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Executive Summary
Cinema is one of the most popular activities across Europe, it is one of the primary hubs for cultural exchange, a local 
community activity, a central plank in the health of the entire audiovisual industry, a mainstay of our social activity for 
over 100 years and one that is evolving with the acceleration of new technology and societal change. 

Across Europe in 2023, there were very nearly one billion visits to the cinema, down from the peak of 1.36bn in 2019 
and well on the way to coming back. There are just under 40,000 screens based in 12,300 cinemas in Europe in 2023, 
employing close to 100,000 people in France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and UK alone. 

Cinema has a central place in the media economy of the future, as an out-of-home leisure and cultural experience 
but also as the dominant launchpad for both large and small films. Films with an exclusive theatrical window perform 
better on the following windows too, but also films released theatrically in more than one territory are more likely to 
be available on more VOD platforms. Cinemas act as the main value creator for rights holders in a way that no other 
release window can, and if they didn’t exist, we would need to invent them. 

Cinema acts as a mirror to our own cultures and other cultures, reflecting back stories that describe, shape, and 
illuminate our own experiences. Around Europe and the world, producers are making a wide variety of films. It is 
the cinema that selects, and curates films, communicates with audiences, and ensures that this diversity of film 
production finds its audience. The cinema is the place where smaller films come alive and remain alive.

A local cinema with an engaged audience is an effective vehicle for community issues and support, from wider global 
issues (such as climate change, sustainability, democracy, pluralism, an openness to other points of view) to more 
local issues (public transport, environment, supporting local food and drink suppliers). Cinemas are also a gateway 
into other activities in the community, and a trip to the cinema is often accompanied by a visit to a restaurant, pub, 
bar, local shops and other cultural activities.

While the home-based sector is advancing technology-wise, what the home cannot replicate is the big screen,  
and this is an area where cinema has been investing. However, that experience is not just about technology, it is 
about offering something over and above the expected experience, including the curation of films and events.

The cinemagoer is a modern, enthusiastic consumer of all types of content, media and leisure such as gaming and 
VOD, and cinema attendees don’t exist in a silo away from the general population. The young people sitting at home 
playing video games and ordering films from VOD platforms are also proportionally more active cinemagoers.

The heart of the cinema sector remains the socialised nature of the viewing experience and the cinema where a 
film is shown for the first time. Watching together as a shared experience has positive influences on our emotional 
wellbeing and connectedness, reduces social isolation and offers an accessible and affordable experience for all 
members of society.
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Cinema’s intersections with society
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The sector is coming to terms with changes in people’s cultural, social, and leisure 
habits and also coping with a cost-of-living crisis that is affecting all aspects of 
discretionary spending. Despite these circumstances, the European cinema sector 
is bouncing back, and by 2023 box office revenue in the continent was at 80% of its 
2019 level, itself a record year, with a steady progression upwards each year.

Several European countries have reached or are very close to 2019 box office 
levels: Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, France, Latvia, Lithuania, North 
Macedonia and Slovakia are on a par with or less than 5% below the average 2017–
19 box office, underlining the resilience of cinema as a medium and the extent to 
which it is greatly valued by people. 

In Ireland, 87% of people who went to the cinema before the pandemic had 
returned by end-2023, a pattern that is being replicated across Europe. 

Cinema is one of the most popular forms of leisure activity across Europe, one of 
the primary hubs for cultural exchange and local community activity, a central plank 
in the health of the entire audio-visual industry, and a mainstay of our social activity 
for over 100 years, and it is evolving with the acceleration of new technology and 
societal change. Across Europe in 2023, there were very nearly 1 billion visits to the 
cinema, down from a peak of 1.35 billion in 2019 but up 21.7% on 2022 and well on 
the way to full recovery.

Source: UNIC								                      © 2024 Omdia
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Figure 1: European cinema admissions
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Source: Omdia, UNIC 						                                                              				          © 2024 Omdia

Figure 2: Europe’s recovery in cinemas, 2023 box office compared with 2017-2019 average, in local currency 
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Each country, and indeed each region, is following a different path to recovery. Though learnings can be transferable, 
the market structure, competitive environment, success of local-language films, and consumer shifts vary and alter the 
dynamics in play in each case. However, markets can recover fully; indeed, Omdia forecasts that all markets will have 
recovered by 2025/26. This is not to ignore the challenges that cinemas have faced in the recovery from full closure, 
including a restricted supply of films, changing customer behaviour, actors’ and writers’ strikes in the US, the cost-of-
living crisis, and an energy crisis to name the most obvious. However, the steady recovery of European and global cinema 
markets is encouraging and points to their ability to thrive once more. This is important for governments, because 
cinemas are economic generators, creating jobs, buying in goods and services, and paying local and national taxes.

Importantly, cinemas are also a vital part of the European cultural fabric on many national levels: in Europe, there is a long 
history of producing feature films (in fact, 2022 was a record year for European film production), and the first commercial 
screening of a film famously took place in France back in 1895. In comparison with other parts of the world, Europe has 
a high provision of cinema as a cultural and entertainment medium, second only to the US with 55.2 screens per million 
inhabitants, significantly higher than the rest of the world.

Figure 3: Global comparative screen density by region, 2023 (per mn inhabitants)

105.3 55.2

9.930.3
31.5

North  
America

Central & 
South America

Asia & 
Oceania

Middle East  
& Africa

Europe

Source: Omdia												                    © 2024 Omdia



Box Office and Beyond: the cultural, social and economic impact of cinema 6

Films reflect national culture or subcultures and the wider world to the audience; 
they frame moral and political discussions; and they entertain and educate. As a 
venue, a cinema is a social hub, a part of architectural heritage and civic pride, a 
place to meet, a place for discussion and the exchange of ideas, and more than 
ever a place to eat and drink and socialise. It is also an educator of people, whether 
through early lessons in life or the bigger themes as we age.

This is a good time to portray the importance of cinema from a cultural and social 
perspective. We have recently experienced the power of cinema as a global cultural 
enabler and as an economic force in creating value for films and other IP. Last year, 
the ‘Barbenheimer’ buzz was a timely reminder of the unmatched power of cinema 
to create awareness and excitement and to start a global conversation. However, 
cinema can regularly elicit that excitement. Examples include the success of Korean 
film Parasite and the French film Anatomy of a Fall. Likewise, the success of event 
cinema screenings, such as Taylor Swift: The Eras Tour, André Rieu, and productions 
by the National Theatre also serves as a timely reminder that cinemas’ programming 
is evolving and shows how the cinema can help people access other art forms 
besides film.

Cinema has 
an unmatched 
power 
to create 
awareness, 
excitement, 
and start 
a global 
conversation.”
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Cinema’s pivotal role between art and media
Film is often referred to as the seventh art (the other six are architecture, sculpture, music, performing arts, 
literature, and the visual arts). The oldest of these dates back around 800,000 years, and the newest (excepting film) 
is around 3,500 years (earliest recorded piece of music). This shows how young film is as an art form, beginning with 
the first public screening by the Lumière brothers in 1895.

When set against the other arts, cinema is new. When set against other media, film can seem old given the pace of 
innovation, but it is also the first screen medium, showing the way for future technologies. As the newest form of 
art, cinema represents the “end of the old,” but it also began the “new” era of media, kick-starting the screen-based 
media revolution that has led to television, video, streaming, gaming, virtual reality, the metaverse, and beyond. 
Cinema is the link between these two eras. From its early origins as a cheap form of mass entertainment, showing 
films, news, and entertainment, cinema has become a more valuable premium entertainment and cultural format, 
particularly since digitisation and the segmentation of the cinema venue into distinct experiences and pricing levels. 
Both as art and media, cinema is as relevant today as it has always been, and cinemas provide a diverse cultural 
outlet in their communities in addition to launching films into the audiovisual chain.

Sommerkino Kulturforum - Credit: Oliver Look
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Cinema and culture
Cinema straddles several distinct sectors, notably culture, art, leisure, 
entertainment, and media. It is the beginning of the economic life of a film, setting 
a benchmark for future value creation, but it is also an art form and a cultural good. 
It sits alongside the arts, sometimes melding them all together as a form of high 
cultural endeavour. Additionally, especially in rural areas, the local cinema often 
offers the only cultural activity in a town, serving a vital role for all the people 
living there, including some minority groups, through its curation of appropriate 
films and the activities it hosts. Cinema-going is one of the most affordable cultural 
activities, and new initiatives such as subscription models make the cinema even 
more affordable for frequent visitors. Cinemas also create popular, and more niche, 
culture within a country when a film or a moment in a film becomes iconic. These 
moments become part of national culture.

The cinema is also a wider cultural facilitator, bringing other events beyond film to 
the big screen. Go to most cinemas and you will find opera, ballet, theatre, music 
concerts, debates, TV programmes, Q&As, art exhibitions, and sporting events on 
offer. Event cinema, as it is known, fills auditoriums in off-peak times for the cinema 
but also widens the cultural benefits of the cinema to the local community. Each 
of these cultural assets gets immense value from opening its product on a cinema 
screen to a much wider geographical audience, expanding its addressable audience 
and therefore its relevance and revenue. Getting to watch a play in a theatre is out 
of reach for much of the world, but a trip to your local cinema to watch the same 
event is much more accessible and affordable. One-quarter of attendees at event 
cinema screenings are new to cinema (see the Event Cinema Association’s study), 
proving the worth of cinemas in widening cultural accessibility.

Cinemas are a 
wider cultural 
facilitator, 
bringing other 
events to the 
big screen”

Mestni Kino Ptuj (Ptuj, Slovenia)
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Employment
There were just under 40,000 cinema screens in 12,300 cinemas in Europe in 2023. 
As well as being at the heart of a community, these venues are the economic engine 
behind box office generation, a highly impactful part of the advertising sector, and a 
key client for a range of local and global suppliers (e.g., food and drink, projection, 
sound and building technology, screens, seating, energy, etc.).

Cinema is also a significant employer of people, both earlier in life on shorter-term 
contracts but also as a career option, either in head offices or at local cinemas. In 
the UK, the exhibition sector employed 20,681 people in 2022, according to the BFI.

In France, CNC data shows that 15,218 people were employed in cinemas in 
2022 (over 2,000 more than in 2021), almost equally men and women. In Italy, 
approximately 18,000 people are employed, and in Germany about 25,000 were 
employed (of which around 15,000 were in marginal employment) at the end of 
2023, which means close to 100,000 people are employed in cinemas in France, 
Germany, Spain, Italy, and the UK alone. This compares to well to other audiovisual 
sectors and underline cinema is an important economic sector. Cinemas offer a 
fulfilling and satisfying career for a person and make a substantial and wide-ranging 
contribution to the economy.

20,681 

Number of people 
employed in 
cinema  
exhibition in the 
UK in 2021 (BFI)

Louis Garrel and the team of Cinéma ABC (Toulouse, France)


