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Chapter 1


Introduction


Eva Bakøy, Roel Puijk and Andrew Spicer




This collection is based on a three-year research project, Success in the Film and Television Industries (SiFTI) funded by the Norwegian Research Council. The project had two basic purposes: 1) To illuminate the operations of sustainable and successful film and television companies in Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom; investigating their histories and evolution, the particular challenges they face and how they deal with them, the people who work for them and the men and women who run them; 2) To compare and contrast these companies in order to find out if there were common elements in how they conduct their business that might explain why they had been able to survive and also thrive. In contradistinction to the conventional focus on media conglomerates (Chan 2005; Fitzgerald 2012; Kunz 2007), or large-scale institutions such as Hollywood studios (Bordwell et al. 1985; Caldwell 2008; Dangcil 2007) or public service broadcasters such as the BBC (Bloomfield 2008; Born 2004; Davies 2001; Küng-Shankleman 2000), the focus of this collection is on micro-, small-and medium-sized companies (MSMEs), which the European Commission calls the ‘engine of the European economy’ (2015: 3).1 The collection’s focus on European companies is also a departure from the main trajectory of media industry studies, which have usually analysed American businesses (e.g. Gitlin 1983). It is therefore a contribution to the increasing academic attention that is now being given to European media production (see for instance, Bondebjerg et al. 2015; Meir 2016; Szczepanik and Vonderau 2013).2 However, even within studies of European media, this volume’s comparative, cross-national approach makes it distinct from the bulk of cultural/creative industries studies.


MSMEs are not only economically important, but also culturally significant. They are thought by cultural policy advisers to counteract media imperialism by providing a crucial contribution to democracy through enabling a multitude of different voices to be heard (see Curran 2011; Paterson et al. 2015). Often regarded by policymakers as more flexible, creative and innovative than their larger counterparts, MSMEs are perceived as a viable economic model in the shift from the Fordist period of mass production to a post-Fordist one in which niche markets are targeted and profits can accumulate through the ‘long tail’ (Anderson 2009). When MSMEs are concentrated in one locality – as part of ‘creative clusters’ or ‘cultural hubs’ – they have been seen as important to regional and urban development as potential replacements for dying industries (e.g. Florida 2004).3 Although our research is connected to these broader issues, it recognizes that the audio-visual industries are a special case and therefore that investigation and analysis should focus on the particularities of film and television production. And, as the authors in this collection contend, despite the arguments about cultural ‘convergence’ and a ‘networking’ culture in which companies are increasingly interdependent, there remain clear differences between these two industries. Therefore, analysis should focus on the specific conditions of production that obtains within each, as well as their common challenges and interrelations.


The companies discussed in this book were selected on the basis of two criteria for success: they have survived for over five years, and they have produced film or television programmes that have received critical acclaim and/or been popular with audiences. This admittedly wide and basic definition of success includes two very common business criteria: profitability and the ability to remain economically viable over time. However, some of the companies have experienced periods of considerable financial uncertainty because of the project-based character of film and television production. The definition also implies customer satisfaction and cultural capital in the form of peer recognition and awards.


Success is a complex concept and other less tangible but equally significant measures come into play in media management. These can include keeping your employees happy and content, making a meaningful contribution to the community, campaigning for social or environmental issues and developing audio-visual media as artistic expressions. There are also what can be termed subjective or personal success criteria, which include making a living from doing something one loves, using one’s talents, achieving personal goals, meeting interesting people or simply being happy and content in one’s work. A recent study of over 150 Dutch SME owners showed that most placed personal satisfaction and good relationships above commercial criteria. It showed that success criteria varied and were derived from the values owners held, which often evolved over time and differed according to the age and size of the firm (Gorgievski et al. 2011).


Our focus on ‘success’ might be considered unduly celebratory and that we are ‘[a]cting as temporary partisans of media organizations’ (Hesmondhalgh 2007: 48; Hesmondhalgh 2014). Our sympathetic attitude, while far from uncritical, is partly the result of the collection’s focus on MSMEs. The companies discussed in this volume can be collectively identified as struggling entrepreneurs that contribute to media diversity rather than being dominant or predatory players in the media marketplace; their success contributes to the general cultural health of the media. We will return to a discussion of the diverse meanings of success in our concluding chapter, where the comparative dimension of our analysis is discussed at length. We argue for a family resemblance between these successful companies. They are unique and different in many respects, but at the same time connected by several overlapping similarities.


One common contextual factor, particularly for European media, is the range and importance of the various international collaborations, partnerships and co-productions in which media companies engage – see, inter alia, Chalaby (2016), Finney (2010), Fontaine and Kevin (2016), Goldsmith and O’Regan (2005), Guback (1969), Hilmes (2014), Moran (2013), Morawetz et al. (2007), Steemers (2014), Weismann (2012) and Wheeler (2004). However, we argue that operations of the smaller film and television companies in this study make most sense in relation to the specific national contexts in which they are embedded. Hence this volume is organized into separate sections about each of the four nations studied by the SiFTI project, all of which begin with an overview chapter that explains the general organization and characteristics of the film and television industries in each of the selected countries.


Theoretical approach


This collection is a contribution to the rapidly expanding field of media industry and media production studies (for overviews see Banks et al. 2016; Cottle 2003; Havens and Lotz 2011; Holt and Perren 2009; Mayer et al. 2009; McDonald 2013; Paterson et al. 2015).4 Studies of media industries/media production draw on a broad range of disciplines and analytical approaches (Freeman 2016; Hesmondhalgh 2009, 2010, 2013; Paterson et al. 2015) and have a long, if not always acknowledged, history (Mayer et al. 2009; Wasko 2015). One of the most influential approaches has been political economy, defined as ‘the study of the social relations, particularly the power relations that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of resources’ (Mosco 2009: 2) and which focuses on the ‘fundamental forces and processes at work in the marketplace’ (2009: 24). This view informed Richard Caves’ Creative Industries (2000) and its persuasive concept of unstable and conflicted ‘contracts’ between art and commerce.5 With its interest in macro processes and underpinning structures, political economy has been described as the ‘jet plane view’ of the media (Havens et al. 2009).


This collection is indebted to political economy studies in its emphasis on how the various national film and television industries are shaped by overarching political, economic, social and cultural factors, including how national media regulations and policies influence the operations of the companies. However, in this approach the detailed characteristics of their actions remain unanalysed. In addressing this issue, this collection is indebted to work in cultural studies, which understands culture as a site of struggle, negotiations and attempts to achieve hegemony. Cultural studies provide a ‘helicopter view’ that highlights the details and complexities not visible from the jet plane view of political economy (Havens et al. 2009: 239). In doing so, this approach challenges a monolithic view of the media industries by foregrounding the role of individual agents within larger media structures, both high-placed managers and ‘below the line’ workers (Bennett and Strange 2015; Caldwell 2008; Havens et al. 2009; Holt and Perren 2009; Johnson et al. 2015; Mayer 2011). This collection employs a granular attention to detail to give a concrete sense of the actual working practices of specific companies and to foreground the role played by particular agents in their organization.


However, the SiFTI project’s interest in company success and survival sets it apart from the cultural studies tradition, with its basically Marxist concentration on the political dynamics of cultural life and its potentially subversive or suppressive practices. The research that this book is based upon has taken a more anthropological cast (Schlesinger 2015), characterized by close-textured ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz [1973] 1993) of specific instances derived from detailed, qualitative interviews and observations. However, as Georgina Born has argued, this does not mean ‘going native’ and adopting the position of the informants, but maintaining a ‘critical analytical distance’, achieving a ‘kind of double consciousness – both empathy and distance’ that focuses on ‘individual and collective agency’. Born argues that such close-grained attention is ‘a particularly good way of learning about the complexities of the object. It is also a good method for interrogating and reworking the structural readings of macro process that can be derived from political-economic analysis’ (Born 2000: 409, original emphasis). Contributors to this volume have attempted to achieve this ‘double consciousness’, a point that will be discussed further in the section on methodology.


Analysing companies’ production/organization cultures


As already indicated, the particular focus of this collection is on analyses of micro-, small- and medium-sized film and television companies. Robert Picard argues persuasively for the importance of a close-grained study of individual media companies:


A weak understanding of the theory of the firm has led numerous media observers who do not take a company perspective to make sweeping generalizations about how media companies operate, without discriminating between companies that make very different choices in pursuing profit and company values. These ignore many of the complexities of company organization and governance […] assume a simplistic firm structure, operation, and performance, and present a deterministic view of the ability of managers to fully control firms and their performance.


 ([2002] 2011: 2)


A key aspect in the understanding of how modern media firms operate in a more holistic and nuanced sense is the concept of production cultures that has informed all the chapters in this collection. Contributors have been particularly influenced by John T. Caldwell’s analysis of the belief systems generated by the different occupational roles in the film and television industries in Los Angeles. Caldwell understands production cultures as an interpretive system informing self-reflexive processes:


Film and television […] do not simply produce mass or popular culture […] but rather film/TV production communities themselves are cultural expressions and entities involving all of the symbolic processes and collective practices that other cultures use: to gain and reinforce identity, to forge consensus and order, to perpetuate themselves and their interests, and to interpret the media as audience members.


(2008: 2, original emphasis)


Because Caldwell is not particularly interested in the operations of specific media companies, material drawn from organization, business and management studies has been equally important to contributors of this book. Edgar Schein’s Organizational Culture and Leadership (2004) informs several chapters in this collection. Schein defines culture as:


[…] a pattern of shared basic assumption that a group learned as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relations to those problems.


(2004: 17)


Schein is interested in the underlying reasons that cause companies to pursue certain strategies, and his concept of culture as a shared pattern of assumptions is similar to Caldwell’s concept of culture as an interpretive system. Both definitions conceive culture as a set of learned ideas that form our perception of our surroundings. They also share the viewpoint that cultural analysis has to deploy a multiplicity of sources and methods (Drake 2014; Freeman 2016; Vonderau 2013) and not just rely on interviews of the social group in question without taking the statements of the organization members at face value. Another common thread that we have found helpful is the analytical distinction between internal integration and external adaptation conceiving companies as dynamic entities, constantly changing and adapting to internal pressures and external forces. Schein argues:


All group and organizational theories distinguish two major set of problems that all groups, no matter what their size, must deal with: (1) survival, growth and adaptation to the environment; and (2) internal integration that permits daily functioning and the ability to adapt and learn. Both of these areas of group functioning will reflect that larger cultural context in which the group exists and from which are derived broader and deeper basic assumptions about the nature of reality, time, space, human nature, and human relationships.


(2004: 18)


The main difference between their approaches is that Schein’s goal is instrumental, aiming to improve a company’s efficiency, whereas Caldwell seeks to provide a critique of how such cultures operate. He is also more sceptical about the difficulties in analysing company cultures and the film and television industries in general.


In order to get to grips with the organization and operation of selected companies, the analyses in this collection also draw on studies of media management (Aris and Bugin 2009; Dal Zotto and Van Kranenburg 2008; Davis and Scase 2000; Deuze 2011; Küng 2017) and management in the creative industries (Bilton 2007, 2008; Bilton and Cummings 2014). These authors discuss how companies differ in terms of their leadership, visions, strategies and other business decisions and, to different degrees, review how macroeconomic and political factors affect the structures and operations of the firms. Contributors to this collection have also, on occasion, drawn on the extensive literature about cultural labour, which has focused on the specific pleasures, pressures and insecurities experienced by those working in the cultural industries and the growth of the ‘precariat’ (see, inter alia, Banks 2007; Banks et al. 2013; Gill and Pratt 2008; Hesmondhalgh and Baker 2011; McKinlay and Smith 2009; McRobbie 2015; Ross 2009; Standing 2014). However, there is little in this literature that roots itself in the analysis of particular companies, which is at the heart of this collection.


Methodology


The use of case studies


The overview chapters that survey the film and television industries in each of the four countries take a political economy approach that reviews the ‘production, distribution and consumption of resources’ and the ‘fundamental forces and processes at work in the marketplace’ that Mosco advocates (2009: 2). They are based on assembling quantitative data that is often difficult to locate and is derived from a range of sources. This material is placed within an interpretative framework that analyses how political, economic, social, cultural and historical factors have shaped the overall characteristics of these two industries in all four countries and provides an analysis of the general context in which the particular evolution and operation of individual companies may be understood.


The individual case studies of specific film and television companies are based on a qualitative research methodology. The aim of the collection is not to produce general theories; rather, it is ‘to create historically situated tales that include both highly focused portraits of what identifiable people in particular places at certain times are doing and a reasoned interpretation’ of their actions (Van Maanen 1999: xi–xii). This approach is as interested in exceptions as in typicality and its basic methodological framework is the detailed exploratory case study, understood as the best way through which to apprehend the rich specificity of the phenomena being analysed (see Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2013). As Havens et al. argue:


The media are concrete entities with specific interests and, therefore, abstract philosophies or high theory does not bring us any closer to understanding their centrality as meaning-making institutions. This is not to minimize the significance of theory-building, but rather to stress the imperative of case study methods that shed light on the ways in which members of media industries define the conventions of production and distribution based on their assumptions of the prevailing cultural values and issues of the time.


 (2009: 249−50)


The case studies in this collection are based on the usual protocols and procedures of qualitative, empirical research that locates and scrutinizes as wide a range of relevant material as possible. These include what Schein refers to as ‘artefacts’ (2004: 25); any visible manifestations of the organization under scrutiny, including logos, websites, promotional materials and press releases about the company or its products, accounts in the trade press or specialist journals, in newspaper articles, publicly available interviews with company personnel including chat shows and Q&As at screenings. Analysis also encompasses aesthetic and cultural analysis of selected products for which the company is responsible, though there was little room in a book of this length for detailed interpretation. The case studies also argue for the importance of providing a cultural history of the companies discussed without which it is often impossible to understand their priorities and underlying values.


The SiFTI project did not have the resources to enable researchers to seek access to companies’ archives or records, or to organize longer-term ethnographic studies. However, although the opportunity was not available to spend extended periods with the companies in situ, the authors often made a number of site visits and were thus able to observe and analyse another element, often neglected in organization studies; the nature of a company’s office spaces and its working environment. As several chapters show, this is not only an important component in the company’s internal organization of its workforce but also a significant aspect of its identity, a component in how the company projects its public image, its values and aspirations. This concern meshed with a focus on the importance of place. The significance for particular companies of either a metropolitan or a regional location comes through strongly in several chapters.


Using interviews


A core component of the case studies is extended qualitative interviews with company personnel. These proved to be crucial to the detailed scrutiny we wished to provide and enabled us to probe values, attitudes and assumptions not available in other sources. Because of their importance, it is necessary to reflect here on the use of qualitative interviews – that is, ones that had a series of open-ended questions – as a methodology. Certainly, the authors were clear that the interviews were socially and historically situated discourses that had a strong element of what Caldwell calls ‘cultural self-performances’ that are carefully staged and managed (2008: 4−7). Media professionals are highly adept at giving interviews and often use these as the opportunity to present a version of themselves or events and a reconstruction of past happenings that create a particular view of the nature of their involvement and thus of their career trajectory. This may not be a deliberate act of misrepresentation but a version of events they have come to believe is true, usually placing themselves in a favourable position.


Christine Cornea has identified an academic reluctance to engage in interviewing, which is judged the province of journalists. This is accompanied, she argues, by a ‘fear of losing critical distance’ (2008: 118), of becoming too close to or too closely identified with the interviewee and thus not preserving the rigorous objectivity that should be a core component of disinterested research. However, Cornea articulates succinctly the value of interviews as a research methodology because, although they ‘generate material that is both true and false, skewed by memory or wish fulfilment’, this material is both ‘interpretative and richly interpretable. This is why they can provide such resonant, irreplaceable materials for film and television studies, and why they need all our scepticism and intelligence to make their way into an academic afterlife’ (2008: 134). As we found, interviews are often hard won and precious and become themselves an important historical record of the ideas and values held by industry practitioners at a moment in time. Their critical interpretation focuses attention on the reasons why those knowledges and opinions came into being and how they were constructed.


In an illuminating recent discussion specifically about the use of interviews in media production studies, Hanne Bruun argues that the interviewees are typically chosen from an elite deemed to possess the wide-ranging expert knowledge the researcher needs to validate the quality of her or his research and lend it both breadth and depth. This is because ‘elite interviewees’ are ones who have the power to make strategic decisions and thus exert a major influence over the companies they ‘represent’ (2015: 132−33; see also Bogner et al. 2009; Herzog and Ali 2015; Mikecz 2012). Bruun prefers the term ‘exclusive informants’ to describe this group of potential interviewees who possess ‘irreplaceable’ knowledge that is not publicly available (Bruun 2015: 134−35). The key to conducting successful interviews, she contends, is to establish trust and mutual respect through posing critically astute questions based on extensive background knowledge. Such questions allow the interviewee to engage in a conversation very different from ones typically created by journalists (who want information or opinion) and which encompasses reflection on deeper issues. However, Bruun, like Caldwell, cautions that researchers need to recognize that ‘exclusive informants’ have agendas and take these into account when making their interpretations of the interview material. Because our principal focus is on those in a position to provide an overview of their company’s history and how its strategy has developed over time, our selection has concentrated on these ‘exclusive informants’, often company founders, which is sometimes referred to as ‘studying up’. What we seek is access to professional knowledge rather than the lifeworld of the interviewee, the characteristic focus of ‘studying down’ where the informants are often ‘below the line’ workers. However, we have also sought the voices of lower status employees or freelancers on occasions to provide a different perspective.


Bruun also raises questions about confidentiality, anonymity and the interviewees’ rights over published material. As she notes, the world of elite media professionals is a small one and the testimony would be instantly recognizable even if the person were not named. Thus we have named our sources, who were happy for us to do so and to be quoted. Ethically, this entailed giving them the opportunity to check the citations for accuracy. Some of the authors have given the interviewees access to their finished chapters to comment on what they perceive to be distortions or misrepresentations and to ask for any material they felt uncomfortable about to be removed. There is a gatekeeping element (Mills 2008) to this latter practice, and a possible compromise of the objectivity and validity of the research produced, but our experience has been of either very minimal interventions or else a very positive post-interview dialogue that re-engages with the issues broached in the encounter.


Undertaking qualitative cross-national research


A crucial dimension of the SiFTI project was to conduct cross-national research and thus to illuminate a broader spectrum of company practices than could be provided by focusing on only one nation, despite the challenges (Livingston 2003). It also provided the opportunity to search for any common patterns that might explain the sustainability and success of the selected companies across the four different countries. Despite their important differences, notably the size of the United Kingdom and the scale of its media industries, these four countries also share significant similarities to make the comparison meaningful. All four are situated in northwestern Europe and are fairly affluent, technologically advanced social democracies with strong welfare states that regard film (and particularly television) as cultural organizations rather than simply businesses, as reflected in the strong traditions of public service broadcasting that have developed in each. With the partial exception of the United Kingdom, which relies on an indiscriminate tax relief scheme in which foreign firms also profit, all have well-developed state support mechanisms that provide a degree of protection and assistance for both the film and television industries. In addition, Denmark and the Netherlands enjoy further support as members of the European Union. Although Norway is not a member, Norwegian companies are also subject to EU regulations (Television without Frontiers, Audiovisual Media Service) and are eligible for EU support schemes (MEDIA programme, Creative Europe) due to Norway’s EEA (European Economic Area) membership. At the time of writing, the nature of the United Kingdom’s relationship to Europe is in the process of being redefined following the ‘Brexit’ referendum in 2016 in which a narrow majority voted to leave the European Union. However, this occurred after the empirical data used in this book was collected. Members of the two Nordic countries can also apply for money from the Nordisk Film & TV Fond.


The media industries in all four countries face major challenges. Globalization includes the necessity of dealing with multinational and multi-ethnic audiences as well as the possibility of being bought by multinational corporations. These corporations include not only the giants of the past – the Hollywood studios that have always dominated the film industry – but also the new television behemoths, the ‘super indies’ and ‘mega indies’, such as the EndemolShine group that now consists of 120 companies across more than 30 markets. These developments can be regarded as both a threat to independence and also an opportunity for smaller companies to achieve greater financial stability. Film and television companies in these four countries, as elsewhere, are also struggling to adapt to the major changes created by digitalization, which has had a profound impact on the production and distribution of media in general and how media are consumed (see, inter alia, Gripsrud 2010). In addition, all four countries are, to different degrees, affected by the deregulation of the audio-visual market causing increased competition.


Introducing the chapters


Norway


Jo Sondre Moseng’s overview of the Norwegian audio-visual sector argues that there has been a period of considerable growth and professionalization from roughly 2000 onwards. Compared to earlier periods, domestic films and television drama have proved more popular with national, and increasingly international, audiences. However, there are considerable differences between the film and television sectors. The film production companies are small, independent and highly reliant on public funding. Their production is centred around individual film projects with very variable results in terms of both profit and critical acclaim. The major television companies, on the other hand, are part of transnational entertainment groups, whose economy of scale provides them with content, a professionalized administration and financial backing. Thus, these television companies are characterized by their greater stability and higher volume of production than their film production counterparts.


Eva Bakøy analyses leadership in the Norwegian film industry based on case studies of three Norwegian film companies – Motlys, Paradox and Cinenord. She argues that the three companies are lifestyle businesses where the entrepreneurs seek to generate an adequate income while doing what they love. They are motivated by their personal fascination for the film medium and their freedom to choose their own projects and identify themselves as film producers rather than company managers. In terms of external tactics, all leaders design film projects that can be described as a meeting place between their own film preferences or ones they believe in, the support systems of the Norwegian Film Institute (Norsk Film Institut) (NFI) and the interests of the distributors, while also catering to the interests of other private investors. This of course limits the creative possibilities for Norwegian filmmaking. In terms of internal tactics, they attempt to create a working space characterized by an easy-going family atmosphere with informal and open lines of communication and flexible work routines.


Vilde Schanke Sundet’s chapter addresses new production and distribution models in Nordic television drama by analysing a particularly successful Norwegian series, Lilyhammer (2012−14). This series broke new ground in terms of its high audience ratings, suitability for international export and its innovative partnership between several players: Rubicon, a Norwegian production company with international owners; NRK, the dominant Norwegian public service broadcaster; Netflix, an international streaming service; Steve Van Zandt, an international star actor with his own management company; and Red Arrow, an international distributor. Sundet argues that the success of Lilyhammer also created problems for the stakeholders, which finally drove them apart. The tensions included issues such as the production budget, publishing strategies and, perhaps most profoundly, the identity of the series itself.


Stine Sand Eira examines how place affects film and television companies situated in the Norwegian regions. She argues that this is an important issue because the Norwegian government supports regional film based on the premise that filmmaking in different places will generate more variety. She argues that the companies have a holistic approach to place. Particular locations are advantageous because they give companies access to regional funding, and also provide creative benefits, such as access to local talents, scenery and stories. Her analysis also shows that the companies featured contribute to greater diversity when it comes to the deployment of geographical locations and also through their use of local film workers and, to a certain degree, their production of different kinds of stories, thereby legitimizing the government’s funding of regional film.


Denmark


Heidi Philipsen and Roel Puijk’s overview of Danish film and television highlights the importance of strong, internationally recognized brands – Dogme 95 and ‘Nordic Noir’ – to its current success. They also demonstrate the significance of a well-developed infrastructure of state support, both direct and through public service broadcasters, and of a particular form of production culture – the ‘Danish model’ – that is writer-dominated and combines arresting storylines with social and ethical themes. However, the Danish film and television industries face significant challenges, spearheaded by Netflix and HBO Nordic, which are pioneering new forms of distribution and transmedia dramas that use multiple platforms, and which challenge the ability of a nation state to influence production practices.


Philipsen’s chapter on Zentropa investigates how such a highly distinctive film company led by two mavericks, the auteur director Lars von Trier and the charismatic producer Peter Aalbæk, manages to be so successful, able to thrive on crises, controversy and even scandals. She locates a contradictory but apparently functional production culture in which employees are both inspired: encouraged to engage in creative, risk-taking and ‘alternative’ filmmaking; and exploited: asked to observe strict discipline and work long hours. It is a model, she argues, that is peculiar to Zentropa and could not be replicated by another firm.


Søren Birkvad’s chapter also discerns contradictions, what he characterizes as ‘competing truths’, in his analysis of STV, the longest surviving and most successful of the shrinking group of independent television companies in Denmark. Birkvad argues persuasively that researchers should not necessarily look for a coherent strategic vision but focus on paradoxes, tensions and apparent inconsistencies, especially during a period in which companies have to adapt to the shift from individual productions to formats and advertiser-funded programming, and from a market defined by national public service broadcasters to a highly competitive, transnational one.


The Netherlands


In their overview chapter, Eggo Müller and Daisy van de Zande argue that the Dutch audio-visual sector has become increasingly international. Although the number of Dutch films produced each year has increased over the last decade, only a few companies produce more than four films every year. As in the Scandinavian countries, film is subsidized but there has been a shift to using public money, including tax incentives, to boost mainstream productions that have a more assured national appeal than art house productions. In addition, the production of children’s films and co-productions has increased, while several productions companies have also developed television drama series. In the television sector, Müller and van der Zande note that the deregulated market since the 1990s supports a large and diverse production landscape. Several Dutch companies have been successful in developing television formats that are exported internationally and increasingly they have become a part of global media conglomerates. Although the sector has become more professionalized and internationally integrated, this success has not resulted in an increase in employment. Müller and van de Zande argue that this ‘success’ is primarily shaped by neo-liberal doctrines in which fewer employees and a growing number of freelancers produce more predictable mainstream output.


In their analysis of innovation in two medium-sized film production companies, Rinkel Film and Column Film, Willemien Sanders and Roel Puijk argue that most innovations in these companies occur in the field of financing. Both companies prefer to produce distinctive films rather than ones that have an obvious commercial potential. Sanders and Puijk observe that although there were a few attempts to innovate by means of digital technology, more attention was given to finding models that made investing in their productions more attractive and to facilitating co-productions. They also note that the two companies have varying experiences with co-productions and their strategies in how to finance the films they want to make differ. Rinkel Film co-produces most of its films and prefers true stories for a broad audience; Column Film combines trademark films with more popular literary adaptations.


In their chapter on television, Sanders and Puijk compare two production companies, JVtv and Blazhoffski, which started out in a similar fashion. Both were established by two former employees from public service television and made children’s programmes. During the twenty years of their existence, they followed different paths. Sanders and Puijk use Schein’s theory of organizational culture to characterize the differences in terms of the companies’ underlying assumptions (Schein 2004). JVtv’s more collective ethos and individuality, relying on established contacts rather than on pitching and developing formats for new investors, sustained what can be seen as a family enterprise. By contrast, Blazhoffski can be characterized as a highly networked company, expanding on the basis of promoting several formats that they own. These formats were the reason why Blazhoffski currently – like most television companies – is part of an international media conglomerate, which enables it to expand further. Sanders and Puijk note that these companies’ success criteria vary according to the situation in which they find themselves.


The United Kingdom


Steve Presence’s overview reveals a clear disparity between the United Kingdom’s film and television industries. Film, long considered entertainment rather than art, has suffered from low levels of public funding, and the major incentive – tax relief – favours large-scale American productions rather than indigenous ones. By contrast, television, regarded as a public service, has enjoyed far greater financial support and has been globally successful. However, here too SMEs struggle and, if successful, are vulnerable to takeover by ‘super indies’, global entities driven by commercial logic. Presence argues for a critique of the narrow concept of economic success that permeates both these industries and to press for a policy rethink that will encourage them to be more culturally ambitious, innovative and diverse.


Audun Engelstad focuses on three UK film companies – Origin Pictures, Number 9 Films and Warp Films – asking how they have managed to be both critically and commercially successful in such a challenging marketplace. He identifies several common factors. Each benefits from forms of public subsidy, or public service broadcasters; each is artist-driven, dependent on the strong network of relationships with creative talent forged by their founders who continue to lead each company; and all three target their productions at niche, mainly European markets that enable them to be distinctive and to retain artistic integrity. He discerns an increasing orientation towards ‘high-end’ television production, a ‘telenomics’, in which the economic structures of the television industry are used to stabilize and circumvent some of the key problems of film production.


The last of the individual case studies is Andrew Spicer’s chapter exploring how creativity is managed by Aardman Animations, one of the most successful independent UK film and television companies, whose vision is to forge an artists’ ‘studio’ rather than simply a business. This aspiration, he argues, can only be achieved by imaginative leadership that affords employees some creative autonomy, guided by an overarching strategy that grasps the creative possibilities of commercial constraints, including the opportunities provided by the proliferation of online platforms. In this way, Spicer argues, Aardman has kept pace with a changing animation industry now orientated to the creation and exploitation of a portfolio of copyrighted projects and the development of an international brand, rather than single programmes.
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Notes


1 According to the European Commission the main factors determining whether an enterprise is an MSME are: staff headcount, turnover and financial status. However, if a small enterprise has access to significant additional resources (e.g. because it is owned by, linked to or partnered with a larger enterprise), it might not be eligible for MSME status.
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2 One can also cite the Media Cultural Encounters through European Screens (MeCETES) project (http://mecetes.co.uk/) from which Bondebjerg et al.’s book arose (2015). Also relevant is Media Experiences led by Professor Annette Hill: http://mediaexperiences.blogg.lu.se/.


3 Richard Florida’s work has been subjected to severe critique – see, inter alia, Peck (2005), Porter (2000), Power and Scott (2011) and Scott (2000).


4 One can adduce as evidence not only the volume of publications, but also the establishment of media industry subgroups in several of the main academic associations: the International Association of Media and Communication Researchers (IAMCR); the European Communication Research and Education Association (ECREA); the International Communication Association (ICA) and the Society for Cinema and Media (SCMS). In December 2016, Spicer and Presence (with Jack Newsinger) established a Special Interest Group in Screen Industry Studies for the British Association of Film, Television and Screen Studies (BAFTSS). In 2014, the Media Industries Journal, an open-access, peer-reviewed online publication, was launched. Its first issue contained several overviews of the field.


5 See also Lampel et al. (2006), Wasko et al. (2013), Winseck and Jin (2011).




Chapter 2


The Film and Television Industries in Norway


Jo Sondre Moseng




During the past few decades, the context for film and television production in Norway has transformed fundamentally. Institutional changes, such as the breakdown of the state’s monopoly on broadcasting and the termination of the state-owned film production company Norsk Film A/S, have revitalized the industry and increased levels of professionalism. Broader developments such as digitalization and changes in the media ownership structures have intensified this trend further in the 2000s. The market for film and television products has grown remarkably, now comprising more than 2,000 production companies that, in 2014, generated total sales revenues of €792 million.1 However, although commentators and scholars generally agree upon the enhanced quality of Norwegian films and television programmes, little attention has been paid to issues concerning the production level of the Norwegian film and television industries.


Some research on television has indeed focused on industry dynamics, competitive forces and business strategies, but it has largely been concentrated on broadcasters.2 Research on domestic film production has, on the other hand, tended to ignore the company level altogether. In Norway, as in most other European countries, production of films has been, and still is, strongly dependent on state subsidies; thus, academics have, in addition to textual analysis of films, focused on the policies, regulations and interventions that have guided the actions of filmmakers at any point.


The aim of this chapter, therefore, is to outline the general characteristics of film and television production in contemporary Norway. How is the industry organized and regulated, and what defines the Norwegian market for film and television production? The central claim of the chapter is that the Norwegian film and television production sector has, since the mid-1990s, developed from a cottage industry into a professional business, sharing most of its characteristics and challenges with audio-visual industries elsewhere in Europe (see De Vinck and Lindmark 2014 for discussion). Due to several industry transformations, film and television production activity has increased significantly in the 2000s, and even though international success has been modest, the industry has proved both highly creative and popular with domestic audiences. However, despite the industry’s increasing international orientation, the Norwegian market is small and the domestic production sector is disproportionately large. While most companies struggle to survive, a small group of players has been dominating the industry for more than a decade, employing varying means and strategies.


By mapping structural features of the film and television industries, and by tracing significant developments in both areas, the objective of the following analysis is to provide the contextual backdrop against which subsequent chapters on Norwegian companies’ production cultures will be discussed. The chapter is organized in two main parts, covering each medium separately. This organizing principle is justified, as the companies themselves by and large operate in only one of these businesses. A handful of film production companies have participated in the recent growth of television drama, and a few of the major television production companies have attempted to venture into film production. However, the two markets remain largely separate. Table 1 below, which displays the key financial features of the five most commercially successful production companies in each industry, also suggests that these companies exist in separate economic worlds.


It is worth noticing from the outset that the broad separation of film and television does not correspond to a similar divide in the official register of business enterprises, which, according to the European industry standard classification system (NACE), includes all kinds of film, television and video production. Hence, the official statistics also encompass companies specializing in commercials and branded content, educational films, video presentations for manufacturing industries and, more recently, web-series television. Nor do the classifications distinguish between professional companies and one-person businesses with low production activity and insignificant earnings. As production companies come and go, differentiating their products and operating in a growing number of sub-markets, it is, in fact, difficult to obtain a complete picture of the size and activities of the film and television industries. A rough estimate would be that approximately 250 out of the 2,000 registered companies in the Norwegian production sector are operating on a professional scale.3 However, both the film and television industries are characterized by a high degree of concentration, in which a few major players dominate output and, consequently, the revenues.


The television industry


Since the early 1990s, business conditions for television production companies have improved substantially. The introduction of commercial broadcasters and its effects on the public broadcaster NRK, as well as the broader processes of digitization and globalization, have all had a profound impact on the development of the domestic market. In this section, I will address these changes through an outline of the industrial context in which contemporary television production companies operate.


Networks


In Norway, regular transmission of television dates back to August 1960, when the channel NRK made its first broadcast.4 As a public broadcaster owned by the state, NRK was, and still is, funded by a licence fee that covers its operations, including large production units. Due to the broader processes of media deregulation and relaxation in the 1980s, the monopoly eventually dissolved in 1988 (Bastiansen and Dahl 2003). By that time, new distribution technologies such as satellite and cable had already been offering foreign channels to audiences in central areas for some years.6 In late 1988, TV Norge, a commercial channel, broadcast its first hours of television via satellite.7 Parallel to these events, and partly as a response to the increasing competition from foreign satellite channels, during the latter half of the 1980s there were parliamentary discussions on the future of the domestic television market. In 1990, the government announced a concession for a commercial – yet public service – broadcaster. The call for tenders guaranteed nationwide coverage in the terrestrial system, in exchange for certain commitments (i.e. localization of the channel’s headquarters, various public service obligations, etc.). The choice eventually fell on TV2, an enterprise established by a syndicate of investors, in which Norwegian media group Schibsted and Danish media group Egmont were the major shareholders with 20 per cent each. The commercial benefits of gaining wide distribution (i.e. with regards to the channel’s attractiveness to advertisers) was obvious, and, with the arrival of TV2 in September 1992, broadcasting in Norway transformed into an industry in which scheduling, ratings and cost-efficient production became important competitive constituents for the players in the field (Syvertsen 1997). By 1995, TV2 had stabilized its market share at about 30 per cent, and the channel has been, alongside NRK, the dominant broadcaster since then. In the context of this chapter, however, the launch of TV2 had profound influence on the development of a private television production sector, as one important condition for the concession was that the new broadcaster would limit its in-house production to news and actualities, while the remainder of its schedule would be purchased or commissioned content (Rinde 2002).8 Moreover, the concession stated that at ‘least 50 per cent of the channel’s schedule [should] be produced by Norwegian companies within 8−9 years’ (NMCC 1991: 1).9


Table 1: Financial Figures, Key Norwegian Production Companies (€).
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Source: The National Register of Business Enterprises in Norway, www.ravninfo.com.


In its first years of operation, TV2 mainly commissioned light entertainment (talk shows, game shows), sitcoms and miniseries from domestic producers, and for this purpose the channel initially worked with nearly 30 private production companies (Enli et al. 2010). Many of these companies were unfamiliar with both the scale and the genres of commercial broadcasting, and within a few years TV2’s strategy changed to preferring long-term contracts with a few suppliers concentrated in the capital Oslo (Tobiassen and Nesheim 2001). By 1995, it was estimated that only ten to twelve production companies, employing about 200 persons, served the commercial broadcasters (Juritzen 1995). Since then, the number of production companies has increased significantly, partly because the transition to digital terrestrial television (2007) involved a significant rise in Norwegian channels. Moreover, mergers and acquisitions have ensured that international media corporations now control the most successful production companies (see below).


By 2015, the Norwegian broadcasting landscape consisted of 25 national channels, of which 19 were established as a result of the digital transition. Four networks dominate the industry. The public service broadcaster NRK now comprises three channels, while the foreign media groups Egmont (TV2, seven channels), Modern Times Group (Viasat, five channels) and Discovery Communications (SBS Discovery, seven channels) are the top players in the commercial market. Egmont and Modern Times Group (MTG) have vertically integrated operations in Norway, owning distribution arms (terrestrial, and satellite/cable/ IPTV solutions) and production companies, in addition to their groups of channels. Equally important, both groups are controlling transnational agencies in the format industry, for example, DRG (MTG) and Nordic World (Egmont). Recently, MTG has been particularly expansive in the Norwegian market, now controlling the Nice Entertainment Group, which includes Norwegian production companies Monster, Strix Televisjon, Rakett and November Film. Egmont, on the other hand, owns the production company Nordisk Film & TV (a Norwegian subsidiary of Danish Nordisk Film), the predominant outside broadcaster OB Team, as well as one of the few modern studio facilities in Norway, Nydalen Studios. Most of TV2’s commissioned entertainment programmes are being produced in this studio, which means that Egmont/TV2 can plough back rental income from the production companies that they have commissioned to produce a show. Discovery entered the Norwegian broadcast industry as late as 2013 through the acquisition of the German media group Pro Sieben Sat 1’s operations in the Nordic countries (SBS). The Norwegian branch of the network now consists of the main channel TV Norge, and seven secondary channels with appeal to different audience demographics (Fem, Max, Vox, TLC, Eurosport 1+2 and Discovery Channel). While SBS Discovery does not yet own production subsidiaries or a distribution arm in the Scandinavian countries, the SBS executives claim that the Norwegian channels have commissioned programmes from private production companies for a total value of €167 million between 2010 and 2015.10


As elsewhere in Europe, a crucial element in maintaining power in the Norwegian broadcasting industry is obtaining the rights for big events, and sports in particular. For example, NRK has for decades capitalized on the domestic audience’s fascination with winter sports, while a considerable part of TV2’s commercial success stems from its territorial rights to broadcast English Premier League football. Since 2015−16, TV2 has, however, met with keen competition from SBS Discovery, which has acquired the rights to several of the most commercially important sports events, including the Olympics and the games of the Norwegian national football team (Haugli 2015).11 Although, in all likelihood, this will cause changes in the network hierarchy in the future, in 2016, the main channels of NRK and TV2 remained the market leaders (see Table 2).


Table 2: Market Shares, Key Norwegian Networks 2014−15.


	Network (all channels*)

	2014

	2015


	NRK

	37.7

	40.4


	TV2

	27.5

	24.8


	SBS Discovery

	17.4

	17.0


	Viasat

	6.8

	7.2



* Per cent numbers do not include premium (subscription) channels. 


Source: TNS Gallup.


However, linear television is losing ground to Internet-based platforms. Viewing figures have dropped each year since 2010, hitting a historical low in 2015, when only 67 per cent of the population watched television on a daily basis (Vaage 2016). At the same time, 86 per cent of the population has access to broadband, and the 15−39 age group in particular, which is essential to advertisers, now prefer to stream audio-visual content via IPTV or other platforms (TNS Gallup 2016). While NRK has succeeded in migrating viewers to its free online player, the commercial networks have been struggling to attract subscribers for their streaming services.


The contemporary television production sector


As discussed in the previous section, digitization caused a flourishing of new national channels, and although the networks now struggle to compensate for the decrease in linear television, the demand for locally produced content is still high. Moreover, the growing competition among web-TV services based in traditional media corporations (e.g. VGTV) has also contributed to increased demand for commissioned content, hence creating an alternative, although less lucrative, market for production companies.


The commercialization of Norwegian broadcasting runs parallel to a broader shift in television programming, in which formats have become increasingly important to the broadcasters’ schedules. The commercial networks have been prime movers in that respect, recognizing that producing genres such as talk shows and various forms of reality TV is inexpensive and, considering the often sensationalist content of such programmes, attractive to advertisers. This shift has, of course, invigorated the production companies. Domestic editions of the international formats Survivor (Strix for TV3, 1999) and Big Brother (Rubicon for TV Norge, 2001) were pioneering in this respect, paving the way for numerous reality series targeted at different audiences in the new millennium. Currently, because the major Norwegian production companies have become part of transnational media corporations, formats permeate their strategies, daily routines and economic dispositions. Even the public service broadcaster NRK is actively engaging in the format trade, exporting, among other things, the popular reality series Teenage Boss (2011) and My Celebrity Boyfriend (2011).


Another condition for the growth in the domestic television production industry is related to NRK’s increasing use of commissioned content. The broadcaster has a history of co-producing scripted television with private companies, but it was not until the late 2000s that NRK’s cooperation with the private sector was regulated. In 2009, the Ministry of Culture required that a minimum of 10 per cent of the broadcaster’s schedule should consist of commissioned programmes, and by 2012, NRK spent more than €33 million, or approximately 30 per cent of its production budget, on this requirement (NRK 2012, 2015). Mirroring the broad scope of public service broadcasting, the commissioned programmes are diverse, ranging from the weekly National Lottery draw and reality series to wildlife documentaries and high-end drama series. A result of this multitude of genres and programmes is that NRK does employ more production companies than the commercial broadcasters. However, the trend is that NRK commissions fewer programmes each year, concentrating its investments on prestigious shows with high commercial potential (i.e. Saturday night entertainment, drama series).12 In particular, the commissioning of quality drama has proved very successful for NRK, with hits such as Lilyhammer (Rubicon, 2012−14) and the Second World War drama The Saboteurs (Filmkameratene, 2015). Moreover, generous grants from the Norwegian Film Institute to independent drama producers imply that a considerable share of the costs is covered by other sources, hence reducing the broadcaster’s financial investments in the projects. A recent White Paper on the future of NRK, suggested that 40 per cent of its channels’ total programming should consist of commissions from private production companies (NMC 2015).


The exact size of the television production sector is difficult to determine, partly due to inaccurate statistics and partly because of the inherent fluctuation in project-based industries such as television. Moreover, most of the production companies are unknown to the general public: the programmes they produce are instead introduced as, and identified with, the commissioning broadcasters. The absence of publicly available lists of works by the channels further contributes to the anonymity of many programme suppliers. However, examining the schedules of the broadcasters reveals that the domestic production sector is concentrated on a few companies. In the final part of this section, I will discuss the major companies in the field and outline the current structure in the production sector.


As mentioned above, the majors in the Norwegian television production sector are part of large international media/television groups, which implies that they not only have easy access to international formats, but also have the resources to develop new ideas themselves (see Table 3 below). Several of the major companies also produce third-party formats, often on request from broadcasters that have acquired territorial rights to a certain format. As such, these companies produce a wide variety of genres for different platforms.13 Not surprisingly, these companies tend to favour producing reality TV shows, factual entertainment and feel-good docusoaps. The two largest companies, Monster and Rubicon, are also the leading producers of scripted television, even within the sub-field of high-end drama series, in which competition from ‘traditional’ film production companies has increased notably in recent years.


An indication of the vitality of the sector is that Monster, Rubicon and Strix now even produce weekend prime-time programmes for the public service broadcaster NRK (i.e. The Ultimate Entertainer, Eternal Glory and Anno). Not surprisingly, new players wanted to capitalize on the lucrative, Norwegian/Scandinavian market, and in 2014−15, Warner Bros., the RTL Group and ITV moved into the market by acquiring existing Norwegian production companies or established new ones. One immediate effect of their presence is that popular third-party formats – such as Idol, Strictly Come Dancing and Got Talent – have slipped out of the hands of the market leaders Monster and Rubicon, which will probably have important consequences for the industry.


Table 3: The Major Television Production Companies in Norway.


[image: ]


Another group of companies may be labelled as minors. Many of these companies, too, represent a potential threat to the leading companies. A common feature shared by of many of them – for example, Monkberry, Feelgood Scene & Film, Seefood, Concorde, Norsk Fjernsyn and Plan-B – is that they were established by television celebrities with years of experience in the industry. It is reasonable to assert that these companies originated not only in order to gain greater creative freedom, but also because their founders’ celebrity status would assure more financial control. As these companies do not have the benefit of being part of a large international media corporation, they have instead exploited their stars’ popularity with domestic audiences to secure long-term agreements with the networks. A telling example is Plan-B, a company established by the two hosts of the popular Friday night talk show Late Night with Thomas and Harald in order to bring the production out of the hands of the major company Monster.


In addition to these two groups, there exists a group of small companies that specializes in particular genres. This includes Metronome Spartacus, whose only production is the prime-time soap Hotel Caesar (TV2, 1998), specialist suppliers of lifestyle programmes and factual entertainment shows (Teddy TV, Pandora and Globus Media), and docusoap producers (Rakett, Salto Media). As rights to international sport events have become increasingly important to the networks, more resources have been put into studio production in recent years (such as pre-match, expert analysis and ringside interviews). In Norway, this field is dominated by three specialized companies, each with ties to the commercial networks: the TV2 subsidiary OB Team (TV2 and NRK channels), Mediatec (Viasat channels) and Ullevaal Media Center (SBS Discovery channels).


The film industry


In 2010, The Wall Street Journal published a feature on the boom in Norwegian filmmaking at that time, calling attention to a handful of films recently celebrated at international film festivals as well as to a young generation of exciting talents. ‘Norway’s thriving film industry’, the reporter stated, ‘[was] promising to place film alongside oil and salmon as one of the country’s most reliable export items’ (Marcus 2010: 1). Albeit a considerable overstatement, the quotation is at least a telling example of a growing, international curiosity about Norwegian films in recent years. Indeed, export of Norwegian films increased 682 per cent between 2002 and 2012, but the export value was still a very modest €6 million (NFI 2014). However, as with other small nations, Norway’s success in the global film scene has been linked primarily to its achievements on the festival circuit and with individual successes abroad.14 The 2014 Academy Award nomination of Kon-Tiki (2013) for best foreign language picture and director Morten Tyldum’s success with the Oscar-winning The Imitation Game (US/UK, 2014) may be seen as the apex of a ten-year period of strong progress for Norwegian cinema. However, discussing the recent accomplishments of the Norwegian film production sector is first and foremost an internal matter: the production companies mainly operate in the domestic market and are also dependent on the institutional framework (i.e. production funding) provided by the national government. Of course, Norwegian film production companies are affected both by the growing importance of international funding and by recent technological developments in the global film industry, to which I will return. From an industrial point of view, however, the most important changes during the 2000s relate to structural transformations at home.


The reform of the Norwegian film industry in 2001


With its population of five million, Norway is a small film market dominated by Hollywood films, and the volume of domestic production had, until the 2000s, been low and highly dependent on state subsidies (Iversen 1998). Independent film producers faced serious difficulties in maintaining continuity of production, experiencing strong competition for grants from Norsk Film A/S, a production company in which the government itself was the major shareholder.15 By the late 1990s, the public reputation of Norwegian films was at a low point. The market share of domestic films had been low for decades, averaging 9 per cent between 1978 and 1998, and new films, with a few exceptions, received lukewarm reviews.16 Budget overruns were the rule, and several independent companies faced bankruptcy because of failed projects (see Moseng 2016; Olsen 1998). Commentators questioned the value of government spending on film production, and in 1997, the Ministry of Culture assigned the consultant firm Ernst & Young Management Consulting (EYMC) to evaluate the film industry and national film policies. The report, published in 1999, pointed out that the lack of continuity in the production sector suggested that most companies were economically fragile, with weak operating margins, and hence too dependent on state subsidies. On one hand, the report stated, the grant system encouraged relaxed financial practices in those companies, while industry precariousness on the other hand had severe effects on professional development (EYMC 1999). The report proposed several steps towards a reorganization of the production sector, which eventually led to a major reform of the film industry in 2001. The most far-reaching step of the reform was the decision to close down Norsk Film A/S, and instead channel funding towards the private companies. The intention was to reinvigorate the industry by concentrating on developing a handful of solid companies able to sustain production on a regular basis (Engelstad and Moseng 2014). A problem was, however, that many of the operating companies at that time had unhealthy finances. By 2004, a mere eight of the 55 companies that had been producing feature films during the 1990s were still active. Helped by an ongoing generational shift, the years immediately following the reform saw a growth in new companies, and within a few years the sector had restructured as a small group of firms came to dominate (see below).


The 2001 reform is viewed as a watershed moment in modern Norwegian film history, as it marked the beginning of a particularly vigorous period for the country’s film community. New policies were followed by increasing financial allocations to the National Film Fund (NFF) and its grant schemes, and since then the volume of production has increased significantly, culminating in 35 feature film releases in 2014. Equally important, domestic films have proved increasingly popular with the domestic audience, as market share has stabilized at around 20−25 per cent.


A changing market


In Norway, as elsewhere, digitalization is currently transforming the film industry value chain, as illegal downloading and the recent developments in VoD distribution technology have caused a breakdown of the traditional windowing system (Cunningham and Silver 2012; Lobato 2012). Once a very profitable market, sales of DVDs and Blu-Ray in Norway have dropped dramatically in the last few years, from a peak of 22.3 million in 2007 to a mere six million in 2014 (Film & Kino 2015). Estimates carried out by consulting firm GfK on behalf of the Cinema Association of Norway (Film & Kino) indicated that approximately 150 million films were consumed in Norwegian households via TvoD/SvoD services in 2014 (Johansen 2015). The video-on-demand market is dominated by Netflix, which is subscribed to by more than 40 per cent of the population (2015), and other global services like iTunes, Google Play and HBO (TNS Gallup 2016). As these players represent a serious threat to the economy in the domestic film industry (see below), theatrical exhibition has become even more important to local producers and distributors in recent years.


In 2014, the Norwegian theatrical market consisted of 199 cinemas, serving 425 screens in total (Norway Statistics 2015). All cinemas were fully digitalized by 2011. More recently, private theatre chains have increasingly challenged the traditional system of municipal cinema. In 2013, for example, Nordisk Film Kino, part of the Danish Egmont media group, took over the running of municipal cinemas from the local authorities in the capital Oslo, thus ending 100 years of monopoly. These changes are related to long-term transformations in the exhibition sector, in which central district multiplexes have replaced small-town cinemas since the early 1990s.17


Since the 2001 reforms, the government’s annual allocations to audio-visual production funding have doubled.18 However, the competition for these resources was much harder in 2015 than it was fifteen years earlier. The number of companies has increased significantly, while the subsidies have been scattered over a more varied set of support schemes, each catering to different formats, to the various stages of a project (such as development, production and release), and/or to specific goals in national film policies (see Table 4). In 2015, the NFI distributed approximately €53 million in support of 477 projects, including short films, documentaries, television dramas and videogames, in addition to the various support schemes for feature films.19 More than half the allocations were allotted to the two main support schemes for feature film production. The artistic scheme, in which a consultant at NFI evaluates projects based on their artistic value, requires that the producer raise at least 25 per cent private capital for the project. The market scheme, in which a council of industry representatives evaluates projects for their commercial potential, requires at least 50 per cent of private capital.


The so-called ex-post support scheme rewards all domestic films with support equal to 100 per cent of documented revenues, including pre-sale and distribution deals. For children’s films, 200 per cent support is awarded. Ex-post support is activated as soon as the film passes 35,000 admissions.21 The intention of the scheme was to attract private investors and at the same time to stimulate production of popular films. The first few years following the introduction of the scheme saw an increase in films financed without any public support, but on the expectation of generating a sizeable return. Some of them, like Tommy Wirkola’s Dead Snow (2009), proved successful, but for many others the combination of high-risk investments and weak performances led to serious economic failures. Another criticism of the ex-post support scheme is that popular, and fairly popular, films drain the fund of capital that otherwise could have been allotted to production funding of more ambitious projects.
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