY CHALLENGE FUND 
3.21	 One key area which both the Association and wider 
sector have been monitoring in recent years is the utilisation 
of new and emerging technologies to deliver more reliable 
and more importantly audience-friendly solutions for 
delivering accessible cinema. The primary challenge here is 
the provision and delivery of descriptive subtitles or ‘closed 
captioned’ screenings, something which would make the big 
screen experience more accessible not just for deaf and hard 
of hearing customers, but also for their family and friends, 
who often as a consequence find their own cinema-going 
opportunities limited.

3.22	 Responding to increasing interest – but at the time 
comparatively little practical development – in this area, 
in October 2018 the Association launched its Technology 
Challenge Fund, a structured exercise to develop a viable and 
market ready smart glassed-based ‘closed captions’ solution, 
where only the person who requires the subtitles will see 
them. 

3.23	 After a number of delays caused by the pandemic, 
2023 was the year this work really hit its stride, with the 
Association’s chosen partner Built For Good Technology 
undertaking a number of rounds of in-cinema testing which 
helped fine-tune the solution in operational terms as well 
as improving the user experience. As the year closed there 
were plans in place for a ‘live’ two-month trial of the solution – 
now called WatchWord – at a number of cinemas in order to 
gather further operational feedback, with the hope that the 
solution would then be ready for roll-out in 2024.
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AUDIO DESCRIPTION 
3.24	 Audio description (AD) provides a pre-recorded 
voice commentary, describing features such as action, 
body language and expressions on screen and enabling 
customers who are blind or have some form of sight loss 
better to enjoy their cinema experience. AD is typically 
provided to cinema customers through headphones and 
is available at most – if not all – major UK cinema sites. At 
the same time many smaller operators are now looking to 
deliver AD where they can.

3.25	 While all of this is positive, many audience members 
who would benefit from AD are either unaware of its 
availability, or where it does exist find its delivery to be 
inconsistent. This is something which has driven increasing 
demands for alternative methods of AD delivery to be 
explored, specifically ones that are more straightforward 
to use and which provide the user with more control over 
and confidence in the solution. 

3.26	 As a result, discussions continued throughout 
2023 between the Association and colleagues in film 
distribution around the viability of a range of app-based 
solutions offering AD via a customer’s smartphone.

RELAXED SCREENINGS 
3.27	  Relaxed screenings are programmed for either 
those customers who are neurodiverse – where these 
are sometimes referred to as Autism Friendly Screenings 
(AFS) – or for those customers who might have some form 
of dementia such as Alzheimer’s disease – where they are 
typically called Dementia Friendly Screenings (DFS). They 
have minor adaptations that include having sound levels 
turned down, the house lights left on, no film trailers/adverts 
at the beginning of the film and (for AFS in particular) 
customers being allowed to make noise, move around and 
sit where they feel most comfortable

3.28	 Following the disruption caused by the pandemic, 
2023 saw the steady re-introduction of AFS, with many 
of the major cinema chains returning to their previous 
programme of regular monthly screenings and looking 
to respond to an increasing demand amongst the target 
audience for a much broader range of films, particularly for 
older audiences interested in more mature content and not 
just the family-friendly blockbuster titles typically available.

3.29	 The picture on DFS was sadly less positive. Despite 
the hope that these screenings would again begin to be 
programmed more regularly at UK sites during the year, 
with the exception of a handful of cinemas the challenges 
of re-engaging an audience which had been perhaps most 
impacted by the pandemic meant that the year saw little 
progress.
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3.30	 As 2023 closed however, a number of operators were 
taking forward plans to resume DFS early the following 
year where possible, something the Association will look 
to support through its DWG and key partners such as the 
Alzheimer’s Society. 

PHYSICAL ACCESSIBILITY
3.31	 Both the Equality Act 2010 and key elements of Building 
Regulations require UK cinemas to ensure that the needs of 
those disabled customers with limited mobility are taken into 
account, particularly when a new cinema is built or when it is 
subject to  major refurbishment. What this means in practical 
terms varies from venue to venue, with the Association’s 
‘Providing Services to Disabled Customers’ guidance for 
members – as noted above updated during 2023 – a key 
reference point.

3.32	 There are often limitations on what cinemas can 
do to improve the physical accessibility of their sites, 
particularly with older and more intricate buildings where 
restrictions on space or structural issues can prevent major 
renovations. However, ensuring that wheelchair users 
can be accommodated, providing accessible toilets and 
allowing access to the different levels of each cinema are 
now increasingly the norm. 

3.33	 One recent change affecting cinemas and other 
public buildings in this area was the introduction in early 
2021 of new requirements around the installation of 
Changing Places facilities – larger accessible toilets for 
people with complex disabilities and physical needs – 
meaning that new cinemas and those undergoing major 
refurbishment need to consider their inclusion.

3.34	 The Association continues to monitor the affect of 
this new requirement, in particular the extent to which it 
might affect the feasibility of some planned developments 
and possibly shape how some companies view the future 
design of cinema sites. 

CEA CARD 
3.35	 Established in 2003 and administered on behalf of the 
Association by The Card Network, the CEA Card scheme is 
the widely-recognised method by which cinemas can make 
a ‘reasonable adjustment’ for disabled customers, providing 
a complimentary ticket for someone to support them whilst 
visiting a UK cinema. 

3.36	 The scheme, which is supported by the overwhelming 
majority of Association members, is extremely popular with 
the public, with around one million carer tickets and a total 
of 175,000 cards issued during 2023 alone. With two-thirds 
of the latter being renewals, this represented a 7 per cent 
increase in the number of current cardholders compared 
to pre-pandemic levels, suggesting perhaps that disabled 
customers are now increasingly returning to their local 
cinema after recent disruption and uncertainty.
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CINEMA SAFETY
3.37	 Issues of security and safety continue to be of 
paramount importance to all UK cinema operators.  
This is an area where the Association has sought to ensure 
that its members are able to equip their staff both with  
the necessary skills but also understanding of any 
emerging concerns.

3.38	 This area of Association activity is overseen by its 
Security Working Group (SWG), comprising senior safety, 
security and operations leads at each of the largest UK 
cinema operators. During 2023, this group met regularly 
both formally and in response to pressing issues as they 
arose, these including concerns around standards of 
audience behaviour and developing counter-terrorism 
legislation.

CINEMA SECURITY
3.39	  The Association continued during the year to 
monitor the development of the Protect Duty, commonly 
known as ‘Martyn’s Law’, legislation aimed at improving 
the safety and preparedness of public venues against 
potential terrorist attack, a response to high profile 
incidents such as that seen in 2017 at the Manchester 
Arena. 

3.40	 Supported in particular through the direct 
engagement of a number of its largest members with 
Home Office contacts, the Association sought to explain 
to policy-makers the nature of the cinema sector and how 
it operates in order to ensure any resulting requirements 
will be as ‘fit for purpose’ as possible. 

3.41	 With the introduction of this legislation now delayed 
into 2024, the Association will continue to work with 
its SWG to support all members in its implementation, 
ensuring that its aims and objectives of greater venue 
security are delivered without imposing disproportionate 
additional burdens on individual operators. 

ANTI-SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR
3.42	 Issues of anti-social behaviour in cinemas, directed 
at both staff and other customers, have in recent years 
been a cause of increasing concern for Association 
members large and small. Indeed, there is a general sense 
that, post-pandemic in particular, some individuals seem 
to have simply ‘forgotten’ how to act in public spaces. 

3.43	 While there was a hope – and some initial evidence 
– that these issues would begin to reduce as the audience 
readjusted following the pandemic, 2023 in fact saw 
them increase further, perhaps related in part to (but not 
excused by) tensions caused by the cost of living issues 
facing some customers. This was a trend reflected in 
other related sectors such as leisure and retail, suggesting 
perhaps a wider societal problem. 

3.44	 As well as maintaining ongoing dialogue with 
members on the nature and extent of problems 
experienced, the Association also actively engaged with 
those sectors above (in particular counterparts working in 
theatre) to share experiences and identify trends and best 
practice in this area. 
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3.45	 As the year closed, consideration continued of 
how the sector might best respond to these challenges, 
including the potential for a public-facing communications 
approach along the lines of the ‘ShopSafe’ campaign 
launched by retail in recent years, as well as more 
operational measures such as the deployment of 
dedicated security staff and the provision of ‘bodycams’  
at particularly problematic sites. 

AGE VERIFICATION
3.46	 One specific driver for some of the anti-social and 
disruption experienced at a number of cinemas has 
been around age verification. All cinemas operate under 
a premises licence granted by their local authority, one 
key requirement of which is that they restrict audiences 
according to the classification of each film. Should a 
cinema not observe this requirement then it risks financial 
penalty and – ultimately – the potential loss of its licence to 
operate. Cinemas are therefore required to be diligent in 
this area, with no room for flexibility. 

3.47	 While this aspect of cinema operation had caused 
only occasional issues pre-pandemic, it seems evident 
that the experience of lockdown – when most people 
were generally able to access whatever content they 
wished to online, regardless of age appropriateness – has 
caused a change in attitudes such that the number and 
nature of disruptive incidents related to age verification 
has increased significantly for a wide range of Association 
members.

3.48	 To offer support in this area, the Association and 
its members continue to promote and support the free 
digital ID and age verification app Yoti, rolled out in most UK 
cinemas during 2022 and now an accepted way in which 
some younger cinema-goers unable to access traditional 
forms of ID can provide reliable proof of their age. 

FILM CLASSIFICATION
3.49	 While the introduction of the Yoti app has been 
of significant benefit to cinema operators and proven 
effective in addressing some of the issues noted above, 
there remains a more fundamental issue at play, specifically 
the prevalence of a sub-set of films whose classification 
requires cinemas to restrict admission to cinema-goers 
aged 15 or over, despite these titles clearly appealing to a 
younger teen audience. 

3.50	 The release of such films, typically based on popular 
comic book, horror or fantasy franchises, has caused 
widespread problems at UK cinemas, with many younger 
cinema-goers – and more often their parents – arguing 
that they should be admitted, seemingly unaware (or 
untroubled) by the fact that cinemas are legally required 
to refuse them entry. 

3.51	 Partly in response, the Association has in recent years 
become increasingly supportive of arguments for the 
potential introduction of a ‘15A’ classification (replacing the 
current ‘15’ category), allowing children aged 12-14 admission 
when accompanied by an adult. This approach had already 
been successfully trialled in Belfast, where in early 2022 the 
local authority had (at the request of cinema operators in that 
city) adopted a ’15A’ certificate for The Batman. 
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3.52  In order better to understand public attitudes towards 
such a potential change, at the beginning of 2023 the 
Association commissioned the research agency Walnut 
to undertake independent research with the parents of 
young people in the relevant age range, young people 
themselves and with other cinema-goers. This exercise was 
undertaken with the intention of using its findings perhaps 
to influence the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC), 
who were about to launch one of their periodic reviews 
of the classification guidelines against which certification 
decisions are taken.

3.53 While the research covered a range of areas and 
provided valuable insight into the changing nature of film 
consumption amongst young people (and the changing 
nature of parental supervision), the key finding was that a 
slight majority of those parents asked were not in favour 
of a the introduction of a ‘15A’ certificate, primarily due to 
a lack of confidence on their part in the ability of other 
parents to make the ‘right’ decision. Additionally, many 
cinema-goers without children in this age range were 
concerned about the impact of such a change on their own 
enjoyment.

3.54 More generally, the Association remained in dialogue 
with the BBFC on broader classification issues, and looked 
forward to the outcome of its ongoing review of 
classification guidelines, the results of which are expected 
early in 2024. 

SUSTAINABILITY
3.55	 While issues around sustainability and environmental 
impact have in recent times become of increasing interest 
in the public arena, these are challenges on which the 
Association and its dedicated Sustainability Working 
Group – made up of relevant leads at the major cinema 
operators – have already been working for a number of 
years, most notably around waste management, energy 
efficiency and implementing relevant legislation, such as 
restrictions on single use plastics.

3.56	 Nevertheless, relevant activity in this area 
undoubtedly underwent a step-change in 2023, in 
particular as a result of the Association’s decision to make 
such matters the theme of its 2023 annual conference, 
titling the event Greening the Big Screen Experience. This 
was the first major cinema event ever to focus solely on the 
issue of sustainability in cinemas, a sign of the importance 
that the sector now attaches to this agenda. 

3.57	 Across its two days, attendees at the sold-out event 
heard presentations and discussions on a wide range of 
relevant topics, including audience attitudes, sustainable 
cinema design and build, uses of more energy-efficient 
technology, improved waste management and recycling 
and key supplier activity, as well as related activity in film 
distribution and production. 
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3.58	 As a result, and with the support of its Executive 
Board, in May the Association confirmed plans to work 
with the Zero Carbon Forum to establish a ‘Road Map to 
Net Zero’ for the UK cinema sector, mirroring that not-for-
profit organisation’s successful work in the hospitality and 
leisure sector, and allowing for a better understanding 
of the sector’s overall carbon footprint and the practical 
measures required to reduce its environmental impact.

3.59	 Alongside its important practical outputs, such a 
document will also be important when the Association is in 
dialogue with government and key stakeholders, providing 
evidence of the sector’s commitment to this vital agenda, 
and benchmarking the need for capital investment and 
other support in making any necessary technological and 
infrastructure changes. 

3.60	 With initial data collection having begun in 
September,  as the year closed the Forum was working to 
bring together the initial framework of the road map, an 
iterative process which aimed to see the draft document 
launched in Spring 2024. 

REINFORCED AERATED AUTOCLAVED 
CONCRETE (RAAC)
3.61	 In late Summer 2023, and following a small number 
of issues at schools built in the 1960s and 1970s, issues 
emerged around the use of reinforced aerated autoclaved 
concrete (RAAC) in some public buildings, specifically its 
structural stability and safety.

3.62	 While confident that these issues would not extend 
to cinemas, the Association was mindful of the likely media 
interest and potential for audience concern, and moved 
quickly to survey its wider membership to reassure itself – 
and the wider public – that no such issues were present in 
any UK venue. 



4

Public advocacy
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4.1	 In terms of public advocacy, a key focus for the 
Association in recent years has been around gaining 
positive media coverage for the sector. While some of this 
work is inevitably in response to the coverage of particular 
issues, efforts have also been made to be more proactive 
in promoting positive messaging and understanding. 

4.2	 Set out below are some of the key themes and 
engagements undertaken in this respect across the year. 

COST OF LIVING ISSUES
4.3	 With wider media interest in the recovery of the 
sector seemingly having dimmed, the focus then shifted 
significantly to the ‘cost of living crisis’ both in terms of its 
impacts on consumer spending and the costs of cinema 
operation.

4.4	 During the first half of the year, when rising energy 
costs were seen to be having a widespread impact, the 
Association undertook a range of media interviews, in 
particular with local BBC radio stations, emphasising the 
affordability of cinema-going and the increasing range 
of discounts and offers available to different audience 
groups and offering reassurance that – whatever the 
considerable pressures on cinema operators – all were 
mindful of the need to keep the big screen experience as 
affordable and accessible as possible.

‘BARBENHEIMER’
4.5	 The extraordinary success of – and excitement 
generated by – the simultaneous release of Barbie 
and Oppenheimer inevitably prompted another flurry 
of media interest, with several of the broadsheets in 
particular inviting the Association to speculate on the 
reasons for the runaway success of these titles, or to offer 
thoughts on the next combination of films which would 
have the same synergy.

4.6	 Thankfully neither of these questions were in the 
gift of the Association to respond to, though it did take 
the opportunity to offer a reminder of the proof provided 
by their success of the unique nature of the big screen 
experience in establishing key cultural moments.

4.7	 Perversely, for all that positive news, the Association 
found itself responding in October to a broadsheet article 
predicting the imminent demise of the sector precisely 
because the performance of the two titles above was so 
noteworthy.
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US STRIKE ACTION
4.8	 The announcement in the US in May and then July of 
strikes by the screen-writers’ union and the actors’ unions 
respectively prompted a good deal of media speculation 
as to their likely impact on the UK cinema sector, with the 
decision by the cast of Oppenheimer not to support that 
film’s London premiere in response to the call for strike 
action putting many journalists on high alert.

4.9	 In the days that followed, and over the following 
weeks, the Association was invited to speculate on the 
potential impacts of these actions. As might be expected, 
there was no desire to offer a running commentary, but 
rather to focus on the positive prospects for the sector 
once matters were resolved.

REINFORCED AERATED AUTOCLAVED 
CONCRETE (RAAC)
4.10	 The emergence in late Summer 2023 of concerns 
around the use of reinforced aerated autoclaved concrete 
(RAAC) in some schools inevitably led to the pursuit by the 
media of other examples of public buildings where this might 
present a danger.

4.11	 Thankfully, having swiftly liaised on these matters with 
its wider membership, the Association was able to offer 
reassurance that it was unaware of any member site for 
which this was an issue.

NATIONAL CINEMA DAY
4.12	 As with the previous year’s edition, in the run-up to 
National Cinema Day 2023 the Association undertook a 
round of interviews with local radio stations, championing 
not just the event itself but also those local participating 
cinemas. This was supplemented by contributions to 
a range of print articles across a range of publications 
including The Daily Telegraph, The Daily Mail, The Daily 
Mirror, Metro, The i, Radio Times, NME, Variety and Screen.

4.13	 While interest in this second edition was perhaps less 
marked amongst other broadcast media than had been 
the case previously, Association Chief Executive Phil Clapp 
nevertheless also appeared on Radio 5 Live to remind 
audiences of the breadth of cinemas taking part and of 
the range of films on offer on the day. 
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CINEMA FIRST 
5.1 Cinema First is the cross-industry body that brings 
together key representatives from cinema exhibition and 
film distribution companies, with the UK Cinema Association 
as one of its founding Board members. During the year the 
organisation continued in its support for the recovery of the 
sector and work to promote the excitement of the big screen 
experience primarily through ongoing tracking and insight 
studies, oversight of the partnership with Compare the 
Market, and the implementation of another highly successful 
National Cinema Day.
 
INSIGHTS
5.2	 Building on the learnings gained through the 
commissioning of the regular Metrixlab tracking study in 
May 2020, Cinema First continued to pursue a number of 
areas of insight during the year, allowing for a more informed 
view of the sector’s recovery process and the perspectives 
of particular audiences around cinema-going. Whilst core 
questions remained broadly similar, some areas of inquiry 
were updated to reflect the need better to understand the 
impacts of prevailing cost of living issues.
 
5.3	 Thus while the headline findings were increasingly 
positive, with around 82 per cent of pre-pandemic cinema-
goers having returned at least once by November 2023, 
it was also possible to discern underlying issues around 
frequency, with 4 in 10 respondents – particularly in the 25 
plus age group – reporting a reduction in the frequency  
of their attendance, leading to an overall ‘per capita’ 
reduction of 0.8 visits per year. 

5.4	 The same research also showed worryingly low levels of 
awareness of the upcoming film slate, with 1 in 3 respondents 
saying that they had ‘no idea’ as to what was due to be 
released, down from 1 in 5 a year previously. As 2023 ended, 
Cinema First was considering what should be its response to 
these findings and whether there was scope to gain greater 
insight from other work such as that undertaken by the 
consumer research agency Kantar.  
 
MEERKAT MOVIES
5.5	 2023 saw the longstanding partnership with Compare 
the Market’s Meerkat Movies 2 for 1 cinema ticket offer - 
established in March 2015 - extended for a further five years. 
The partnership and the cinema ticket offer are supported 
throughout the sector, continuing to drive ‘buzz’ around 
cinema-going, and promoting the breadth of the available 
slate through communications across multiple channels, 
including audio-visual, social and digital in addition to 
customer communication channels via email and app.
 
5.6	 The year saw Compare the Market continue to 
develop a range of activities to build redemption levels 
back to pre-pandemic levels, including impactful film-
specific promotions around titles such as Dungeons and 
Dragons: Honour Amongst Thieves, Trolls Band Together 
and in particular Barbie and Wonka.
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NATIONAL CINEMA DAY
5.7	 Building on the success of the previous year’s 
inaugural event, Saturday 2 September 2023 saw Cinema 
First launch another edition of the National Cinema 
Day (NCD), the aim again being to engage those whose 
cinema-going habit had lapsed, to build slate awareness 
and to celebrate the unique nature of the big screen 
experience.
 
5.8	 Supported by a sizzle reel showcasing upcoming 
releases, the 2023 event also benefited from a wide-
ranging and focussed marketing campaign, utilising 
relationships with a number of media partners, including 
support from Essence Mediacom working with Bauer and 
Global, and a media deal brokered by colleagues at the 
Industry Trust for IP Awareness with Clear Channel. 

5.9	 The headline figures for the event were exceptionally 
positive, with the 630 venues participating and able to 
programme new releases such as Equaliser 3 and Cobweb 
alongside family titles like Elemental, Blue Beetle and 
Jurassic Park 30th Anniversary edition as well as the big 
Summer hits such as Barbie and Oppenheimer. Together, 
they saw over 1.56 million attendees on the day, itself an 
increase of 6 per cent on the previous year, generating box 
office revenues of £4.46 million. (In a spirit of camaraderie, 
the UK Cinema Association team were seen variously 
manning the decks at Cineworld Feltham and ODEON 
South Woodford).
 
5.10	 Exit interviews carried out at participating cinemas 
across the UK confirmed that the event was meeting its core 
objectives, with 1 in 3 visits on the day seen as incremental, 

and had encouraged visits in particular by infrequent 
cinema-goers – those that would otherwise visit less than 
once per month. Despite the £3 price point, intended to 
respond to ongoing cost of living concerns, NCD visits were in 
fact driven primarily by more affluent consumers, suggesting 
that more targeted promotion to particular audience groups 
might be necessary. 
 
5.11	 As the year closed, Cinema First was already 
considering its options for the event in 2024. 

SCREEN AWARDS
5.12	 In recent years, the Association has supported the long-
running Screen Awards, seeing it as an excellent opportunity 
for the sector to recognise and celebrate excellence and 
achievement both in exhibition and across the wider cinema 
industry.

5.13	 The 2023 Awards event, held in London in late 
November, saw noteworthy successes in the large and 
smaller operator categories of Cinema of the Year, chosen 
by a panel of Association members. The former category 
was won by the Greenwich Picturehouse and the latter by the 
Highland Cinema, Fort William, with the Living Room Cinema, 
Liphook picking up a ‘highly commended’ mention.

5.14	 In other relevant categories, Cineworld Cinemas 
triumphed in the Cinema Marketing Campaign of the Year 
category for their My Way of Water promotion and the Exeter 
Phoenix won the Green Screen Award category for their work 
around sustainability.
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INTERNATIONAL
6.1	 Throughout 2023, the Association continued to draw 
strength from its partnerships with organisations across a 
wide range of cinema territories as well as closer to home.

UNIC 
6.2	 Across 2023, the Association continued its close 
relationship with the European trade grouping the Union 
Internationale des Cinémas (UNIC – International Union of 
Cinemas), bringing together cinema trade associations and 
key operators from across 39 territories and for which the 
Association Chief Executive Phil Clapp serves as President. A 
regular series of meetings allowed the sharing of information, 
ideas and expertise and information with European colleagues.

6.3	 Over much of the year, UNIC continued to be an 
invaluable source of ongoing insight and information on 
diverse topics such as film theft, sustainability, box office 
results and theatrical exclusivity, to name just a few. 

6.4	 Working with the Council of the European Union, 
the European Parliament and the European Commission, 
UNIC continued to ensure that the interests of European 
cinema operators were reflected across a range of relevant 
European policy areas. These include work linked to the 
territoriality of copyright (such as ‘geo-blocking’ of content), 
the implementation of the EU Audiovisual Media Services 
Directive (AVMSD) and the EU Copyright Directive, as well 
as the MEDIA Programme. UNIC also worked on the Digital 
Services Act, the Media and the Audiovisual Action Plan and a 
Recommendation on Piracy of Live Content. UNIC worked to 
ensure that legislative proposals reflected the realities of the 
modern cinema industry. With the European elections taking 

place in June 2024, UNIC advocacy work will intensify further 
to introduce its manifesto, positions and mission statements 
to the new MEPs and the new European Commission. 

6.5	 CineEurope, the official convention of UNIC held in 
Barcelona in June, was a continued success, with over 
3,000 delegates enjoying a diverse range of distributor 
presentations and screenings as well as panels and seminars 
on key topics for the industry.

6.6	 At CineEurope, UNIC launched a new initiative, the UNIC 
People Programme, which intends to support cinemas facing 
challenges in recruiting, developing, and investing in their 
workforce. The aim is to help maintain the cinema industry’s 
position as an ‘employer of choice’. The key work streams of 
the programme include internal culture and values, diversity 
and inclusion, leadership and workplace success, as well as 
training and career development. To disseminate information 
on this initiative and engage with the industry, UNIC has 
employed multiple channels, including podcasts, articles and 
newsletters distributed to members and partners. 

6.7	 CineEurope also saw the publication of the second 
edition of the Giants of Exhibition Europe, a top 50 list of 
European cinema operators by screen count. After the 
successful first edition in 2022, UNIC and BoxOffice Pro 
partnered up again to highlight leading European cinema 
companies and demonstrate the strength and diversity 
of the European cinema industry. The full list for the year 
included nine companies with a presence in the UK, with the 
top three positions being taken by UK-based companies – in 
ascending order, Vue International, Cineworld Cinemas and 
the ODEON Cinemas Group.
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6.8	 UNIC organised its annual Cinema Days in October 
2023, gathering over 150 colleagues and partners 
from across the industry to discuss innovative projects, 
sustainability, accessibility, technology and marketing. As 
had been the case at CineEurope, during Cinema Days UNIC 
also held workshops and meetings for its Technology and 
Marketing Groups, a safe space for exhibitors to exchange 
on best practices, recent trends and challenges related to 
marketing and technology respectively. 

6.9	 2023 also saw the UNIC Women’s Leadership 
Programme enter its seventh year. Established in 2017 to 
identify and provide support for talented female executives 
making their way in the industry through the provision of 
tailored mentoring from senior female industry figures, the 
initiative continues to be a hugely important signal of change 
for the sector. 

6.10	 UNIC started working on the new issue of its Innovation 
Brochure, which will be published in April 2024. The 
publication will feature best practice in innovation in cinemas 
across Europe in terms of audience engagement, technology 
and spaces and content.

NATO
6.11	 The Association’s relationship with the National 
Association of Theatre Owners (NATO), representing cinema 
exhibitors in North America and beyond, continued to be a 
source of strength in 2023. As well as engaging in partnership 
to encourage the US major studios to release more – and 
more diverse – films into cinemas, dialogue between the two 
organisations during the year covered a range of issues, 
including the writers’ and actors’ strikes in the US, music 
rights, film theft, disability and access and cinema security.

6.12	 2023 saw NATO’s longstanding CEO and President John 
Fithian, stand down. John has been a staunch ally and friend 
not just of the UK Cinema Association but also of European 
cinema exhibition more generally and moved on with all 
of the sector’s thanks and best wishes. We look forward to 
establishing the same strong and productive relationship 
with his successor, Michael O’Leary.

GLOBAL CINEMA FEDERATION
6.13	 Having been launched in 2017, the Global Cinema 
Federation – a grouping of the largest international cinema 
operators and key cinema trade bodies (including the UK 
Cinema Association) – continued during 2023 to develop its 
approach across a number of key areas of shared interest 
amongst its members.



38 UK CINEMA ASSOCIATION

NATIONAL
EXECUTIVE BOARD
6.14	 The Association Executive Board – comprised of 
senior executives from the largest UK cinema operators 
as well as elected national and regional representatives 
of smaller operators – met four times during 2023, taking 
the opportunity to discuss a range of topics including the 
BFI Screen Culture 2033 strategy, age verification and 
film classification, audience behaviour, cinema security, 
sustainability, the Meerkat Movies promotion, the BAFTA 
Film Awards, the writers’ and actors’ strikes in the US, the 
CMS Select Committee Inquiry, music rights, Cinema First 
and the Film and Television Charity. 

6.15	 During the year, the Executive Board welcomed two 
new members:

•	� Parkway Cinemas, whose founder, Gerald Parkes, 
had been a key figure in the organisation and a vocal 
representative of smaller operators in the early 2000s, 
and whose company is now a growing and dynamic 
circuit operator; and

• 	� Omniplex Cinemas, the largest cinema operator in 
Northern Ireland, and with their acquisition during the 
year of a number of former Empire Cinemas sites, an 
increasing force in the UK sector.

6.16	 At the same time, the organisation was very sorry 
to see the move into administration of Empire Cinemas, 
a longstanding member and staunch supporter of the 
Association’s work. 

UK CINEMA ASSOCIATION ANNUAL 
CONFERENCE
6.17	 First established in its current format in 2013, the UK 
Cinema Association annual conference has become one 
of the key dates in the industry diary. Bringing together not 
just Association members but also colleagues from film 
distribution, technology, concessions, screen advertising 
and the wider industry, the conference provides a unique 
opportunity to network and consider the challenges and 
opportunities facing the sector.

6.18	 Such issues having come increasingly to the fore in 
recent years, in 2023 the Association took the decision to 
make the challenges and opportunities presented to the 
sector by the sustainability agenda the sole focus of its annual 
two-day event, holding Greening the Big Screen Experience at 
Picturehouse Central in London on 21-22 March. 
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6.19	 This sold-out event, attended by almost 350 
colleagues from across the industry, featured discussions on 
a wide range of relevant topics, including audience attitudes, 
sustainable cinema design and build, uses of more energy-
efficient technology, improved waste management and 
recycling and key supplier activity, as well as related activity 
in film distribution and production. These more substantial 
sessions were interspersed with a fascinating range of 
‘spotlight’ sessions looking at relevant individual projects 
and initiatives. 

6.20	 As noted elsewhere in this report, the levels of 
engagement demonstrated by attendees on the day 
– and in subsequent feedback – were sufficient to give 
the Association confidence to go one step further, and 
commission work in establishing a ‘Road Map to Net Zero’ 
for the sector. 

REGIONAL BRANCHES
6.21	 Alongside the UK-wide circuit companies, the 
Association membership is organised into regions, with 
branches in London and South East England, the North 
and Midlands, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales and the 
West of England respectively.

6.22	 Spring and Autumn 2023 saw the Association again 
undertake two rounds of meetings with members and 
industry partners at: The Cinema in the Power Station, 
Battersea; WTW Scott, Bridgwater; Everyman Edinburgh; 
Zeffirelli’s, Ambleside; Queen’s Film Theatre, Belfast; Chapter 
Arts Centre, Cardiff; The Castle Cinema, Hackney; the 
Avenue Cinema, Belfast; QUAD, Derby; Glasgow Film Theatre; 
Gwyn Hall, Neath; and New Central Cinema, Torquay.

6.23	 The Association is grateful to all of those venues that 
hosted meetings and in particular for the support of the 
elected Chairs of each of its regional branches.

OTHER PARTNERS
6.24	 In 2023 as much as any year, the Association was 
grateful to work with a wide range of industry and other 
partner organisations. Principal amongst these were 
colleagues at the Film Distributors’ Association (FDA), where 
CEO Andy Leyshon and his team were a constant source of 
support and encouragement.

6.25	 Many of the other key partner organisations without 
whose support the Association could not have supported 
members during 2023 are mentioned elsewhere in this 
report, but also included the Independent Cinema Office, 
the British Association for Screen Entertainment, the British 
Screen Forum the Cinema Technology Community, the 
Event Cinema Association, the Film and Television Charity, 
the British Cinema and Television Veterans, MediCinema, 
Comscore, Gower Street Analytics and OMDIA and the 
screen advertising agencies Pearl and Dean and Digital 
Cinema Media. 

6.26	 The Association is grateful to all those who supported 
its work during 2023. 
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PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT
FOR THE YEAR ENDED 31 DECEMBER 2023
	 2023	 2022
	 £	 £

Turnover	 682,162	 516,610

Administrative expenses	 (640,574)	 (533,188)

Operating profit/(loss)	 41,589	 (16,578)

Other interest receivable and similar income	 18,079	 2,053

Profit before taxation	 59,667	 (14,525)

Corporation tax	 (3,435)	 (390)

Profit for financial year and total comprehensive income	 56,232	 (14,915)
 

BALANCE SHEET 
AS AT 31 DECEMBER 2023
	 2023	 2022
	 £	 £

Reserves	 181,954	 196,869

Profit and loss account	 56,232	 (14,915)

Members funds	 238,186	 181,954

Excerpts from the UK Cinema Association Ltd Accounts 2023.



42 UK CINEMA ASSOCIATION

UK CINEMA ASSOCIATION LTD
Executive Board Members – 2023

Phil Clapp – Chief Executive
James Collington, Savoy Cinemas – Honorary Treasurer

Larger Operator Board Members / Nominated Substitutes

Cineworld Cinemas – Shaun Jones 

Curzon Cinemas – Alex Sheldon

Empire Cinemas – Justin Ribbons

Everyman Cinemas – Alex Scrimgeour

Light Cinemas  – James Morris

Movie House Cinemas – Michael McAdam 

Natl Amusements (UK) – Duncan Short / Crispin Lilly 

ODEON Cinemas – Rebecca Parr-Phillips / Rachel Horman

Omniplex Cinemas – Paul John Anderson

Picturedrome Cinemas – Adam Cunard / Spencer Clarke

Picturehouse Cinemas – Clare Binns

Reel Cinemas – Sunil Suri 

WTW Scott Cinemas – Mark Williams

Vue International – Toby Bradon 

 

Smaller Operator Board Members

London and South East  
The Picture House, Uckfield – Kevin Markwick

North and Midlands  
Ilkley Cinema / Wetherby Cinema – John Tate / John Hewitt 

Northern Ireland  
Strand Arts Centre, Belfast – Mimi Turtle 

Scotland 
West Coast Cinemas – David Shaw 

Wales 
Chapter Arts Centre, Cardiff – Claire Vaughan

West of England  
Wells Film Centre – Sally Cooper
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