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NIKKOLE DENSON-RANDOLPH SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, CONTENT STRATEGY & INCLUSIVE 

PROGRAMMING, AMC THEATRES 
 
IKKOLE DENSON-RANDOLPH HAS 
INFLUENCED SOME OF THE BRIGHTEST 

MINDS AT THE INTERSECTION OF CREATIVE 
AND COMMERCE.  

 
SHE JOINED AMC THEATRES IN 2009 AND HAS 
ACCUMULATED MORE THAN TWO DECADES 
OF BUSINESS STRATEGY AND DEVELOPMENT 
EXPERIENCE IN THE ENTERTAINMENT ARENA. IN 
HER CURRENT POSITION, DENSON RANDOLPH 
OVERSEES THE STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT, 
IMPLEMENTATION, AND PROMOTIONAL 
PLANNING OF AMC’S PROGRAMMING 
EFFORTS AND INITIATIVES TO INCLUDE FILM, 
DIGITAL CONTENT (AMC THEATRES ON 
DEMAND), ALTERNATIVE CONTENT, AND LIVE 
EVENTS. RESPONSIBLE FOR DOUBLE-DIGIT 
RESULTS OF AMC’S TOTAL BOX OFFICE 
GROSS, SHE ALSO NEGOTIATES BOX OFFICE 
PARTICIPATION WITH 50+ FILM AND CONTENT 
DISTRIBUTORS.  
 
IN 2010, DENSON-RANDOLPH LED AND 
ORCHESTRATED THE LAUNCH OF AMC 
INDEPENDENT, A HIGHLY POPULAR FILM 
PROGRAM DESIGNED NOT ONLY TO PROVIDE 
AMC THEATRES’ GUESTS WITH INCLUSIVE, ON-
SCREEN STORYTELLING FROM AROUND THE 
WORLD, BUT A DIRECT PIPELINE FOR 
FILMMAKERS WHO ARE POISED TO DISTRIBUTE 
THEIR OWN FILMS THEATRICALLY. AS PART OF 
THE PROGRAM, SHE SOURCED AND LED 
NEGOTIATIONS FOR THE AMC EXCLUSIVE 
RELEASE OF THE FIRST THEATRICAL KEVIN HART 
STANDUP COMEDY FILM KEVIN HART: LAUGH 
AT MY PAIN. THE FILM’S BOX OFFICE SUCCESS 
AND ITS THEATRICALLY EXCLUSIVE DIRECT 
DISTRIBUTION MODEL WERE NOTED AS ONE 
OF THE MOST EFFECTUAL INDEPENDENT FILM 
STORIES OF 2011, AND MADE HOLLYWOOD 
RECOGNIZE HART AS A BANKABLE STAR. 
 
IN 2019, DENSON-RANDOLPH HAS SINCE 
FOLLOWED UP WITH LAUNCHING AMC 
ARTISAN FILMS, A PROGRAM DESIGNED TO 
CELEBRATE CHARACTER DRIVEN STORIES 
FROM UNIQUE PERSPECTIVES. THAT FALL, SHE 
LAUNCHED AMC THEATRES ON DEMAND, 

POSITIONING AMC AS THE FIRST THEATRE 
CIRCUIT IN THE US TO LAUNCH A STREAMING 
PLATFORM.  
 
RECENTLY APPEARING ON THE ‘ONES TO 
WATCH’ LIST, ALONGSIDE BOXOFFICE & 
CELLULOID JUNKIES 50 TOP WOMEN IN 
GLOBAL CINEMA, AND RECEIVING NALIP’S 
2019 INDUSTRY DISRUPTOR AWARD, SHE HAS 
ALSO BEEN RECOGNIZED AS A MAVERICK, IN 
DETAILS MAGAZINE’S HOLLYWOOD 
MAVERICKS ISSUE, ON ESSENCE MAGAZINE’S 
HOT HOLLYWOOD LIST, IN FAST COMPANY’S 
FAST TALK, AND IN 2 OF EBONY’S POWER 100 
ISSUES. DURING HER TENURE AT AMC, SHE HAS 
ALSO BEEN A RECURRING FEATURED PANELIST 
AT THE SUNDANCE FILM FESTIVAL, TRIBECA 
FILM FESTIVAL, TORONTO INTERNATIONAL 
FILM FESTIVAL, CINEMACON, VARIETY’S FILM 
MARKETING SUMMIT AND OTHER NOTABLE 
INDUSTRY EVENTS AND CONFERENCES. 
 
BEFORE AMC, DENSON-RANDOLPH SERVED 
AS THE DIRECTOR OF BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT 
FOR STARBUCKS COFFEE COMPANY’S 
ENTERTAINMENT GROUP FROM 2004 TO 2009, 
WHERE SHE DEVELOPED AND LED THEIR 
STRATEGY TO EXPAND BEYOND MUSIC, INTO 
FILM AND LITERARY OFFERINGS. KEY 
INITIATIVES INCLUDED INTRODUCING THREE 
NOVELS WHICH THEN APPEARED ON THE NEW 
YORK TIMES TOP 10 BEST SELLERS LIST, AS WELL 
AS AN UNPRECEDENTED PARTNERSHIP WITH 
LIONSGATE, IN WHICH STARBUCKS WAS 
INVOLVED WITH THE MARKETING AND 
PROMOTION OF AKEELAH AND THE BEE. 
 
PRIOR TO HER WORK AT STARBUCKS 
ENTERTAINMENT, SHE SERVED AS PRESIDENT 
OF MAGIC JOHNSON ENTERTAINMENT AND 
VICE PRESIDENT OF MAGIC JOHNSON 
ENTERPRISES, WHERE SHE WAS INSTRUMENTAL 
IN BUILDING THE CORPORATE 
INFRASTRUCTURE AND PROMOTING THE 
MAGIC BRAND TO UNPARALLELED HEIGHTS. 
BECAUSE OF DENSON-RANDOLPH’S 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS AT MJE, JOHNSON 
ENTRUSTED HER WITH THE RESPONSIBILITY OF 
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REBUILDING AND REVITALIZING MJE’S 
ENTERTAINMENT DIVISION. IN LESS THAN TWO 
YEARS AT THE HELM, SHE CREATED A 
DEVELOPMENT SLATE OF FILM AND 
TELEVISION PRODUCTS THAT SOLIDIFIED MJE 
AS A PLAYER WITHIN THE ENTERTAINMENT 
INDUSTRY. HER SAVVY, CREATIVE 
MANAGEMENT EFFORTS SPAWNED AN 
INTERNAL SURGE STRAIGHT TO THE DIVISIONS’ 
BOTTOM LINE, WHICH GREW MORE THAN 100 
PERCENT FROM ITS INITIAL CAPITAL 
INVESTMENT. 
 
DENSON-RANDOLPH EARNED HER BACHELOR 
OF ARTS FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF 
CALIFORNIA AT DAVIS, HER DOCTOR OF 

JURISPRUDENCE FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF 
SAN FRANCISCO, SCHOOL OF LAW, AND SHE 
HAS BEEN A MEMBER OF THE CALIFORNIA 
STATE BAR SINCE 1996. SHE ENJOYS 
SUPPORTING FILM DIVERSITY AS AN ADVISORY 
BOARD MEMBER OF THE BENTONVILLE FILM 
FESTIVAL AND THE AMERICAN BLACK FILM 
FESTIVAL. SHE ALSO SERVES AS A MEMBER OF 
NATO’S DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 
COMMITTEE, EMPOWHER.ORG, AND 
EVERYCHILD FOUNDATION. SHE, HER 
HUSBAND JOHN, AND THEIR 2 DOGS LIVE IN 
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA.  

 
JIM ORR PRESIDENT, DOMESTIC THEATRICAL DISTRIBUTION, UNIVERSAL PICTURES 

IM ORR IS PRESIDENT OF DOMESTIC 
THEATRICAL DISTRIBUTION FOR UNIVERSAL 

PICTURES. ORR IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE 
STRATEGY AND MANAGEMENT OF THE 
STUDIO’S NORTH AMERICAN THEATRICAL FILM 
RELEASES. 
 
ORR JOINED UNIVERSAL IN JUNE 2016 AS 
EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT AND GENERAL 
SALES MANAGER OF DOMESTIC DISTRIBUTION.  
PREVIOUSLY, HE SERVED AS PRESIDENT OF 
DOMESTIC DISTRIBUTION FOR THE STUDIO’S 
SPECIALTY DIVISION, FOCUS FEATURES. WHILE 
AT FOCUS FEATURES, HE OVERSAW THE 
RELEASES OF SUCH HITS AS LONDON HAS 
FALLEN AND THE THEORY OF EVERYTHING. 

PRIOR TO TRANSITIONING TO FOCUS 
FEATURES IN 2012, ORR SERVED AS PRESIDENT 
OF DISTRIBUTION AT FILMDISTRICT, WAS 
PARTNER IN PARK CIRCUS US, AND ALSO 
SERVED AS EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT AND 
GENERAL SALES MANAGER AT MGM, WHERE 
HE WAS INVOLVED WITH EVERY ASPECT OF 
THE STUDIO’S THEATRICAL DISTRIBUTION 
ACTIVITIES.  ORR BEGAN HIS ENTERTAINMENT 
CAREER AT PARAMOUNT PICTURES, WHERE HE 
ROSE TO SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, DOMESTIC 
DISTRIBUTION.  ORR RECEIVED HIS 
UNDERGRADUATE DEGREE FROM EASTERN 
WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY, AND HIS JD FROM 
NEW YORK LAW SCHOOL. 

 
TOM QUINN FOUNDER AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER, NEON 

 
UINN IS THE CEO AND FOUNDER OF 
NEON; THE AUTEUR FOCUSED STUDIO.  IN 

LESS THAN THREE YEARS, NEON HAS GROSSED 
OVER $150M AT THE BOX OFFICE AND 
CONTINUES TO PUSH BOUNDARIES AND TAKE 
CREATIVE RISKS ON BOLD FILMS SUCH AS 
BONG JOON HO’S RECORD-BREAKING 
DRAMA PARASITE, WHICH WON A HISTORIC 4 
ACADEMY AWARDS INCLUDING BEST PICTURE 
(6 NOMINATIONS), THE PALME D’OR AT 
CANNES AND THE GOLDEN GLOBE FOR BEST 
MOTION PICTURE - FOREIGN LANGUAGE. THE 
CRITICALLY ACCLAIMED FILM BROKE 
MULTIPLE U.S. BOX OFFICE RECORDS 

INCLUDING HIGHEST PER SCREEN AVERAGE 
OF 2019 AND HIGHEST PER SCREEN AVERAGE 
FOR A FOREIGN LANGUAGE FILM OF ALL TIME, 
AMASSING OVER $54MM. 
 
OTHER NOTEWORTHY NEON RELEASES 
INCLUDE: GOLDEN GLOBE AND WGA 
NOMINATED PALM SPRINGS STARRING ANDY 
SAMBERG, CELINE SCIAMMA’S GOLDEN 
GLOBE NOMINATED PORTRAIT OF A LADY ON 
FIRE, TODD DOUGLAS MILLER’S APOLLO 
11, THE HIGHEST GROSSING DOCUMENTARY 
IN THE WORLD OF 2019 AT $16M AND 
GROWING; TIM WARDLE'S THREE IDENTICAL 
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STRANGERS, WINNER OF THE SUNDANCE 
SPECIAL JURY AWARD FOR STORYTELLING 
WHICH SURPASSED $13M AT THE BOX OFFICE; 
AND CRAIG GILLESPIE’S I, TONYA, WHICH 
GARNERED MULTIPLE ACADEMY 
AWARD® NOMINATIONS, ONE WIN FOR 
ALLISON JANNEY AND AMASSED OVER $30M 
IN BOX OFFICE IN NORTH 
AMERICA.  FOLLOWING THEIR 
COLLABORATION ON I, TONYA, IN JANUARY 
2018, 30WEST (DAN FRIEDKIN'S AND MICAH 
GREEN'S STRATEGIC VENTURE) PARTNERED 
WITH NEON TO BECOME MAJORITY 
INVESTORS IN THE COMPANY. 
 
QUINN IS CREDITED WITH HAVING CREATED A 
NEW DISTRIBUTION PARADIGM FOR SUCH 
GROUNDBREAKING FILMS AS SNOWPIERCER, 
IT FOLLOWS AND BACHELORETTE, WHILE 
SIMULTANEOUSLY CHAMPIONING A 
TRADITIONAL DISTRIBUTION MODEL FOR 
BACK-TO-BACK OSCAR WINNERS 20 FEET 
FROM STARDOM AND CITIZENFOUR.  HAVING 

ACQUIRED, PRODUCED AND DISTRIBUTED 
OVER 250 FILMS SPANNING A 25-YEAR 
CAREER, QUINN IS RESPONSIBLE FOR 
LAUNCHING 2 DISTRIBUTION LABELS: THE 
BOUTIQUE LABEL RADIUS AND THE 
GROUNDBREAKING GENRE LABEL MAGNET 
FOR MARK CUBAN AND TODD WAGNER.  HE 
ALSO PLAYED A KEY ROLE IN PIONEERING THE 
USE OF VOD PLATFORMS AS THE SENIOR VICE 
PRESIDENT AT MAGNOLIA PICTURES.  HE ALSO 
CREATED THE OSCAR SHORTS PROGRAM 
AND OVERSAW ITS DISTRIBUTION FOR THE FIRST 
6 YEARS OF ITS EXISTENCE. PRIOR TO 
MAGNOLIA HE SERVED AS THE VP OF 
ACQUISITIONS AT SAMUEL GOLDWYN WHERE 
HE WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR SUPER SIZE ME. 
 
QUINN IS THE RECIPIENT OF THE VISIONARY 
AWARD ALONGSIDE ELI ROTH AND ELIJAH 
WOOD FROM THE STANLEY FILM FESTIVAL, THE 
LEADING LIGHT AWARD FROM THE DOC-NYC 
FILM FESTIVAL, AND THE MAVERICK AWARD 
FROM THE WOODSTOCK FILM FESTIVAL. 

 
ELSA RAMO MANAGING PARTNER, RAMO LAW P.C.

LSA RAMO, RECENTLY NAMED TO 
VARIETY’S “2020 LEGAL IMPACT REPORT” 

AND  “2020 DEALMAKERS LIST,” ELSA RAMO 
REPRESENTED OVER 100 FILMS AND 50 
TELEVISION SCRIPTED AND UNSCRIPTED SERIES 
IN 2019 ALONE, INCLUDING EMMY AWARD-
WINNING SHOWS AND FILMS WHICH DEBUTED 
AT THE 2020 SUNDANCE FILM FESTIVAL. 
 
ELSA PROVIDES COMPREHENSIVE LEGAL 
SERVICES TO PRODUCERS, FINANCIERS, 
CREATORS AND OWNERS OF FILM, TELEVISION 
AND DIGITAL CONTENT AND PROJECTS 
ACROSS A RANGE OF BUDGETS AND 
PRODUCTION LEVELS.  SHE ESTABLISHED HER 
OWN LAW FIRM TO ENABLE UP-AND-COMING 
FILMMAKERS AND PRODUCERS TO BRING 
THEIR STORIES TO LIFE. HER CLIENTS 
INCLUDE IMAGINE ENTERTAINMENT, 
LIONSGATE, SCOUT 
PRODUCTIONS (CREATORS AND EPS OF 
“QUEER EYE”), BOARDWALK PICTURES (EPS 
FOR “CHEFS TABLE”), LOL AND HARTBEAT 

PRODUCTIONS (KEVIN HART’S PRODUCTION 
COMPANIES), THE JIM HENSON COMPANY, 
AND SKYDANCE. 
 
ELSA’S LEADERSHIP WITHIN THE LEGAL AND 
ENTERTAINMENT COMMUNITIES EXTENDS 
BEYOND HER SUCCESSFUL BEVERLY HILLS 
FIRM.  SHE DEDICATES SUBSTANTIAL TIME TO 
MENTORING WOMEN THROUGH VARIOUS 
ORGANIZATIONS; AND SHE HAS BECOME A 
GO-TO COMMENTATOR AND INSTRUCTOR 
ON LEGAL ISSUES RELATED TO FILM 
FINANCING AND THE ENTERTAINMENT 
MARKET. 
 
ELSA RAMO FOUNDED THE FIRM IN 2005 ON 
THE UNIVERSAL STUDIOS BACKLOT AFTER 
SEVERAL CLIENTS APPROACHED HER TO 
HANDLE THEIR INDEPENDENT PRODUCTIONS. 
NOW AS MANAGING PARTNER TO THE FIRM, 
SHE HANDLES CLIENT MATTERS AS WELL AS 
MANAGES THE FIRM’S ATTORNEYS AND 
PACKAGING AND SALES DEPARTMENT.
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DEAD OR ALIVE: IS THE THEATRICAL MOTION PICTURE BUSINESS STILL VIABLE POST-COVID? 
 

OUTLINE OF TOPICS/ISSUES 
 
IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE HAVOC WREAKED ON THE THEATRICAL MOTION PICTURE BUSINESS BY A ONCE-IN-
A-CENTURY PANDEMIC, IT’S UNCERTAIN IF PEOPLE WILL RETURN TO MOVIE THEATERS AND, IF SO, WHEN AND 
IN WHAT NUMBERS. IN A POST-COVID WORLD EXHIBITORS MUST MAKE A COMPELLING CASE FOR THE 
THEATRICAL EXPERIENCE. TIME WILL TELL IF THEY CONSOLIDATE OR PERHAPS BECOME SUBSIDIARIES OF AT&T, 
THE WALT DISNEY COMPANY, COMCAST OR NETFLIX. THE TRADITIONAL WINDOWS BETWEEN THEATRICAL 
RELEASE AND AVAILABILITY FOR IN-HOME VIEWING HAVE BEEN COMPRESSED IN A MARKET WHERE THE MAJOR 
STUDIOS HAVE PRODUCT THAT NEEDS TO FIND AN AUDIENCE. WITH UNIVERSAL, DISNEY AND TIME WARNER 
ALL RELEASING TITLES DAY AND DATE ON STREAMING PLATFORMS, ALL EYES ARE ON THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN EXHIBITORS AND DISTRIBUTORS. HOW WILL THIS AFFECT: THE TYPES OF FILMS GETTING GREENLIT, THE 
ECONOMIC MODEL FOR FILM PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION, THE SURVIVAL OF INDEPENDENTS, AND, 
FINALLY, WHAT DOES THE LACK OF A THEATRICAL RELEASE MEAN FOR TALENT PARTICIPATING IN BOX OFFICE 
SUCCESS? WILL THE THEATRICAL MOVIE BUSINESS BE LIMITED TO TENT POLES AND ART FILMS? HOW CAN 
EXHIBITORS ADAPT TO THIS CHANGING LANDSCAPE IN ORDER TO SURVIVE? THIS PANEL WILL LOOK AT CRUCIAL 
ISSUES SURROUNDING THE EXISTENTIAL CRISIS THAT THE THEATRICAL EXHIBITION BUSINESS IS FACING FROM THE 
LEGAL, STUDIO, INDEPENDENT, AND PRODUCER’S POINT OF VIEWS.   
 



 

CONTINUING EDUCATION CREDITS 

 
 

MCLE.  UCLA SCHOOL OF LAW IS A STATE BAR OF CALIFORNIA APPROVED MCLE PROVIDER.  BY 

ATTENDING THE 45TH ANNUAL UCLA ENTERTAINMENT SYMPOSIUM WEBINAR SERIES ON JUNE 9, 2021, YOU 

MAY EARN MINIMUM CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION CREDIT IN THE AMOUNT OF UP TO 1.5 HOURS OF 

GENERAL CREDIT (0.75 HOUR OF GENERAL CREDIT FOR DEAD OR ALIVE: IS THE THEATRICAL MOTION PICTURE 

BUSINESS STILL VIABLE POST-COVID? AND 0.75 HOUR OF GENERAL CREDIT FOR BACKEND PARTICIPATIONS IN 

THE NEW AGE: HOW DO WE CREATE A NEW NORMAL THAT WORKS FOR EVERYONE?). 

IN ORDER TO RECEIVE CREDIT, YOU MUST WATCH THE ENTIRE PRESENTATION AND VERIFY YOUR 

PARTICIPATION.  DURING EACH OF THE TWO PRESENTATIONS OF EACH WEEKLY WEBINAR, A UNIQUE CODE WORD 

WILL BE ANNOUNCED.  EACH ATTENDEE WILL NEED TO CLICK THE LINK THAT WAS INCLUDED IN THE JOIN IN LINK 

EMAIL FOR THE APPLICABLE WEEKLY WEBINAR AND INPUT THE UNIQUE CODES.  CERTIFICATES AND EVALUATION 

FORMS WILL BE EMAILED SEPARATELY, UPON SUCCESSFUL VERIFICATION OF YOUR ATTENDANCE.  IF YOU HAVE 

ANY QUESTIONS AND/OR ISSUES, PLEASE EMAIL MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU. YOU ARE REQUIRED TO SUBMIT THE 

COMPLETED ATTENDANCE FORM WITHIN FIVE DAYS AFTER THE LAST DAY OF THE MONTH IN WHICH THE WEBINAR 

TAKES PLACE TO RECEIVE YOUR CERTIFICATE OF PARTICIPATORY ATTENDANCE.   YOU MAY ALSO RETURN A 

COMPLETED EVALUATION TO MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU. 

 
UCLA SCHOOL OF LAW CERTIFIES THAT THIS ACTIVITY CONFORMS TO THE STANDARDS FOR APPROVED 

EDUCATION ACTIVITIES PRESCRIBED BY THE RULES AND REGULATIONS OF THE STATE BAR OF CALIFORNIA 

GOVERNING MINIMUM CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION. 

 



 

CE FOR ACCOUNTANTS: THE PROVIDER OF THIS PROGRAM FOLLOWS THE CE GUIDELINES SPECIFIED IN 

THE CALIFORNIA BOARD OF ACCOUNTANCY REGULATIONS. THE PROGRAM MAY QUALIFY FOR 1.5 HOURS OF 

TECHNICAL CREDIT. YOU MUST SIGN IN ON THE OFFICIAL RECORD OF ATTENDANCE FOR CALIFORNIA CE 

MAINTAINED BY THIS PROVIDER IN ORDER TO QUALIFY FOR CALIFORNIA CE CREDITS.  

 

IN ORDER TO RECEIVE CREDIT, YOU MUST WATCH THE ENTIRE PRESENTATION AND VERIFY YOUR 

PARTICIPATION.  DURING EACH OF THE TWO PRESENTATIONS OF EACH WEEKLY WEBINAR, A UNIQUE CODE WORD 

WILL BE ANNOUNCED.  EACH ATTENDEE WILL NEED TO CLICK THE LINK THAT WAS INCLUDED IN THE JOIN IN LINK 

EMAIL FOR THE APPLICABLE WEEKLY WEBINAR AND INPUT THE UNIQUE CODES .  FURTHER, A THIRD ATTENDANCE 

POLL WILL BE TAKEN AT RANDOM THROUGHOUT THE DURATION OF THE EVENT. YOU ARE REQUIRED TO 

PARTICIPATE IN THE ATTENDANCE POLL AND SUBMIT THE COMPLETED ATTENDANCE FORM TO 

MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU WITHIN FIVE DAYS AFTER THE LAST DAY OF THE MONTH IN WHICH THE WEBINAR TAKES 

PLACE TO RECEIVE YOUR CERTIFICATE OF ATTENDANCE. YOU MAY ALSO RETURN A COMPLETED EVALUATION TO 

MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU. 
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As moviegoing slowly begins to rebound in the U.S., it appears Hollywood studios aren’t yet ready to 
release their biggest blockbuster hopefuls on the big screen. 

All that is to say Disney has massively overhauled its upcoming slate and amended release plans for 
“Black Widow,” Emma Stone’s “Cruella,” “Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings,” Pixar’s 
“Luca” and several others. 

Notably, “Black Widow” and “Cruella” will now premiere on Disney Plus at the same time they open in 
theaters. “Cruella” is arriving as scheduled on May 28, while “Black Widow” has been pushed back two 
months and will debut on July 9 instead of May 7. Both titles will be offered on Premier Access, which 
comes with a $30 rental fee. 



“Black Widow’s” move means that Marvel’s “Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings,” which was 
previously set for early July, was bumped back to Sept. 3. It’s expected to have a traditional theatrical 
release. 

Meanwhile, Pixar’s animated coming-of-age adventure “Luca” won’t play in theaters and instead is 
launching exclusively on Disney Plus, at no extra cost, on June 18. 

Despite the massive refocus on streaming, Disney doesn’t plan to entirely ditch theaters. Numerous 
smaller titles, mostly those inherited from 20th Century, have been postponed but will bow solely on the 
big screen, including “Free Guy” (Aug. 13), “The King’s Man”(Dec. 22), “Deep Water” (Jan. 14, 2022) 
and “Death on the Nile” (Feb. 11, 2022). 

Kareem Daniel, the chairman of Disney Media and Entertainment distribution, says the announcement 
“reflects our focus on providing consumer choice and serving the evolving preferences of audiences.” 

“By leveraging a flexible distribution strategy in a dynamic marketplace that is beginning to recover 
from the global pandemic, we will continue to employ the best options to deliver The Walt Disney 
Company’s unparalleled storytelling to fans and families around the world,” he said. 

Earlier in the pandemic, Disney’s “Mulan” remake skipped theaters and launched on Disney Plus for a 
premium fee. Disney hasn’t released viewership numbers on any streaming offerings, but the company’s 
CEO Bob Chapek has hinted that the studio will continue to experiment with release plans as the global 
theatrical market remains impaired. The announcement comes days after Disney touted record (though 
entirely vague) viewership for the Marvel Studios TV series “Falcon and the Winter Soldier” on Disney 
Plus. 

Among film exhibitors and some studio executives, optimism has been mounting in recent weeks as 
movie theaters in Los Angeles and New York City have started to reopen. However, capacity is being 
capped 25% (or 100 people per auditorium in L.A. and 50 per auditorium in NYC). That’s notably 
restricted ticket sales, making it virtually impossible for big-budgeted films to turn a profit in theaters 
alone. Marvel films, for one, regularly cost over $200 million to produce. 

Disney has postponed much of its slate, including several Marvel titles, numerous times amid the 
pandemic. The studio has been able to witness firsthand how the U.S. market is recovering, as it recently 
released “Raya and the Last Dragon,” an animated adventure geared toward family audiences, in 
theaters and on Disney Plus for a premium fee. The film has made $23.4 million in the U.S. and $71 
million globally, which is modest by pandemic standards. But it would be financially detrimental for 
“Black Widow,” “Shang-Chi” or any other tentpoles to replicated those results. 

Still, Hollywood studios aren’t betting against the summer movie season entirely. Disney and rivals are 
hoping the general public will feel more comfortable returning to recreational activities, like going to the 
movies, as more and more people get the COVID-19 vaccine. To that end, Paramount has moved up the 
release of “A Quiet Place Part II” from September to May 28, while Universal marginally bumped “F9” 
from May to June 25. 



“Black Widow” stars Scarlett Johansson and takes place after the events of 2016’s “Captain America: 
Civil War.” It was originally slated for May 2020 but was delayed three times amid the pandemic. As 
Black Widow, aka Natasha Romanoff, finds herself alone, she is forced to confront a dangerous 
conspiracy with ties to her former life as a spy, long before she became an Avenger. Cate Shortland 
directed the film, the 24th installment in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Florence Pugh and David 
Harbour round out the cast. 

“Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings” puts the spotlight on Simu Liu as the eponymous 
superhero, who grapples with his past after he is drawn into the Ten Rings organization. The movie, 
which has also been bounced back a few times in the past year, features Awkwafina, Tony Leung, 
Ronny Chieng and Michelle Yeoh. 

In the last 12 months, studios have made some bold moves to compensate for the near closure of indoor 
movie theaters. Perhaps the most notable has been the sledgehammer that was taken to the theatrical 
window, which is the industry term for the amount of time that new movies play exclusively in theaters. 
It was traditionally about 90 days, and cinema chains had long resisted studio’s attempts to shorten that 
timeframe. 

But the pandemic has accelerated those changes, with Warner Bros. releasing its entire 2021 theatrical 
slate on HBO Max on the same day the films launch in theaters. Starting next year, the studio will keep 
its movies in theaters for 45 days ahead of putting them on home entertainment. Paramount similarly 
plans to keep its new releases on the big screen for 45 days before moving them to the newly relaunched 
Paramount Plus streaming service. Meanwhile, Universal has forged its own model that enables the 
studio to offer its films on premium video-on-demand platforms after 17 days in theaters. In return, 
theater chains are getting a cut of the digital profits. 

Skipping Theaters: Digitally Released Studio Films 
U.S. film releases scheduled for theaters that bowed or will bow digitally in place of or alongside their 
theatrical releases following COVID-19 disruption and the launch of new streaming services. 

  

Studio	/	
Distributor	 Film	

Digital	Release	
Type	

Last	Theatrical	
Date	

Digital	
Date	

Universal Trolls World Tour VOD Apr 10, 2020 Apr 10, 
2020 

Lionsgate The Quarry VOD Apr 17, 2020 Apr 17, 
2020 

Paramount Blue Story VOD Mar 20, 2020 May 5, 
2020 

United Artists Valley Girl VOD May 8, 2020 May 8, 
2020 



Studio	/	
Distributor	 Film	

Digital	Release	
Type	

Last	Theatrical	
Date	

Digital	
Date	

Warner Bros Scoob! VOD May 15, 2020 May 15, 
2020 

Paramount The Lovebirds Streaming (Netflix) Apr 3, 2020 May 22, 
2020 

Universal The High Note VOD May 8, 2020 May 29, 
2020 

Neon Shirley Streaming (Hulu) Jun 5, 2020 Jun 5, 
2020 

Disney Artemis Fowl Streaming (Disney+) May 29, 2020 Jun 12, 
2020 

Universal The King of Staten 
Island VOD Jun 19, 2020 Jun 12, 

2020 

Universal You Should Have 
Left VOD Unscheduled Jun 19, 

2020 

Universal Irresistible VOD May 29, 2020 Jun 26, 
2020 

STX My Spy Streaming (Amazon) Apr 17, 2020 Jun 26, 
2020 

Disney Hamilton Streaming (Disney+) Oct 15, 2021 Jul 3, 
2020 

Sony Greyhound Streaming (Apple 
TV+) Jun 12, 2020 Jul 10, 

2020 

Roadside The Secret: Dare to 
Dream VOD Apr 17, 2020 Jul 31, 

2020 

Sony An American Pickle Streaming (HBO 
Max) Unscheduled Aug 6, 

2020 

STX The Secret Garden VOD Unscheduled Aug 7, 
2020 

Disney The One and Only 
Ivan Streaming (Disney+) Aug 14, 2020 Aug 21, 

2020 



Studio	/	
Distributor	 Film	

Digital	Release	
Type	

Last	Theatrical	
Date	

Digital	
Date	

United Artists Bill & Ted Face the 
Music VOD Aug 28, 2020 Aug 28, 

2020 

Disney Mulan Streaming Rental 
(Disney+) Aug 21, 2020 Sep 4, 

2020 

Lionsgate Antebellum VOD Aug 21, 2020 Sep 18, 
2020 

Warner Bros. Enola Holmes Streaming (Netflix) Unscheduled Sep 23, 
2020 

Roadside The Glorias Streaming (Amazon) Sep 25, 2020 Sep 30, 
2020 

Sony Charm City Kings Streaming (HBO 
Max) Apr 10, 2020 Oct 8, 

2020 

Paramount Love and Monsters VOD Feb 12, 2021 Oct 16, 
2020 

Paramount The Trial of the 
Chicago 7 Streaming (Netflix) Sep 25, 2020 Oct 16, 

2020 

Warner Bros. The Witches Streaming (HBO 
Max) Oct 9, 2020 Oct 22, 

2020 

20th Century Borat 2 Streaming (Amazon) Unscheduled Oct 23, 
2020 

Sony The Craft: Legacy VOD Unscheduled Oct 28, 
2020 

Paramount Spell VOD Aug 28, 2020 Oct 30, 
2020 

Lionsgate Run Streaming (Hulu) May 8, 2020 Nov 20, 
2020 

Sony Happiest Season Streaming (Hulu) Nov 25, 2020 Nov 25, 
2020 

101 Studios Mosul Streaming (Netflix) Jun 12, 2020 Nov 26, 
2020 

STX Songbird VOD Unscheduled Dec 11, 
2020 



Studio	/	
Distributor	 Film	

Digital	Release	
Type	

Last	Theatrical	
Date	

Digital	
Date	

Lionsgate Wander Darkly VOD Unscheduled Dec 11, 
2020 

STX Greenland VOD Sep 25, 2020 Dec 18, 
2020 

Disney Soul Streaming (Disney+) Nov 20, 2020 Dec 25, 
2020 

Warner Bros. Wonder Woman 
1984 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Dec 25, 2020 Dec 25, 

2020 

STX Horizon Line VOD Unscheduled Jan 12, 
2021 

Warner Bros. The Little Things Streaming (HBO 
Max) Jan 29, 2021 Jan 29, 

2021 

United Artists Minamata VOD Feb 5, 2021 Feb 5, 
2021 

Lionsgate Barb and Star Go to 
Vista Del Mar VOD Jul 16, 2021 Feb 12, 

2021 

United Artists Breaking News in 
Yuba County VOD Feb 12, 2021 Feb 12, 

2021 

Warner Bros. Judas and the Black 
Messiah 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Feb 12, 2021 Feb 12, 

2021 

20th Century Nomadland Streaming (Hulu) Feb 19, 2021 Feb 19, 
2021 

Warner Bros. Tom and Jerry Streaming (HBO 
Max) Feb 26, 2021 Feb 26, 

2021 

Paramount The United States 
vs. Billie Holiday Streaming (Hulu) Feb 26, 2021 Feb 26, 

2021 

Paramount Coming 2 America Streaming (Amazon) Dec 18, 2020 Mar 4, 
2021 

Paramount SpongeBob: Sponge 
on the Run 

Streaming 
(Paramount+) Aug 7, 2020 Mar 4, 

2021 



Studio	/	
Distributor	 Film	

Digital	Release	
Type	

Last	Theatrical	
Date	

Digital	
Date	

Disney Raya and the Last 
Dragon 

Streaming Rental 
(Disney+) Mar 5, 2021 Mar 5, 

2021 

United Artists Bad Trip Streaming (Netflix) Apr 17, 2020 Mar 26, 
2021 

Warner Bros. Godzilla vs. Kong Streaming (HBO 
Max) Mar 31, 2021 Mar 31, 

2021 

Warner Bros. Mortal Kombat Streaming (HBO 
Max) Apr 23, 2021 Apr 23, 

2021 

Sony The Mitchells vs. 
The Machines Streaming (Netflix) Oct 23, 2020 Apr 30, 

2021 

Paramount Without Remorse Streaming (Amazon) Feb 26, 2021 Apr 30, 
2021 

Warner Bros. 
Those Who 
Wish Me 
Dead 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) May 14, 2021 May 14, 

2021 

20th Century 
The Woman 
in the 
Window 

Streaming (Netflix) May 15, 2020 May 14, 
2021 

Disney Cruella Streaming Rental 
(Disney+) May 28, 2021 May 28, 

2021 

Warner Bros. 

The 
Conjuring: 
The Devil 
Made Me Do 
It 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Jun 4, 2021 Jun 4, 2021 

Warner Bros. In the 
Heights 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Jun 11, 2021 Jun 11, 2021 

Sony Wish Dragon Streaming (Netflix) Unscheduled Jun 11, 2021 

Sony Fatherhood Streaming (Netflix) Apr 16, 2021 Jun 18, 2021 

Disney Luca Streaming 
(Disney+) Jun 18, 2021 Jun 18, 2021 



Studio	/	
Distributor	 Film	

Digital	Release	
Type	

Last	Theatrical	
Date	

Digital	
Date	

Paramount Infinite Streaming 
(Paramount+) Sep 24, 2021 Jun 2021 

20th Century Summer of 
Soul Streaming (Hulu) Jul 2, 2021 Jul 2, 2021 

Skydance / 
Paramount 

The 
Tomorrow 
War 

Streaming 
(Amazon) Jul 23, 2021 Jul 2, 2021 

Disney Black Widow Streaming Rental 
(Disney+) Jul 9, 2021 Jul 9, 2021 

Warner Bros. 
Space Jam: 
A New 
Legacy 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Jul 16, 2021 Jul 16, 2021 

Warner Bros. The Suicide 
Squad 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Aug 6, 2021 Aug 6, 2021 

Warner Bros. Reminiscence Streaming (HBO 
Max) Aug 20, 2021 Aug 20, 

2021 

Warner Bros. Malignant Streaming (HBO 
Max) Sep 10, 2021 Sep 10, 2021 

Warner Bros. 
The Many 
Saints of 
Newark 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Sep 24, 2021 Sep 24, 2021 

Warner Bros. Dune Streaming (HBO 
Max) Oct 1, 2021 Oct 1, 2021 

Warner Bros. Cry Macho Streaming (HBO 
Max) Oct 22, 2021 Oct 22, 2021 

Warner Bros. King 
Richard 

Streaming (HBO 
Max) Nov 19, 2021 Nov 19, 

2021 

Warner Bros. Matrix 4 Streaming (HBO 
Max) Dec 22, 2021 Dec 22, 

2021 

Sony Cinderella Streaming 
(Amazon) Jul 16, 2021 2021 

Amblin / Universal Finch Streaming (Apple 
TV+) Aug 20, 2021 2021 



Studio	/	
Distributor	 Film	

Digital	Release	
Type	

Last	Theatrical	
Date	

Digital	
Date	

Paramount My Little 
Pony Streaming (Netflix) Sep 24, 2021 2021 

Universal 
Run 
Sweetheart 
Run 

Streaming 
(Amazon) May 8, 2020 2021 

Sony Vivo Streaming (Netflix) Jun 4, 2021 2021 

Paramount 
Untitled 
Paranormal 
Activity Film 

Streaming 
(Paramount+) March 4, 2022 TBA 

FOR MORE DATA, VISIT  
SOURCE: VARIETY BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE 

DATA AS OF MAY 6, 2021 

 



 

 

 



Even the most cynical Hollywood insider was stunned in February 2020 when word 
spread that MGM and Eon — home of the James Bond film franchise — 
were postponing the release of No Time to Die because of the COVID-19 pandemic. “It 
was the first big Hollywood movie to be delayed — and then the wheels came off,” 
recalls Erik Lomis, a veteran exec who is president of distribution at United Artists 
Releasing, a joint venture of MGM and Annapurna that is rolling out the Bond pic in 
North America in October. By March 20, almost every indoor theater across North 
America was ordered shut, sparking the biggest box office disruption in Hollywood 
history. It’s been a roller-coaster ride ever since. 

Lomis, Paramount domestic distribution president Chris Aronson, Universal domestic 
distribution president Jim Orr and Elissa Federoff, who heads distribution for Neon — 
home of 2020 Oscar best picture Parasite — recently sat down to discuss the past year 
and the near future, including the slow march to a box office recovery, the shattering of 
the theatrical window and the streaming tsunami. 

Now that theaters in New York and L.A. — the two biggest U.S. markets — 
are reopening, will we see movies continue to be delayed or the start of a return to 
normal? 

ERIK LOMIS We can see the light at the end of the tunnel, but we still have to go 
through the tunnel. I’m guessing that Marvel’s Black Widow on May 7 will be the first 
really big movie still [releasing]. I think that will be the beginning of the resurgence. 

CHRIS ARONSON On the research and polling side, one thing has been constant: The 
people going to theaters in other parts of the country are overwhelmingly positive [with] 
the experience. They feel safe, they feel comfortable. 

How can studios help get the message out that it’s safe to go back? 

JIM ORR The best message is putting films in theaters, as we’ve been doing for a while 
now. We had relatively great success with Croods, for example. There was a lot of family 
business that came out. It’s very encouraging. 

LOMIS Once the big movies start opening, you’ll see massive amounts of television 
spots, and that will let everybody know that theaters are back. Look at the performance of 
the box office in Asia, Australia — and China, where you have one picture that did $680 
million and another that does $780 million side by side, over a four-week span. That tells 
you how much we’re missing it. 

Will limited capacity — or 25 percent — in New York and L.A. be an obstacle for 
big movies launching in the coming weeks? 



ARONSON Were you talking to me? I’m sorry, my Zoom froze. Kidding, kidding. 
(Laughter.) 

ELISSA FEDEROFF We actually had some fun with the capacity cap in New York. We 
opened one of our shortlist contenders for best foreign film at the Angelika [Film Center] 
on March 5. There were sold-out shows. It was obviously only 50 people. 

ARONSON You have to start somewhere. Local jurisdictions are going to be careful in 
how they reopen. Well, some are. Other states really don’t care. You’re going to see 
those capacity limits inch upward in the coming weeks. 

Universal delayed Fast & Furious installment F9 again, but by only a month, from 
May to June. Why? 

ORR It is a very important global franchise for us, and having another four weeks, 
especially in certain markets around the world, gave us a bit more breathing room. 

Paramount quickly took F9‘s old spot and moved up A Quiet Place Part II from 
September to Memorial Day, which dovetails with exhibitors saying they need new 
product to reopen. 

ARONSON We want exhibition to be healthy. Sometimes you have to take a bold shot, 
and that is what we did. Our filmmakers are on board, and we know the audience is 
ready. 

FEDEROFF What we’ve all been missing is having the audience as part of our cinema 
experience. Genre and horror films are great examples of that. A Quiet Place Part II will 
make some noise. 

For years, studios wanted to release films sooner in homes but were blocked by 
theater owners. That changed with COVID-19. Universal created a new premium 
VOD window beginning at 17 days, and Paramount a 30- to 45-day window for 
Paramount+ tentpoles. Thoughts? 

ORR There are folks that absolutely, like myself, want to be in theaters. Then there are 
folks who didn’t want to be in theaters even before the pandemic. We feel particularly 
good about the model that we’ve developed and it seems to be doing extraordinarily well. 
So, away we go. 

LOMIS Windows are changed forever. It took a long time and a pandemic to make it 
happen. 



FEDEROFF What exhibitors and studios have started doing is looking at what 
windowing works for each film. I completely agree with Jim. There are some people who 
just go to the movies once a month or not at all. The audience is not one size fits all. 

ARONSON Over the past five years, wide-release films that grossed $10 million or more 
and opened in over 2,000 locations earned 98 percent of their box office in 45 days. 
That’s all you need to know. The old system was creaky. 

Cinema chains have always insisted that a shorter window will hurt movie 
attendance. What have you learned in recent months? 

ORR Croods was number one in its 12th and 13th weekends even though it had been on 
PVOD for weeks. There are different customers out there. 

Warner Bros. sparked an uproar when it announced it would release its 2021 slate 
simultaneously on HBO Max and in cinemas. Disney debuted Raya and the Last 
Dragon day-and-date in theaters and on Disney+. Will you do similarly? 

LOMIS We are, first and foremost, a big-screen company. We recognize the value of the 
small screen and exploit it. We can’t properly monetize the big movies, like James Bond, 
without theatrical leading the way. 

ARONSON ViacomCBS just launched Paramount+. Our CEO, Jim Gianopulos, made it 
very clear that Paramount Pictures believes in the theatrical window. He went to great 
pains to reinforce that point. That being said, we’d be naive if we didn’t recognize that 
the theatrical distribution and exhibition industry has some pretty strong challenges ahead 
of it. 

LOMIS I think you need to carve it out for each movie. We’re probably going to 
experiment with [a window of] 17 days coming up on some films. 

During the pandemic, we’ve seen Warner Bros. and Sony break with tradition and 
prevent rivals from seeing box office grosses on Comscore. Will you follow suit? 

ORR Over the years, we developed the ability to share these grosses. I think it’s 
absolutely the right practice and the right way to go about it, and that’s why I’m 
continuing to allow our grosses to be seen. 

ARONSON There’s a level of disingenuousness about it. I have an obligation to our 
filmmakers and company to assess the health of the marketplace. If we can’t see all the 
numbers from theaters that are open, I’m not capable of doing that. 



LOMIS I don’t think it’s proper. I understood doing so on the first big movie released 
during the pandemic [Tenet]. I didn’t get it after that. 

How do you compete with streamers for consumers’ attention? 

ARONSON Moviegoing attendance from 2010 to 2019 is down over 7 percent. In that 
same period, ticket prices have gone up over 16 percent. That’s not the kind of diagram 
you want to see. That’s just one aspect of this business that needs to be looked at. The 
tentpoles have always been a part of the theatrical business. But it’s all the other films 
that make up the bulk of attendance. We’d be naive if we didn’t recognize that our 
industry, the theatrical distribution and exhibition industry, has some pretty strong 
challenges ahead of it. Just like windows are changing, the entire business needs to be 
turned upside down and has to be reexamined, with the ultimate goal being, how do we 
get more people going to movies in movie theaters? 

ORR I won’t name them, but I’ve seen a couple of films on my gigantic television, but 
it’s just not the same experience, right? It’s just literally not the same experience as a 
theater. It’s not even apples and oranges, it’s apples and tanks. But exhibition definitely 
has some challenges, no doubt about it. They’re competing with so many other forms of 
entertainment these days. 

ARONSON I think the takeaway is that the price-value ratio, has to be in order. 

LOMIS That I would agree with. 

Are you worried that smaller mid-range films will disappear from theaters and 
become the purview of streamers? 

FEDEROFF When you have a film, such as Parasite, that is a small gem, there is a 
gradual ripple effect. Audiences start talking about the movie and buzz starts to generate, 
unlike the all-you-can-eat buffet of streaming. 

LOMIS The streamers go to the film festivals and they overpay so that they make it 
impossible for film companies to go in and pick up a small gem without paying too 
much. But I do feel like original content and good stories will always win out. 

ARONSON I want to see a marketplace where Neon thrives in the same way Paramount 
and Universal and United Artists thrive. If things are done in a proper way, they can. 
Small, medium and big films can all coexist. And Erik Lomis is right: When you have 
good stories and you execute them well, people will go. 

What is your biggest anxiety these days? 



ORR It would have to be whether there’s a relapse in the number of COVID-19 cases, or 
the vaccines not working. Things are looking so good at the moment. 

LOMIS That’s spot-on. 

FEDEROFF We all have to be really diligent in doing our part to make this business 
thrive. Because that’s how we’re going to get out of that hole, if it does come to pass. 

ARONSON There’s a lot of economic hurt that needs to be healed. I’m a medium- and 
long-term looker, and I want to see the health of this business regained and then really 
take off. How can we convert those people who don’t go to the movies? If they’re not 
going, why? What can we do to break down those barriers to convince them to go? That’s 
where I think the opportunity is. We can’t be content with being a static industry. 
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UPDATE, Friday AM: This list will be updated on a regular basis: As we first told you 
(scroll down) Hollywood’s 94-year-old TCL Chinese Theatre is reopening today, however for 
tours only. This will be followed by Imax showtimes of Tenet on Monday with a full official 
ribbon-cutting/reopening ceremony on Monday March 29 with all four directors of current and 
previous Godzilla and King Kong movies in honor of Legendary/Warner Bros’ Godzilla vs 
Kong‘s opening on Wednesday. 



Film Directors Adam Wingard (Godzilla vs. Kong), Michael Dougherty (Godzilla: King of the 
Monsters), Jordan Vogt-Roberts (Kong: Skull Island), and Gareth Edwards (Godzilla) as well 
as Josh Grode, CEO of Legendary Entertainment will be present. Starting Wednesday 
when Godzilla vs. Kong opens, Imax tickets for select seats at the Chinese Theatre will be $5 
for two weeks. In conjunction with promo partner, The HollyGold Foundation, 1K movie 
tickets will be donated to low-income families and individuals in the city. The ever Hollywood 
traditional celebrity handprint ceremonies are being booked for all year round going forward. 
There’s also a 85th Marilyn Monroe Birthday festival being planned for June as well as the 
130th Anniversary of basketball with a basketball film festival scheduled for late summer. 

The Chinese Theatre was originally named Grauman’s Chinese Theatre before being renamed 
Mann’s Chinese Theatre in 1973 which lasted until 2001. In 2013, Chinese electronics 
manufacturer TCL bought the venue.  

 
Landmark Theatres 

4TH EXCLUSIVE UPDATE, March 22, 4:03 PM: A big deal for all indie distributors and those 
with Oscar-contending films: Los Angeles’ awards-season multiplex, the Landmark on Pico, is 
opening on Friday, Deadline can report. While the art house chain opened its Nuart this past 
weekend with Sony Pictures Classics’ six-time Oscar nominee The Father and A24’s six-time 
Oscar nominee Minari, it took awhile, per sources, to get the Landmark on Pico cleared by the 
city as the venue has a bar which also serves food. 

As we previously reported the L.A. theatrical marketplace skyrocketed to the top spot over the 
weekend, grossing $1.55 million which repped 8.8% of the weekend’s $17.6M domestic box 
office, per Comscore. 

As we first told you back in December 2018, Cohen Media Group acquired the Landmark chain 
from Wagner/Cuban companies, a circuit which then spanned 252 screens in 27 markets. 
That’s been whittled down with some closures during the pandemic, including the chain’s posh 
Upper West Side NYC 57th Street eight-plex, which shuttered three years after opening. 
Landmark could not come to terms with the landlord on that property, the Durst Corporation. 
Landmark still has the Quad Cinemas in Manhattan. 



 
Cinemark 

3RD UPDATE March 13: Cinemark Turning On Long Beach Projectors 
Today; AMC Monday; Cinepolis & More Lux food and cushy chair chain Cinépolis will 
reopen the following locations next Friday, March 19: Laguna 7, Rancho Santa Margarita, in 
Orange County; Westlake Village 8 in Ventura County; Pico Rivera 14 in LA; Del Mar 11, La 
Costa Town Square and Vista Village 15 in San Diego county. 

Studio Movie Grill is still working through its reopenings in the surrounding LA area, but I 
hear they won’t be reopening what was their new Glendale location. 

Harkins is reopening Cerritos 16 in LA County, Moreno Valley 16 in Riverside County, 
Mountain Grove 16 and Chino Hills 18 in San Bernardino. 

2ND EXCLUSIVE UPDATE, March 12, 3:40 PM: Cinemark confirmed last night what we 
heard from sources: The No. 3 chain is re-opening its Long Beach location as early as 
tomorrow. Cinemark will have its San Bernardino County locations open by Sunday, with the 
rest of the LA County balance in the very near future. That includes the Cinemark Playa Vista 
and XD on Jefferson Blvd in Los Angeles as well as its 18 XD Howard Hughes Center location, 
which was originally National Amusements’ The Bridge. 

“Cinemark is thrilled to once again offer Los Angeles movie lovers the chance to see a movie on 
our big screens with sight and sound technology that truly cannot be replicated at home,” 
said Cinemark CEO Mark Zoradi in a statement. “Los Angeles is one of the most meaningful 
moviegoing markets in the world, and we look forward to providing moviegoers the 
entertainment experience they have been craving with the health and safety protocols they can 
trust. With an extensive list of blockbusters set to release in the coming months and nearly 90 
percent of our U.S. circuit open, there is no better time to get back to the theatre.” 

EXCLUSIVE UPDATE:, March 12, 3:22 PM: AMC has confirmed what we heard from sources 
earlier and the No. 1 chain in the nation is reopening its Burbank 16 and Century City 15 
multiplexes this Monday in the Los Angeles market. The news comes as Los Angeles 
moves into the red tier. 

AMC will have its remaining 23 locations open by Friday, March 19, and nearly all of its 56 
California multiplexes opened by that date as well. Unfortunately, we’ll have to wait until 
March 26 for the next big wide release which is Universal’s Bob Odenkirk Action film Nobody.  



 
AMC Burbank 16 

AP 

“The reopening of movie theatres in Los Angeles County and throughout California is a 
momentous occasion for AMC Theatres, for our guests, for our associates, for our studio 
partners, and for the entire theatrical exhibition industry. To put the magnitude of Los Angeles 
reopening in perspective, as a movie market, the L.A. DMA is about double the size of the New 
York City market, which just finished last weekend as the No. 1 DMA in our circuit for box 
office,” beamed AMC CEO Adam Aron. 

He continued, “As we have done at more than 525 locations around the country, AMC will 
reopen with the highest devotion to the health and safety of our guests and associates through 
our AMC Safe & Clean policies and protocols, which were developed in consultation with 
Clorox and with current and former faculty at the prestigious Harvard University School of 
Public Health. AMC Safe & Clean includes social distancing & automatic seat blocking in each 
auditorium, mandatory mask wearing, and upgraded air filtration with MERV-13 air filters, as 
well as many other important health, sanitization and cleanliness efforts.” 

Separately, source are also telling us that the TCL Chinese Theatre Imax is planning to reopen 
on March 26. Note that Warner Bros/Legendary’s Godzilla vs. Kong, which will be an Imax 
destination, opens on Wednesday, March 31. The official word from the TCL rep is that the 
chain is still working out its L.A. reopening with no definite date yet. 

In regard to the downtown Alamo Drafthouse, a spokesperson for the chain told us this AM, 
“We’re so excited that we have the opportunity to bring what we’ve learned about creating the 
safest and most relaxing cinematic experience possible to our Downtown LA location. We won’t 
be open by next week – there’s a lot to do – but we will reopen as soon as possible, and we’ll 
make plenty of noise when we do.” 

PREVIOUSLY, March 11, 4:16 PM:  Finally, the movie capital of the world can show movies 
in theaters again after a year’s shutdown of all exhibition due to the pandemic. 

Los Angeles County this afternoon lined up with California Gov. Gavin Newsom’s order on 
Wednesday to move movie theaters into the red tier, allowing them to reopen at 25% capacity 
between Monday and Wednesday next week. 



But of course, not every chain will be open for business by Friday, March 19. 

Here’s what we know so far: 

You can count on AMC. The chain’s CEO Adam Aron said today on Fox Business Network, “It’ll 
take a few days to assemble staff but all protocols are set and we will open L.A. theaters one 
week from tomorrow, no matter what.” 

AMC has major multiplexes at the Century City Mall, three locations in Burbank, the Sunset 
Boulevard location that was the old Sundance theater and the 3rd Street Promenade location in 
Santa Monica. 

Cinemark has shown to be ready whenever cities have lifted their Covid restrictions. We’re still 
waiting to get official details on which of its venues will be turning their lights on, but don’t be 
surprised if the Promenade 18 and XD venue at the Howard Hughes Center comes back online 
by March 19. 

In a statement, a Cinemark spokesperson said: “Cinemark is excited by the prospect of once 
again welcoming Los Angeles moviegoers to the immersive, cinematic experience of seeing a 
movie on the big screen at our theatres. We are optimistically following local mandates and 
look forward to sharing a reopening update once government restrictions are announced. All 
Cinemark theatres reopen with The Cinemark Standard, enhanced cleaning and safety 
protocols at every step of the moviegoing experience. Since beginning our phased reopening in 
June, we have consistently received 96% guest satisfaction ratings with Cinemark protecting 
their health and safety.” 

TCL has the Chinese 6 and the Imax Chinese Theatre here in town. I hear that the chain’s 
owners were on a conference call at the time of this report to deliberate whether or not to 
reopen next weekend. Stay tuned. 

Who are the holdouts? 

 
Regal’s Edwards Cinema in Canyon Country, CA 

Deadline 



Regal, which has the L.A. Live & 4DX location in downtown Los Angeles, probably won’t be 
back until May. In the short term, the chain remains closed. It’s two multiplexes in Santa 
Clarita, north of L.A., remained closed. 

Deadline has learned from art house chain Laemmle — which has a brand-spanking-ew 6-plex 
in Newhall, CA, that’s ready to have its ribbon cut — won’t reopen for another four to five 
weeks from this weekend. The chain has to retrain its staff, as well as make hires. Laemmle has 
assessed that it’s better to reopen the chain all at once, rather than sporadically. 

 
AP 

Also, Arclight cinemas, which has the Cinerama Dome in Hollywood, will take some time to 
come back online. In addition to its Sunset Boulevard location, it has multiplexes in El 
Segundo, Pasadena, Santa Monica and Culver City. The chain is waiting for more tentpole 
feature product to be released by the studios. While logic would dictate that would be when 
Disney’s Black Widow rolls around on May 7, Arclight would prefer to wait until there are 
enough movies in theaters so that it can turn a profit. Perhaps that will be when capacity 
restrictions jump to a greater percentage. 

Cinepolis Luxury Cinemas in Pacific Palisades also will wait a bit before turning the projectors 
back on. Landmark would like to reopen its cinemas here in Westwood and on Pico Boulevard 
by next weekend, but it’s currently a work in progress. 

We’ll update you on more theater reopenings in L.A. as we learn about them. 

L.A. County came close to reopening theaters over the summer before Newsom shut down the 
county prior to the Fourth of July holiday. While other nearby counties including Ventura and 
Orange reopened soon after Labor Day for Warner Bros.’ Tenet, Los Angeles never did. 
However, drive-ins were allowed to operate off-and-on since the pandemic took hold in mid-
March last year. 

Meanwhile, here’s how the wide release calendar is looking for March, April and May (updated 
as of March 26): 



 
NobodyUniversal 

March 26 
Nobody (Uni) 

March 31 
Godzilla v. Kong (WB/Legendary/HBO Max) 

April 2 
The Unholy (Sony) 

April 9 
Voyagers (Lionsgate) 

April 16 
Mortal Kombat (New Line/HBO Max) 

 
Mortal KombatNew Line 

April 30 
Separation (Open Road) 

May 7 
Wrath of Man (UAR) 



May 14 

Spiral (Lionsgate) 

Those Who Wish Me Dead (WB/HBO Max) 

 
Cruella 
Disney 

May 21 

May 28 
Cruella (Disney) 
A Quiet Place II (Paramount) 
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After another solid weekend at the box office, several Wall Street analysts have issued upbeat 
outlooks on the exhibition sector, calling for a robust moviegoing rebound from Covid-19 in 
2022. 



One of the analysts, Eric Handler at MKM Partners, released findings from a survey his firm 
did of 1,000 moviegoers across the U.S. People who said they went to at least one movie a year 
before Covid-19, were polled between March 31 to April 4. Asked if they plan to return to a 
movie theater in the near future, 57% of respondents said yes and only 14% said no, with 29% 
not sure. 

The timing of when exactly they will go back depends on variables like the vaccine rollout. 
About 46% indicated a return in the next three months, but over six months the number rose to 
72%. That pattern, Handler wrote, “sets the industry up well as it looks ahead to 2022.” 

While most top circuits have almost every one of their theaters open again, many states 
continue to impose strict capacity limits and safety protocols. “The theatrical moviegoing 
experience is in the early stages of a recovery,” Handler wrote, “one which will take a good 
amount of this year to fully play out.” 

Michael Pachter of Wedbush Securities agreed with the sentiment around the latter months of 
2021. In a note to clients, he predicted box office in the fourth quarter would total just shy of 
$2 billion, adding that the number could be even higher. “We view our current [fourth-quarter] 
estimate as conservative, assuming there will be massive pent-up demand for seeing movies 
with friends or dates out of the home once the public has been largely inoculated,” Pachter 
wrote. For comparison, the fourth quarter of 2019 came in at $2.9 billion. 

While Pachter sees total 2022 grosses coming up 10% short of 2019 levels, Eric Wold at B. 
Riley is more optimistic, pegging the drop at 8%. Wold also expects box office to rise 6% in 
2023 compared with 2019 as the industry fully regains its footing after the pandemic. 

In his report, Wold called the overall theatrical film slate from this year through 2023 “nothing 
short of amazing” given how many top titles have been delayed. He also highlights California’s 
plan to allow theaters to reopen at 100% capacity on June 15, just ahead of the release of 
Universal’s F9 on June 25 and Disney’s Black Widow on July 9. About 10% of AMC’s screens 
and 18% of Cinemark’s are located in the state. 

A flurry of release-calendar changes — such as Paramount’s multiple shuffles last Friday — are 
a sign of recovery and not panic, Wold added. “We increasingly view these shifts as a net 
positive for the industry,” he wrote. “These moves to slots later in 2021 or in early 2022 merely 
represent a mindset amongst studios to have these films available to moviegoers when capacity 
restrictions are loosened and they can be presented to more consumers—something that 
ultimately benefits the exhibitors just as much.” 

Exhibition stocks started the week in the red along with the broader market. Still, Wold notes 
that the sector’s shares have risen an average of 160% since Pfizer announced results of its 
clinical vaccine trial in November. In terms of their financials, he said, the cash crunch of 2020 
has eased and the performance of Godzilla vs. Kong and other titles shows that revenue is in 
the process of returning. 



“With the focus of the industry recovery shifted to [the second half of 2021] and 2022, we 
believe as long as companies have enough liquidity to make it to the fall/winter slate, then 
balance sheets become a relative non-event vs. moved stocks in the heart of the pandemic last 
year,” Wold wrote. “At this point, we are comfortable that each of the companies in our 
coverage universe has the appropriate liquidity—especially with the positive moves made by 
AMC to drive $900 million-plus in additional financing secured since mid-December and the 
upcoming opportunity to further de-lever the balance sheet.” 
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As pollyannaish as it sounds, especially as the domestic 2020 box office crumbles to a historic 
all-time low of $2.27 billion due to the coronavirus pandemic, the global theatrical business is 
poised for a comeback in 2021. 

However, it might take a few months. 



 
A shuttered AMC Theatre in New York City’s Flatiron District 

Mega Agency 

How in God’s name can such a ridiculous projection be forecasted? Entertainment 
conglomerates, like AT&T, are drunk from launching their own streaming services, with visions 
of $500-plus share prices dancing in their heads. 

Also, aren’t more movie theaters expected to close down? As bankruptcy rumors continue to 
swirl around AMC and Cineworld, the expectation is that the over-screened U.S.-Canada 
marketplace (now at 41,172) will scale back significantly by at least a minimum of 5,000 
screens, per sources. 

The notion that the global box office is due for a rally — especially at a grim time when we’re 
seeing 60% of all U.S.-Canadian movie theaters closed, along with several key markets like Los 
Angeles, New York City, London, etc. — stems from most major motion picture studios’ 
continued belief in the theatrical window. Despite its expected shrinkage, theatrical windows 
remain a potent financial formula that yields plenty of fruits in its downstream revenues. 
Nothing beats the big screen, and the studios have long-term plans to commit to it. 

 
Disney 

This was quite apparent when Disney CEO Bob Chapek declared earlier this month that the 
studio’s future streaming series and features stood greatly on the shoulders of established 
theatrical IP. “We had a $13 billion box office last year, and that’s not something to sneeze 



at, said Chapek during Disney Investor Day, “We built those franchises through the theatrical 
window.” 

A crunched window was bound to happen with or without Covid-19, and the pandemic just 
accelerated the process. The trick for all these studios will be figuring out the appropriate 
number of days to maximize revenue at theaters before transitioning product to other home 
entertainment ancillaries. 

“It’s about balance and following the consumer as they make that transition,” said Chapek. “We 
need to be flexible to read all the cues, whether it’s Covid or changing consumer behavior so we 
can nimbly make decisions.” Observed MKM Partners’ managing director of Media & 
Entertainment Equity Research Eric Handler, who believes the majors largely won’t abandon 
theatrical window monies: “Disney does a great job maximizing revenue throughout all the 
windows.” 

Said Universal vice chairman and chief distribution officer Peter Levinsohn: “We are very 
bullish on the prospects of the domestic box office once the cinemas are back up and running at 
full capacity; some level of exhibition consolidation is likely, but we believe ticket sales will be 
redistributed amongst the remaining theaters and have little impact on box office going 
forward.” 

 
“Wonder Woman 1984” 

Warner Bros. 

While Universal was hammered by the National Association of Theatre Owners and No. 1 
exhibitor AMC for its sudden theatrical-Premium VOD day-and-date release of DreamWorks 
Animation’s Trolls World Tour at the start of the pandemic — an experiment that minted a 
reported $100 million-plus to NBCUniversal — cooler heads prevailed. The studio negotiated a 
cognizant shortened theatrical window plan, which could very well become the industry 
standard moving forward: 17 days in theaters for all titles opening under $50M in theaters 
before transitioning to PVOD, with a 31-day exhibition window for those movies opening north 
of $50M. 

That’s not a hard-and-fast rule as to when Uni will pull movies from theaters, rather a 
parameter as to when the studio can milk two windows at once. While the studio has been 
upbeat about this plan, which has been in place since the late fall on Focus and Uni titles, we 
have yet to hear about its revenue highlights and whether it will continue in a post-pandemic 



marketplace; a key deal point being that the studio has cut in big exhibitors like AMC, 
Cinemark and Cineplex Odeon on PVOD revenue. Five weekends after its release, 
Universal’s The Croods: A New Age has grossed $30.3M domestic, $100M worldewide with 
the DWA sequel recently hitting PVOD. 

Despite Warner Bros’ trumpeting this past weekend that Wonder Woman 1984 opened to 
$16.7M domestic, a record for the pandemic, with $85M WW to date in its audacious day-and-
date theatrical HBO Max release model, don’t believe for a second that a new window was just 
born. More on this later. 

 



It’s going to be a long four to six months until hopefully Covid-19 cases are quelled again due to 
the vaccine, and movie theaters and markets can fully reopen with high-capacity auditorium 
caps. As we learned from Tenet at the end of August, it’s not about one movie bringing back 
business back but rather a cluster. A box office rebound is also contingent on the majors 
committing to $100M global P&A campaigns for their event pics. The hope is that MGM’s long-
awaited 007 movie No Time to Die and Sony’s Peter Rabbit 2: The Runaway will be the first 
big booms we see over Easter weekend April 2-4 — that is if those two movies aren’t 
rescheduled (and we’ll know that by February). Otherwise, many are looking to Disney’s May 7 
release of Marvel’s Black Widow as the movie to bring business back. Until then, expect more 
studio movies, with the exception of Warner-HBO Max titles, to shift out of the next four-
month corridor (see schedule to the right). 

“Artists will still want to make films that have a cultural impact; movies that are in a movie 
theater and have a global wide release are what make such impact. Audiences will still want to 
go,” said Sony Pictures Entertainment Motion Picture Group chairman Tom Rothman. “The 
next three or four months will be grim — we’re still in the tunnel, but there is a light at the end 
of the tunnel.” 

How 2021 Will Deal With The Whole Notion Of “The Customer Gets To Decide” 

AT&T’s WarnerMedia has defended its theatrical-HBO Max 2021 release strategy as one where 
“the customer gets to decide.” It’s a bold jingle on par with a MAGA slogan from Donald 
Trump’s campaign. Some in town perceived WarnerMedia’s move as a means for the studio 
transforming into another Netflix, and leaving theatrical behind. Handler, for one, doesn’t 
think that Warners can do without its global box office revenues, which last year grossed $4.4 
billion. 

One industry source in a note to his colleagues this morning called the release of WW1984 “a 
miscalculation” given the $1 billion global box office that the studio was leaving on the table by 
hastily taking it out too soon. WarnerMedia never reported any hard-number viewership 
on WW1984, or the exact amount of subscribers the film brought in over the weekend. The 
Patty Jenkins sequel grossed $85M globally in its first two weekends, this compared to the 
original’s two-weekend running total in 2017 of $438.3M (it finaled at $822.3M WW). 

“As far as Warner’s day-and-date theatrical streaming model goes, I don’t think it’s sustainable. 
Maybe they go the whole year with it. The talent agencies aren’t happy, and now the client 
back-end is damaged. WarnerMedia is clearly willing to sacrifice box office revenue to drive 
incremental subscriptions to HBO Max. As a result, this is going to mean significant losses for 
the Warner Bros business as they’re ramping up the SVOD service. It will hurt cash flow and 
AT&T has a mountain of debt to service, while trying to keep shareholders happy,” Handler 
observes. 

Since the announcement of the theatrical-HBO Max 2021 slate strategy on December 3, 
AT&T’s share price is down 2% to $28.55 (as of midday Monday). Earlier this month, the debt-
laden telecom fielded bids for its DirecTV at $15 billion, a price 78% lower than what the 
company paid for it in 2015. Industry sources have pointed out that it will be near impossible 
for WarnerMedia to recapture any lost theatrical revenue on its 2021 slate via the addition of 
HBO Max subs. First, the streamer is in a pickle in that not all of its 38 million HBO and HBO 



Max subs combined have fully activated the streaming service. Next, HBO Max itself doesn’t 
make any extra money unless it comes from new subscribers. 

Even though WW1984‘s domestic opening repped a record debut for the pandemic, don’t 
interpret that as “the consumer decided where they wanted to see the movie, and chose 
theatrical over streaming.” We are in a broken exhibition infrastructure, not a normal 
marketplace, and when the Joe Shmoe moviegoer catches up with the fact they can see a 
Warner Bros movie for free at home, a cannibalization of its box office could very well take 
effect. The industry outlook on the day-and-date theatrical-HBO Max plan is that exhibition 
will box out this model once the marketplace becomes vibrant again and rival studios commit 
to more windowed fare. 

“Like in every industry, the notion of ‘give the consumer what they want’ has to find some 
equilibrium with what a business needs to do to remain successful,” Adam Fogelson chairman 
of STXfilms Motion Picture Group, told Deadline. “Studios need to make good content that is 
also profitable. Consumers need to pay a fair price — as defined by both sides — to see that 
content where and when they want. And exhibitors need to run a successful business too. Now, 
everyone has theories about what price on what platform in what window will do to the overall 
ecosystem. But to date they’re just theories. So the studios have picked various ways to deal 
with the short-term challenges, but I’m sure we’ll see an evolution or a hybrid of the different 
distribution models once we have the benefit of some actual learning,” 

STXfilms has responded to the pitfalls of the pandemic by monetizing its movies via various 
means, including the sale of My Spy to Amazon (which has a sequel in the works), a PVOD and 
ultimate $20M-$30M HBO release of the Gerard Butler action pic Greenland coupled with a 
near $48M overseas gross, and the PVOD drop of the Invisible Narratives pandemic 
thriller Songbird. 

 
DreamWorks/Universal 

“When we moved to the 17-day window (depending on the size of the film), our goal was to find 
the right balance between maintaining a minimum period of theatrical exclusivity, especially 
for the bigger films, and creating a strong consumer proposition that provides optionality for 
moviegoers,” said Levinsohn. “We never saw PVOD as a replacement for theatrical, rather an 
augmentation to the theatrical release. As the transactional home entertainment business has 
gotten smaller, the economics of releasing films theatrically has become more challenging. Too 
many films are being siphoned out of the ecosystem, so our goal has been to implement a 



strategy that augments the P&L by making films available to consumers in the home when 
awareness is at its peak. We still believe that a theatrical release first is the right way to go; if 
the market changes, we’re a very aggressive company and will react accordingly.” 

“Customer satisfaction is an absolute — the consumer deciding your business parameters is 
something entirely different,” said Rothman. “Do what’s best for the asset.” 

 
“Morbius” 

Sony 

Like many studios, Sony has responded to the pandemic by eventizing its movies on the shelf, 
either through sales to a streamer like Apple (Greyhound) or Hulu (Happiest Season), or 
maintaining a widowed theatrical release, i.e., its recent holiday global release of Monster 
Hunter. The studio remains a big believer in a windowed theatrical release and has 
demonstrated that by delaying the release dates of its bigger IP titles like Morbius, Venom 
2 and Ghostbusters: Afterlife to deeper dates in the release calendar. 

“Before the pandemic, Bad Boys for Life was doing fantastic business at the box office. In 2019, 
the industry had a $42 billion global box office year. That’s an indicator of consumer behavior, 
and that success wasn’t because there wasn’t anything to watch at home,” Rothman said. “The 
movie business has been competing with the home since the advent of television in the 1950s. 
Questions were always asked: ‘Why would anyone go to the movies if there’s a VHS at home?’, 
‘Why would anyone go to the movies because there are 300 cable channels at home?’, ‘Why 
would anyone go to the movies if there’s streaming content in the home?’ The answer: Because 
it’s fun, and because it’s different. It’s the same reason why anyone chooses to go to a Broadway 
show, a live sporting event or a concert.” 

Despite the industry’s current love affair with streaming, and its short-term knee-jerks 
experimenting with distribution models during the pandemic, a sage wisdom prevails about 
the long-terms prospects of the theatrical business, and that audiences will return. 

“People like leaving their homes and having fun, emotional, communal experiences together,” 
says Fogelson, “I don’t think that will change.” 

“We at Universal are optimistic about the future. Our leadership talks about the roaring ’20s,” 
Levinsohn said. “We’ve all been stuck inside and people are desperate to get out of the house.” 
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Subgroup Adjusted* Error Range

All adults +/- 1.2 percentage points

Children 2-17 +/- 1.5 percentage points

Ages 2-11 +/- 1.8 percentage points

Ages 12-17 +/- 2.6 percentage points

Ages 18-24 +/- 3.5 percentage points

Ages 25-39 +/- 2.2 percentage points

Ages 40-49 +/- 3.0 percentage points

Ages 50-59 +/- 3.1 percentage points

Ages 60+ +/- 2.4 percentage points

White, non-Hispanic +/- 1.1 percentage points

Black, non-Hispanic +/- 3.0 percentage points

Asian/Other, non-Hispanic +/- 3.5 percentage points

Hispanic (any race) +/- 2.6 percentage points

Asian, non-Hispanic +/- 4.8 percentage points

Other, non-Hispanic excluding Asian +/- 5.0 percentage points

<25K HH income +/- 2.4 percentage points

25K-<50K HH income +/- 1.9 percentage points

50K-<75K HH income +/- 2.3 percentage points

75K+ HH income +/- 1.4 percentage points

Male +/- 1.3 percentage points

Female +/- 1.4 percentage points
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UPDATED with additional signatories. The list of people in the creative community attaching 
their names to an urgent appeal to Congress on behalf of movie theaters has grown to 120 
names. (See the full list below.) 



Talent initially joined with the Directors Guild of America, the National Association of Theatre 
Owners and the Motion Picture Association on September 30 to call for federal government aid 
for theaters. The government, of course, has a full plate and is deadlocked on an aid package 
for American workers despite progress in talks recently between House Majority Leader Nancy 
Pelosi and Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin. 

In an online appearance Thursday at the Milken Global Conference, Mnuchin said reaching a 
deal before Election Day on November 3 “would be difficult, just given where we are.” He said 
Democrats are reluctant to finalize a deal and potentially boost President Trump’s re-election 
prospects. 

PREVIOUSLY: Dozens of established filmmakers joined with the Directors Guild of America, 
the National Association of Theatre Owners and the Motion Picture Association to urge 
Congress to come to the aid of movie theaters devastated by COVID-19. 

“Absent a solution designed for their circumstances, theaters may not survive the impact of the 
pandemic,” the letter warns (read it in full below). 

Signatories of the letter sent to House and Senate leaders include Christopher Nolan, James 
Cameron, Judd Apatow, Jon Chu, Sofia Coppola, Alfonso Cuarón, Lee Daniels and Clint 
Eastwood. 

Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Senate Democratic 
Leader Chuck Schumer and House Republican Leader Kevin McCarthy are urged to redirect 
unallocated funds from the CARES Act. The House delayed a vote on a $2.2 
trillion coronavirus stimulus bill Wednesday so that further negotiations could be held 
between, among others, Pelosi and Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin. 

As unemployment soared in the spring when pandemic lockdowns began, CARES Act funds 
went to workers and small businesses to help them cover basic essentials during the crisis. 
Most of those benefits expired in July and a patchwork of state measures that followed was a 
far smaller amount of relief. Republicans and Democrats have been in a standoff in recent 
weeks over a new deal. 

“The moviegoing experience is central to American life,” the letter said. “Theaters are great 
unifiers where our nation’s most talented storytellers showcase their cinematic 
accomplishments.” Along with being “an irreplaceable experience” with “critical cultural 
impact,” the letter adds, “theaters are economic force multipliers.” In addition to 150,000 
exhibition industry jobs, they directly affect millions more across film distribution, marketing 
and production as well as retail environments where multiplexes are located. 

Theaters have reopened in many states, but not yet in New York City or L.A. County, two 
critical markets. Even venues that have reopened are operating with strict capacity limits, and 
studios have shifted most of their releases out of 2020. Rather than face lower ceilings for 
major releases, as Warner Bros has experienced with Tenet, they have opted to throw in the 
towel on a movie year where box office receipts are apt to plummet by at least 70% from 2019 
levels. 



According to the letter, 93% of movie theater companies had year-over-year losses of more 
than 75% in the second quarter of 2020. If the status quo continues, it goes on to say, 69% of 
small and mid-sized movie theater companies will be forced to file for bankruptcy or to close 
permanently, and 66% of theater jobs will be lost. 

Exhibitors, knowing they are in an existential crisis, have sought to reassure a wary public of 
the safety of theaters relative to bars, indoor restaurants or music venues. They have pointed to 
research from epidemiologists saying that no direct link has been established between theaters 
and COVID-19 infection. Beyond the initial safety jitters, there is also the habit of moviegoing, 
which is linked to other aspects of social interaction curtailed by the pandemic. 

With the proliferation of streaming and other at-home options, skeptics have wondered about 
whether theatrical moviegoing as a ritual will survive. But proponents — and major media 
companies and their allies — also point to the profit motive. Big-budget movies are not able to 
reach the heights of $1 billion-plus in revenue without theaters, and taking that element away 
would irrevocably alter all of the other drops in the movie revenue waterfall model. 

The coalition is urging a bipartisan solution to help theaters with existing funds or by enacting 
new proposals such as the RESTART Act. 

“I am extraordinarily grateful for the unprecedented support from our industry partners and 
the talented and concerned members of the movie industry creative 
community,” NATO president John Fithian said. “The value of their recognition of the unique 
importance of movie theaters to our communities, culture, and economy, and their support 
before Congress of the unique needs of movie theaters in this pandemic cannot be 
underestimated.” 

Here is the full letter: 

Dear Leader McConnell, Speaker Pelosi, Leader Schumer, and Leader McCarthy: 

Thank you for your leadership at this challenging time for our country. As you consider 
forthcoming COVID-19 relief legislation, we ask you to prioritize assistance for the hardest-hit 
industries, like our country’s beloved movie theaters. 

No doubt you are hearing from many, many businesses that need relief. Movie theaters are in 
dire straits, and we urge you to redirect unallocated funds from the CARES Act to proposals 
that help businesses that have suffered the steepest revenue drops due to the pandemic, or to 
enact new proposals such as the RESTART Act (S. 3814/H.R. 7481). Absent a solution designed 
for their circumstances, theaters may not survive the impact of the pandemic. 

The pandemic has been a devastating financial blow to cinemas. 93% of movie theater 
companies had over 75% in losses in the second quarter of 2020. If the status quo continues, 
69% of small and mid-sized movie theater companies will be forced to file for bankruptcy or to 
close permanently, and 66% of theater jobs will be lost. Our country cannot afford to lose the 
social, economic, and cultural value that theaters provide. 

The moviegoing experience is central to American life. 268 million people in North America 
went to the movies last year to laugh, cry, dream, and be moved together. Theaters are great 



unifiers where our nation’s most talented storytellers showcase their cinematic 
accomplishments. Every aspiring filmmaker, actor, and producer dreams of bringing their art 
to the silver screen, an irreplaceable experience that represents the pinnacle of filmmaking 
achievement. 

As well as their critical cultural impact, theaters are economic force multipliers. In addition to 
the 150,000 employees working in cinemas nationwide, the industry supports millions of jobs 
in movie production and distribution, and countless others in surrounding restaurants and 
retailers that rely on theaters for foot traffic. Movie theaters are also leaders in employing 
underrepresented groups, including people with disabilities, senior citizens, and first-time job 
holders. Cinemas are an essential industry that represent the best that American talent and 
creativity have to offer. But now we fear for their future. 

Theaters need specific relief targeted to their circumstances. We urge you to come together on 
a 
bipartisan solution that provides this relief, by reallocating unspent funds from the CARES Act 
toward programs designed for industries like movie theaters, or by enacting new proposals 
such as the RESTART Act. These solutions would fulfill Congress’s intent in helping severely 
distressed sectors of the economy and ensure that our resources are focused on the industries 
that need them the most. 

Please fight for our country’s beloved and essential cinemas by including relief for them in any 
forthcoming COVID-19 legislation. Thank you for your leadership and for considering this 
request. 

Sincerely, 

John Fithian, President & CEO, NATO 
Russ Hollander, National Executive Director, DGA 
Charles Rivkin, Chairman & CEO, MPA 
Thomas Schlamme, President, DGA 
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Donna Langley, chairman of Universal Filmed Entertainment Group, and Ann Sarnoff, chair 
and CEO of Warner Bros had the same reaction Thursday when asked if their companies had 
any interest in buying movie theaters. 

They laughed. 



“We have no plans to do that currently,” Langley said, appearing with Sarnoff and CBS 
CEO George Cheeks on a Milken Institute Global Conference virtual panel about COVID-19’s 
impact on Hollywood. “We have no plans either,” Sarnoff said with a light chuckle. 

Especially with the 1948 Paramount decree now abolished and major theater circuits on the 
brink of bankruptcy, the scenario of studios taking a stake in exhibition, whose stocks have 
plunged, is frequently floated. The entire theatrical model, which has shown signs of wear in 
recent years but still yielded more than $11 billion in revenue in 2019, is in a suspended state. 
While major studios have all come to rely on streaming to varying degrees as a replacement for 
theatrical in 2020, the profit margins many releases enjoy in the traditional model are not yet 
possible in streaming. Plus, with major media companies on their heels due to the pandemic’s 
effect on TV advertising, production, theme parks and other revenue sources, earmarking 
funds for a theater rescue is unrealistic — even laughable. 

Sarnoff and Langley reiterated their companies’ oft-stated public pledge to continue with 
theatrical releases, but neither did so with much evident passion for the bijou. 

“I’m kind of an armchair sociologist and I believe people want to have communal experiences 
and especially with certain genres,” Sarnoff said, citing horror, action-adventure and superhero 
films. “We’re big fans of the exhibitors. They’ve been good partners of ours for many decades. 
We’re rooting for them. I know it’s tough sledding right now. I’m hoping they come out on the 
other side, probably even stronger.” 

Domestic box office is on pace to plummet more than 80% in the U.S., as theaters in New York 
and LA remain shuttered more than seven months after the pandemic started sweeping across 
the U.S. As exhibitors have launched a promotional campaign about their safety measures 
and enlisted top filmmakers for a plea to Congress, a bailout plan — even from private equity 
firms buying up other 20th century assets like newspapers and radio stations — has not 
emerged. 

Studios also continue to withdraw films from the release calendar, the latest being Soul. The 
Pixar movie was poised for a holiday season release, the same berth Pixar and Disney films 
have had for decades, but theater closures prompted Disney to move the release to subscription 
streaming service Disney+. With control of nearly half of the marketplace, Disney is the most 
influential theatrical player and its corporate reorganization this week to put a company-wide 
emphasis on streaming has the industry’s attention. 

Langley said Universal remains committed to theaters, citing the studio’s precedent-setting 
deal with AMC as proof of its support of that element in the business model. The companies 
earlier this year reached an agreement enabling select titles to leave theatrical after just 17 
days, a far cry from the current three-month exclusive window. 

“It took Covid to demonstrate that it is not cannibalistic but it is, in fact, additive,” she said. “It 
will enable us to continue to make movies and put them in theaters.” 

Langley mentioned The Croods: A New Age, out November 25, and Sarnoff name-checked 
spring 2021 title In the Heights as films that would have theatrical as an element of their 
releases but not in the traditional way. Sarnoff said some preliminary discussions have been 
held with exhibitors about windows but she had nothing to announce. 



With planning for 2021 and beyond well under way, Langley said there’s “no line of sight” on 
how long the pandemic will linger. She said it could be limited to the first half of next year or it 
could dominate all of 2021 the way it has this year. 

While he hasn’t had to contend with theaters, Cheeks said the task of leading creative business 
teams in a world of Zoom calls and social distancing has been daunting. The former 
NBCUniversal exec started his new role at ViacomCBS on March 23, just as the lockdowns and 
production and business shutdowns were beginning. 

“The night before I started the job, I had a full-on panic attack,” Cheeks said. “I couldn’t really 
figure out how I was going to build trust and transparency remotely. I think what all of is did is 
that we all just sort of leaned into it. We acknowledged the awkwardness of it.” The other result 
of the pandemic’s new work norms was “an equalizing effect,” he added. “A lot of people who 
wouldn’t necessarily speak up in a room are speaking up.” 

Showrunners, especially in animation, have identified efficiencies that will last through to the 
other side of the pandemic, Cheeks said. Similarly, while it’s hard to tell what will survive into 
the post-pandemic era as a set business method, the turbulence of 2020 has proven to be “an 
inflection point” for the well-entrenched aspects of the TV business like upfronts and pilot 
season. New ways to promote shows and connect with advertisers have been positive outcomes 
from the chaotic period, Cheeks said. 

Sarnoff said working through COVID-19 has been “exhausting” for the Warner Bros troops 
because everything is unprecedented. “There is no playbook,” she said. “What you do all day 
long is you think about scenarios — ‘What if this happens? What if that happens? What should 
be our Plan A, Plan B, Plan C?’ Without precedent, it is incredibly mentally taxing to try to 
think about what the right way to go forward.” 

She cited bypassing theaters with Scoob last spring as one such crossroads, noting that Langley 
faced a similar set of decisions with Trolls World Tour. “It seems easy in retrospect, like, ‘Of 
course you release your movie digitally!’ But it’s not so easy as it’s happening, because 
oftentimes these are new moves that you’re making, so you have to think about all of the 
constituents. You have to think about your fans and what they want, and predict what the 
results are going to be without any market data.” 
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Peter Debruge: This time last year, so many of our conversations were about when things 
would go back to “normal,” but now, as movie theaters in New York and Los 
Angeles tentatively reopen — just in time for big-screen-or-bust monster smackdown “Godzilla 
vs. Kong” — I’m not sure that idea even applies. The coronavirus changed the way we watch 
movies, and while I’ve been dying to get back into a cinema to see movies again on the big 
screen with a crowd, I have to admit, we’re still a long way from taking the same pleasure from 
that experience we did before. I’ve been to IMAX headquarters a few times in the past month to 
take in movies like “Chaos Walking” or “Nomadland” at maximum scale, and I’ll admit that 
while it’s immeasurably better than watching them in my living room, some part of my brain 
remains fixated on questions we never worried about before — even in a situation where 
someone might have been coughing or sneezing a row away. How about you guys? Are you 
ready to go back? In what ways can we expect the experience to be different going forward? 

Owen Gleiberman: I’m more than ready to go back, and here’s my radical idea: I don’t expect 
the experience to be much different. True, I don’t think movie culture, any more than the culture 
at large, can just “go back to normal” in some mindless turn-back-the-clock way, as if the 
pandemic had never happened. But I went to my first mainstream movie yesterday — I saw 
“Godzilla vs. Kong” at a 4 p.m. show at the AMC Empire in Times Square — and I was amazed 
at how…not different it was. The endless trailers, the open-for-business concession stand, 
people joshing and laughing and — yes — munching, not to mention a fair amount of vocal 
enthusiasm for the movie (or, at least, the last 25 minutes of it). It didn’t feel like the dystopian 
multiplex. 

But here’s my real point. In a recent edition of The Ankler, columnist Richard Rushfield made a 
startling assertion. He wrote, “Here’s the thing that’s never happening again: major movies 
reserved as the exclusive property of movie theaters.” He was keying off Disney’s decision to 
release “Black Widow” and other films simultaneously in theaters and on Disney Plus. I have to 
say, I think he’s got it wrong. Disney’s decision was still deeply rooted in the economics of the 
pandemic. And on that level it made sense. But imagine that, say, a year from now, we’re in a 
vaccinated, starting-to-bloom-again, post-pandemic world. The key way that movies in theaters 
will have a chance of working is if audiences feel fully motivated to show up for them. And that, 
I would wager, means exclusive theater openings. The window may be shorter, but exclusivity is 
value; exclusivity is money. I think that once we’re past the fearful immediacy of all this, the 
marketplace, even in a streaming world, is going to continue to push for the exclusive movie-
theater experience. All of which is to say: There will be changes, but we should be cautious 
about generalizing too much from The Year of Our Lockdown. 

Brent Lang: I’m a great admirer of Richard Rushfield’s trenchant analysis, but I think that he’s 
being too sweeping in his conclusions. Yes, windows will shrink, often by months, and more 
media companies will hedge their bets on dicey mid-budget movies by reserving them for the 
streaming services that are now a part of their larger corporate portfolios. However, these shifts 
in distribution models remain a work in progress, something in flux. 

It speaks volumes that many of the major movies that were on tap for 2020 or early 2021 such as 
“Fast and Furious 9” or “Eternals” or “No Time to Die” were delayed multiple times in the 



hopes of outlasting the pandemic. For “No Time to Die,” that meant turning down an offer for 
upwards of $600 million from Netflix in favor of waiting it out until theaters were ready to 
welcome back Bond fans. Sure, “Black Widow” is debuting simultaneously on Disney Plus and 
Warner Bros. shipped its 2021 slate to HBO Max. However, that has more to do with larger 
corporate pressures to field genuine Netflix challengers. It doesn’t signal a wholesale rejection 
of the viability of movie theaters. There’s a recognition that cinemas need to have some sort of 
theatrical exclusivity lest they surrender all their competitive advantage. Ultimately, it doesn’t 
make financial sense for a “Fast and Furious” sequel to forgo a theatrical launch in favor of a 
Peacock bow, because doing so means turning down hundreds of millions, even a billion dollars 
in ticket sales. In the short term, I think movie theaters, at least the ones that haven’t gone 
bankrupt, will do robust business. We’re all so desperate to get out of the house and be around 
people, that I think even mediocre movies will get a bump (case in point, the impressive box 
office numbers enjoyed by “Godzilla vs. Kong”). But it could be a sugar high, one that’s 
unsustainable when an overarching sense of normality takes hold and hitting up the multiplex 
doesn’t seem as novel. That’s when the old annoyances bubble back up – getting sticker shock 
at the concessions stand or growing fed up with the people in front of you who won’t stop 
texting during the movie. 

PD: In his 1960 book “Psycho-Cybernetics,” Maxwell Maltz suggested, “it requires a minimum 
of about 21 days for an old mental image to dissolve” — a theory that Oprah and others have 
reshaped as the magic amount of time it takes to form a new habit. Well, here we are a full year 
and 21 days into the new world order, and I’ve gotta say, home viewing has so corrupted the 
way I watch movies (checking my phone, multi-tasking while the TV is on, pausing and picking 
up movies over multiple intervals) that I’ve actually had to relearn how to focus when I’ve been 
fortunate enough to see things on the big screen. That remains the only way for me to truly 
immerse, and I’m desperate to rebuild better viewing habits. 

The past year has also done something to our attention spans. It’s the Twitter- and TikTok-
ification of modern life — something many of us were battling before the pandemic. I’m sure it 
will come back, but I don’t have the patience for certain tempos of storytelling anymore. The 
pace of Hulu’s “The Handmaid’s Tale,” for example, feels glacial to me now (not to mention far 
too dark to deal with amid recent events), whereas the ruthless efficiency of “Godzilla vs. Kong” 
— which jumps from Antarctica to the center of the earth to Hong Kong in a matter of minutes 
— was just what the doctor ordered. I don’t think I could’ve dealt with a three-hour version of 
that film (especially not with a mask on), and certainly don’t need the Zack Snyder cut of 
anything anytime soon. From a business sense, studios need crowded theaters to capitalize on 
the rainchecked tentpoles you mentioned. And I think many of us need theaters to experience 
them correctly. 

OG: I think that’s a huge and essential point, Peter. All of us, in one way or another, are multi-
taskers when we watch something at home. Whether it’s checking your texts, or simply pausing 
what you’re watching to grab something out of the fridge, the idea that we’re in control is the 
metaphysic of home viewing. There’s nothing wrong with that, but that’s what it is. Yet for 
some of us, one reason the words “cinema” and “religion” are nearly interchangeable is, in part, 
because of the immersive nature of the experience. At a great movie, whether it’s popcorn or art, 



you give up control. You’re transported. And I agree with you: This year of being away from 
that experience, of growing accustomed to having my attention span at once shortened and 
overstimulated by streaming, has just fed my hunger to go back to that experience. Everyone 
talks about how noisy and annoying and this and that movie theaters are, but I beg to disagree. 
For all the problems, I still long to return to the balm of the movie theater. The total escape of it. 
I actually can’t wait to see “Zack Snyder’s Justice League” again, and my ardent hope is that I’ll 
get to experience it on the big screen. 

BL: Jason Blum, the producer of “Get Out” and “The Purge,” recently told me that he thinks 
that the movie business is about to experience a post-COVID renaissance, one partly fueled by 
the rise of streaming services looking for content, as well as by an overwhelming mania for 
escapism as we reemerge from our plague year. He predicts it will be similar to the explosion of 
high-quality TV content that accompanied the early aughts. 

I hope he’s right, and I suspect that he is correct that in the near-term the rise of HBO Maxes 
and Disney Pluses and Paramount Pluses means that more moviemakers will get bankrolled. It 
would be a shame, however, if directors don’t press for some sort of theatrical 
release. Variety surveyed moviegoers about their awareness of this year’s crop of Oscar 
nominees, most of which were streaming productions, on-demand offerings, or some hybrid of a 
digital and theatrical release. Many people couldn’t separate their “Mank” from their “Minari,” 
and drew a blank when asked if they’d seen “Sound of Metal” or “Nomadland.” That says a lot 
about the value of movie theaters. There’s such a deluge of streaming content that it’s hard to 
discern what is worthy of our time. For better or worse, a theatrical release and the marketing 
heft that accompanies the films that opt to be shown on the big screen, signals that attention 
must be paid. It allows these works of art or even just the works of pure commerce to be part of 
the conversation, and that must be rewarding for both the moviemakers and the companies that 
finance these films. Streaming may be the future, but it doesn’t have to come at the expense of 
movie theaters. 

OG: I think you’re right, Brent, and in that spirit let me make a bad news/good news prediction. 
The Oscars, which are coming in three weeks, are going to feel in many ways like the 
culmination — maybe the end point — of this COVID movie year. But after the plunging 
ratings that greeted the Golden Globes and the Grammys, just about everyone believes that the 
Oscars are going to follow suit. At this point, it’s hardly doom-saying to predict that the 
audience for them may be half of what it was last year. And let’s be honest: No matter how you 
slice it, that’s going to feel a little dire. As COVID-related as it may be, people are going to 
wonder whether that ratings plunge is part of the larger, slow-motion audience attrition that the 
Oscars have been dealing with for the last five years. 

Yet if that’s indeed what happens, I think there’s a nugget of hope — the seed of a new direction 
— embedded in that scenario. If the Oscars turn out to have a dramatically small audience this 
year, part of the message will be: People sitting at home streaming “Nomadland” and “The Trial 
of the Chicago 7” and “Promising Young Woman” is not what the movies were meant to be. 
That isn’t a slur on any of those films, or on streaming itself. I think “Promising Young 
Woman,” to take just one example, would have been an explosive phenomenon in theaters. But 
the pandemic did more than just bump the streaming revolution along. It became a de facto 



experiment: What happens when you take movies out of theaters? Answer: They lose much of 
their collective magic. And that, I think, will wind up being the grand message of the Oscars — 
that what we saw this year cannot be the future. Not if we want movies to have a future. 

Top Domestic Opening Weekends for Films After March 2020 

 Title	 Distributor/Studio	
Theatrical	
Release	

Same-Day	
Digital	
Platform	 Gross	

1 Godzilla 
vs. Kong Warner Bros. Mar 31, 

2021* HBO Max $48.1M 

2 Mortal 
Kombat Warner Bros. Apr 23, 2021 HBO Max $23.3M 

3 Demon 
Slayer FUNimation Apr 23, 2021 N/A $21.1M 

4 Tenet Warner Bros. Sep 3, 2020* N/A $20M 

5 
Wonder 
Woman 

1984 
Warner Bros. Dec 25, 2020 HBO Max $16.7M 

6 
The 

Croods: A 
New Age 

Universal Nov 25, 
2020* N/A $14.3M 

7 Tom & 
Jerry Warner Bros. Feb 26, 2021 HBO Max $14.1M 

8 
Raya and 

the Last 
Dragon 

Disney Mar 5, 2021 Disney+ 
(w/ fee) $8.5M 

9 The New 
Mutants 20th Century Aug 28, 

2020 N/A $7M 

10 Nobody Universal Mar 26, 2021 N/A $6.8M 

FOR MORE DATA, VISIT  
SOURCE: BOX OFFICE MOJO, COMSCORE 

*DENOTES MORE THAN 3 DAYS COUNTED FOR LONG WEEKEND; GROSSES AS OF APRIL 26, 2021 
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WOLFE’S THE RIGHT STUFF AT NATGEO, A THEATRICAL 
ADAPTATION OF A CHRISTMAS CAROL BY TOM 
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STOPPARD, AND HAS MADE DEVELOPMENT DEALS FOR 
FEATURE FILM REMAKES OF ESCAPE FROM NEW YORK AT 
TWENTIETH-CENTURY FOX AND INVASION OF THE BODY 
SNATCHERS WITH WARNER BROS. PICTURES.   
 
MR. WAGNER HAS BEEN A KEY PARTICIPANT IN THE 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PARADIGM’S STRATEGIC GROWTH 
PLAN WHICH HAS INCLUDED THE ACQUISITION OF THE 
WINDISH AGENCY, AM ONLY, THE DALE MORRIS 
AGENCY AND LITTLE BIG MAN BOOKING IN THE UNITED 
STATES AS WELL AS PUTTING JOINT VENTURES IN PLACE 
WITH CODA AGENCY LIMITED AND X-RAY TOURING IN 
THE UNITED KINGDOM.  MR. WAGNER IS ALSO 
RESPONSIBLE FOR FORMULATING PARADIGM’S 
EMPLOYMENT POLICIES INCLUDING THE COMPANY’S 
POLICY AGAINST ALL FORMS OF WORKPLACE 
HARASSMENT.  HE RECENTLY REPRESENTED PARADIGM IN 
ITS YEAR-LONG NEGOTIATION WITH THE WGA AND THE 
FINALIZING OF A NEW FRANCHISE AGREEMENT BETWEEN 
THE AGENCY AND THE GUILD THAT WAS SIGNED LAST 
YEAR. 
 
PRIOR TO PARADIGM, MR. WAGNER WAS SENIOR VICE 
PRESIDENT, BUSINESS AFFAIRS, FOR PARAMOUNT 
PICTURES.  AT PARAMOUNT, MR. WAGNER OVERSAW 
BUSINESS AFFAIRS RELATING TO THE PRODUCTION OF 
EPISODIC TELEVISION, MADE-FOR-TELEVISION MOTION 
PICTURES AND MINI-SERIES FOR PRIMETIME.  HE WAS 

RESPONSIBLE FOR WRITER, ACTOR, DIRECTOR AND 
OTHER AGREEMENTS FOR NUMEROUS TELEVISION SERIES 
INCLUDING SUCH LONG RUNNING SHOWS AS JAG, 
NUMBERS, MEDIUM AND STAR TREK: VOYAGER, 
AMONG MANY OTHER PROJECTS, AS WELL AS NETWORK 
AND CABLE TELEVISION LICENSE AGREEMENTS.  BEFORE 
JOINING PARAMOUNT, MR. WAGNER WAS 
ASSOCIATED WITH THE LAW FIRM OF STROOCK IN 
CORPORATE FINANCE AND MERGERS AND 
ACQUISITIONS.  
 
HE CURRENTLY SITS ON THE ADVISORY BOARD OF THE 
SCHOOL OF CINEMA AND TELEVISION ARTS AT 
CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, FULLERTON, IS ON THE 
PLANNING COMMITTEE FOR UCLA’S ENTERTAINMENT 
LAW SYMPOSIUM AND IS A MEMBER OF THE LOS 
ANGELES COPYRIGHT SOCIETY.  HE HAS BEEN 
RECOGNIZED IN VARIETY’S LEGAL IMPACT REPORT AS 
WELL AS ITS HOLLYWOOD DEALMAKERS EDITION.   
 
A NATIVE OF LOS ANGELES, MR. WAGNER EARNED HIS 
UNDERGRADUATE DEGREE FROM UCLA IN ENGLISH 
AND OBTAINED HIS LAW DEGREE FROM NEW YORK 
UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF LAW WHERE HE WAS NOTE & 
COMMENT EDITOR OF THE LAW REVIEW.  HE MAKES HIS 
HOME IN AGOURA HILLS, CALIFORNIA WITH HIS WIFE, 
THEIR TWO SONS AND THEIR TWO YELLOW LABRADORS.   

 
ANITA WU MANAGING DIRECTOR, PROFIT PARTICIPATION SERVICES, GHJ

NITA WU, CPA, CFE, JOINED GHJ IN 2000 AND 
HAS MORE THAN 20 YEARS OF AUDITING 

EXPERIENCE WITHIN THE ENTERTAINMENT INDUSTRY. HER 
SPECIALTY INCLUDES PROFIT PARTICIPATION AUDITS ON 
BEHALF OF TALENT, INVESTORS AND CO-PRODUCERS AT 
BOTH THE MAJOR AND MINI STUDIOS. SHE CURRENTLY 
MANAGES MOST OF THE AUDITS AT WALT DISNEY 
PICTURES AND TELEVISION AND NBC UNIVERSAL. ANITA 
HAS ALSO PERFORMED AUDITS OF MERCHANDISE 
LICENSING ROYALTIES AND MUSIC ROYALTIES. 
 
AN EXPERIENCED ACCOUNTANT IN THE ENTERTAINMENT 
INDUSTRY, ANITA IS A REGULAR SPEAKER AND WRITER 
AND HAS BEEN A CO-AUTHOR FOR GHJ’S 
ENTERTAINMENT AND MEDIA WHITEPAPER. 
ADDITIONALLY, ANITA ENJOYS WORKING WITH 
INNOVATORS AND PIONEERS IN THE ENTERTAINMENT 
INDUSTRY AND COLLABORATING WITH CLIENTS AS A 
MEANS TOWARDS GETTING THE BEST RESULTS. 
 
 

ANITA IS ALSO A LEADER OF GHJ’S WOMEN’S 
EMPOWERMENT INITIATIVE AND A MENTOR AND ROLE 
MODEL FOR YOUNGER EMPLOYEES. SHE WAS 
RECOGNIZED AS A “MOST INFLUENTIAL MINORITY 
CPA” IN 2017 AND A “MOST INFLUENTIAL MINORITY 
CPA” IN 2018 AND 2020 BY THE LOS ANGELES 
BUSINESS JOURNAL. 
 
ANITA IS A CERTIFIED PUBLIC ACCOUNTANT AND A 
CERTIFIED FRAUD EXAMINER. SHE EARNED HER 
BACHELOR OF SCIENCE DEGREE WITH HONORS FROM 
THE HAAS SCHOOL OF BUSINESS AT THE UNIVERSITY OF 
CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY, IN MAY 1996. DURING HER 
YEARS ON CAMPUS, SHE ACTIVELY PARTICIPATED AS A 
MEMBER OF THE INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS FRATERNITY 
OF DELTA SIGMA PI.  SHE IS A MEMBER OF THE MOTION 
PICTURE AND TELEVISION FUND FOUNDATION – 
PROFESSIONAL ADVISORY NETWORK AND CALCPA. 
ANITA CURRENTLY RESIDES IN BURBANK WITH HER 
FAMILY. 
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BACKEND PARTICIPATIONS IN THE NEW AGE:  
HOW DO WE CREATE A NEW NORMAL THAT WORKS FOR EVERYONE? 

 
OUTLINE OF TOPICS/ISSUES 

 
THIS PAST YEAR OFFERED A MIX OF SURVIVAL AND OPPORTUNITY. AS STUDIOS CONTINUE TO EXPERIMENT WITH 
RELEASE AND DISTRIBUTION PATTERNS, THEY MUST NAVIGATE HOW TO ATTRACT AND RETAIN SOUGHT-AFTER 
CREATIVE TALENT AND INVESTORS, AND HOW TO FAIRLY COMPENSATE THEM WHEN THE DISTRIBUTORS ONLY 
SELL TO THEMSELVES. THIS PANEL FEATURES POINTS OF VIEW FROM ALL SIDES OF THE NEGOTIATION TABLE: A 
TRANSACTIONAL ATTORNEY, BUSINESS AFFAIRS EXECUTIVES FROM AN AGENCY AND A STUDIO, AND A PROFIT 
PARTICIPATIONS AUDITOR, WHO WILL EXPLORE WHETHER MARKET DOMINATION AND MEANINGFUL BACKEND 
PARTICIPATIONS CAN PEACEFULLY CO-EXIST IN THE NEW DISTRIBUTION ECOSYSTEM.  
 



 

CONTINUING EDUCATION CREDITS 

 
 

MCLE.  UCLA SCHOOL OF LAW IS A STATE BAR OF CALIFORNIA APPROVED MCLE PROVIDER.  BY 

ATTENDING THE 45TH ANNUAL UCLA ENTERTAINMENT SYMPOSIUM WEBINAR SERIES ON JUNE 9, 2021, YOU 

MAY EARN MINIMUM CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION CREDIT IN THE AMOUNT OF UP TO 1.5 HOURS OF 

GENERAL CREDIT (0.75 HOUR OF GENERAL CREDIT FOR DEAD OR ALIVE: IS THE THEATRICAL MOTION PICTURE 

BUSINESS STILL VIABLE POST-COVID? AND 0.75 HOUR OF GENERAL CREDIT FOR BACKEND PARTICIPATIONS IN 

THE NEW AGE: HOW DO WE CREATE A NEW NORMAL THAT WORKS FOR EVERYONE?). 

IN ORDER TO RECEIVE CREDIT, YOU MUST WATCH THE ENTIRE PRESENTATION AND VERIFY YOUR 

PARTICIPATION.  DURING EACH OF THE TWO PRESENTATIONS OF EACH WEEKLY WEBINAR, A UNIQUE CODE WORD 

WILL BE ANNOUNCED.  EACH ATTENDEE WILL NEED TO CLICK THE LINK THAT WAS INCLUDED IN THE JOIN IN LINK 

EMAIL FOR THE APPLICABLE WEEKLY WEBINAR AND INPUT THE UNIQUE CODES.  CERTIFICATES AND EVALUATION 

FORMS WILL BE EMAILED SEPARATELY, UPON SUCCESSFUL VERIFICATION OF YOUR ATTENDANCE.  IF YOU HAVE 

ANY QUESTIONS AND/OR ISSUES, PLEASE EMAIL MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU. YOU ARE REQUIRED TO SUBMIT THE 

COMPLETED ATTENDANCE FORM WITHIN FIVE DAYS AFTER THE LAST DAY OF THE MONTH IN WHICH THE WEBINAR 

TAKES PLACE TO RECEIVE YOUR CERTIFICATE OF PARTICIPATORY ATTENDANCE.   YOU MAY ALSO RETURN A 

COMPLETED EVALUATION TO MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU. 

 
UCLA SCHOOL OF LAW CERTIFIES THAT THIS ACTIVITY CONFORMS TO THE STANDARDS FOR APPROVED 

EDUCATION ACTIVITIES PRESCRIBED BY THE RULES AND REGULATIONS OF THE STATE BAR OF CALIFORNIA 

GOVERNING MINIMUM CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION. 

 



 

CE FOR ACCOUNTANTS: THE PROVIDER OF THIS PROGRAM FOLLOWS THE CE GUIDELINES SPECIFIED IN 

THE CALIFORNIA BOARD OF ACCOUNTANCY REGULATIONS. THE PROGRAM MAY QUALIFY FOR 1.5 HOURS OF 

TECHNICAL CREDIT. YOU MUST SIGN IN ON THE OFFICIAL RECORD OF ATTENDANCE FOR CALIFORNIA CE 

MAINTAINED BY THIS PROVIDER IN ORDER TO QUALIFY FOR CALIFORNIA CE CREDITS.  

 

IN ORDER TO RECEIVE CREDIT, YOU MUST WATCH THE ENTIRE PRESENTATION AND VERIFY YOUR 

PARTICIPATION.  DURING EACH OF THE TWO PRESENTATIONS OF EACH WEEKLY WEBINAR, A UNIQUE CODE WORD 

WILL BE ANNOUNCED.  EACH ATTENDEE WILL NEED TO CLICK THE LINK THAT WAS INCLUDED IN THE JOIN IN LINK 

EMAIL FOR THE APPLICABLE WEEKLY WEBINAR AND INPUT THE UNIQUE CODES .  FURTHER, A THIRD ATTENDANCE 

POLL WILL BE TAKEN AT RANDOM THROUGHOUT THE DURATION OF THE EVENT. YOU ARE REQUIRED TO 

PARTICIPATE IN THE ATTENDANCE POLL AND SUBMIT THE COMPLETED ATTENDANCE FORM TO 

MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU WITHIN FIVE DAYS AFTER THE LAST DAY OF THE MONTH IN WHICH THE WEBINAR TAKES 

PLACE TO RECEIVE YOUR CERTIFICATE OF ATTENDANCE. YOU MAY ALSO RETURN A COMPLETED EVALUATION TO 

MCLE@LAW.UCLA.EDU. 

 

 



As discussed throughout Chapters 4 and 5 above, contingent compensation 
(often referred to as “profit participation” or “backend”) is a key component of 
numerous agreements with the key creative talent and underlying rightsholders 
behind a television series. Backend represents the talent’s opportunity to share 
in the upside of a truly successful television series. When a series succeeds in a 
big way, the value of even a modest share of backend will easily prove far more 
valuable to the profit participant than whatever upfront fees he or she may have 
collected from the budget of the series over the course of the production.

As referenced in various sections above, to control the total amount of par-
ticipations granted for any given series, most studios employ a rigid and non-
negotiable policy of limiting the contingent compensation granted on any given 
series to no more than 35% of MAGR. (Some studios attempt to employ caps as 
low as 30% of MAGR, or as high as 40% of MAGR, but both would be consid-
ered somewhat exceptional, particularly the higher cap.) Although differences in 
backend definitions can make one participant’s 1% of MAGR worth substantially 
more or less than another’s, for purposes of ease and rough justice, this 35% cap is 
generally applied without regard to differences in definition. The rigidity of this 
policy has proven especially important in the modern era of television develop-
ment, which emphasizes the packaging of numerous high-level elements (i.e., 
prominent writers, actors, directors, producers, and/or underlying intellectual 
property) as a way to help projects break through the noise of a crowded mar-
ketplace. The hard 35% cap requires participants in series with many profit par-
ticipants to accept lower backend f loors than they may otherwise be inclined to 
accept, or to renegotiate their existing entitlements in order to make points avail-
able for the studio to allocate to a newly added element on the series (such as an 
actor or showrunner attached late in the development and production process). 

6
BACKEND

(c) 2019 Kenneth Basin. Reprinted with permission.
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A typical 35% aggregate backend pool may be allocated as follows: 2.5% to 
underlying intellectual property; 2.5% to the pilot director; 15% to the writer(s)/
creator(s), and 15% to non-writing producers. If an actor requires one or more 
backend points as a condition of joining a project, these points will typically be 
borne by reductions from the writing and/or non-writing producers.

Profit participants receive regular statements (typically quarterly or semi-
annually) and enjoy audit rights, which allow them to review the studio’s records 
of revenues and expenses in order to scrutinize the studio’s calculations and 
accountings to the participant. Such audit rights are subject to incontestability 
provisions, which require that a participant commence an audit (or a lawsuit 
based upon an audit) within a specified period of time following his or her 
receipt of accounting statements (usually two to three years). If he or she fails 
to do so, those accounting statements are deemed final and binding upon the 
participant. However, most studios freely agree to toll such deadlines at the par-
ticipant’s request, which allows a participant’s audit to cover more accounting 
periods at once (making the audit process more efficient for studio and partici-
pant alike). In addition, some studios require that any disputes arising out of an 
audit or accounting issue be submitted to binding arbitration, rather than being 
litigated in open court. This helps the studio avoid unfavorable publicity arising 
out of an audit dispute with a profit participant, while also minimizing the risk 
that an adverse judgment opens up the f loodgates for other claims.1 For those 
studios that prefer arbitration to litigation, such arbitration clauses are usually 
non-negotiable in concept and scarcely negotiable in detail.

The details of contingent compensation can vary in numerous ways between 
studios. Different studios employ different terminology; this book universally 
uses the term “Modified Adjusted Gross Receipts” (or “MAGR”), which is com-
mon, but some studios refer to their defined form of contingent compensation 
as “Modified Adjusted Gross” (“MAG”), “Modified Gross Receipts” (“MGR”), 
“Adjusted Defined Receipts” (“ADR”), “Contingent Proceeds” (“CP”), or by 
other terms still. Some studios use relatively plain-language backend definitions 
that are as few as three pages long, while others rely on complex and detailed 
definitions that can run for literally dozens of pages. And different studios have 
different policies as to various key aspects of these definitions, with each studio 
prioritizing the issues important to it, and no one studio systematically offering 
participants the most or least favorable available definition in every respect.

Despite such variation, however, at the end of the day, every television con-
tingent compensation definition is a mostly similar formula, whose main vari-
ables are simply the dollars earned by the studio from all forms of exploitation 
of a series, and the expenses incurred by the studio in all aspects of production, 

1 Such studios may also require that non-accounting disputes arising out of their agreements with tal-
ent be submitted to arbitration, though even studios that do not require arbitration of non-accounting 
disputes may demand it for accounting disputes in particular.
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marketing, and distribution. As a series goes through its life cycle of ongoing 
production and development, this formula is regularly calculated and recalcu-
lated to account for revenues and expenses as they each mount; although over 
time and in success, it is fair to expect revenues to accrue faster (and for a longer 
period of time) than expenses.

The basic television contingent compensation formula (sometimes referred to 
as a “waterfall”) can be articulated as follows:

 − Gross Receipts
 − Distribution Fees
 − Distribution Expenses
 − Overhead
 − Interest
 − Cost of Production
 − Third-Party Participations
 − Modified Adjusted Gross Receipts

What follows is a deeper examination of each of the elements of this formula.

A. Gross Receipts

“Gross receipts” refers to all revenue received by (or credited to) a studio from its 
exploitation of a television series and all rights therein, from all sources. For the 
most part, this is a straightforward concept. There are, however, some important 
nuances.

First, it may be necessary to clarify at what level (or, to put it another way, 
from the receipts of which entity) gross receipts are determined. For instance, if a 
studio intends to use a subdistributor to distribute any of its rights in a series, the 
gross receipts should generally be measured as those collected by the subdistribu-
tor (as opposed to those remitted to the studio after the subdistributor retains its 
fees and expenses).2 If the studio enters into contracts through a special purpose 
production entity, gross receipts should be defined as those received by that spe-
cial purpose entity or any of its affiliates, to ensure that the studio’s real receipts are 
properly accounted for.3 On the other hand, if a studio is part of a major con-
glomerate (such as ABC Studios, a Disney company, or Universal Television, a 

2 The proper treatment of this issue also depends on how distribution fees are assessed on such rev-
enues. For example, if gross receipts are defined at the subdistributor level, then it is appropriate for 
the studio to assess distribution fees on them; if gross receipts are defined as net of the subdistributor’s 
withholdings, then a distribution fee should not be charged.
3 Studios may favor such one-off companies, sometimes called “special purpose vehicles” (or “SPVs”), 
for reasons of liability management, union obligation management, and/or tax and accounting prefer-
ences, among other considerations.



Backend 165

Comcast/NBCUniversal company), and the studio’s affiliates engage in distribu-
tion activities that are customarily performed by third-party licensees, then the 
definition may need to identify the appropriate revenues of the studio, as a studio, 
and to wall off revenues from affiliates who are acting in the capacity of bona 
fide third-party distribution partners. This issue commonly arises with respect 
to revenues from the exploitation of ancillary rights, such as music publishing, 
soundtracks, and merchandising.4

Second, “gross receipts” often exclude revenues from certain specified sources, 
even when they seemingly refer to “all revenue from all sources.” For instance, 
although derivative rights—e.g., the right to produce spinoffs, sequels, theatri-
cal feature adaptations, etc.—are among the “all rights therein” for a television 
series, most backend definitions expressly exclude revenues (and expenses) from 
these separate productions. The one exception may be license fees received from 
third parties for the right to create local language adaptations of a series, which 
may be accountable as gross receipts. Some studios may seek to exclude ratings 
and other bonuses received from their licensees, or revenues received in connec-
tion with product placements or integrations.5 Such exclusions, where sought at 
all, are often negotiable.

Third, nearly all backend definitions include special accounting provisions 
related to home video revenues. “Gross receipts” are typically defined to include 
an amount equal to 20% of the receipts actually received by the studio or its 
affiliated company from home video distribution.6 This unusual royalty-based 
accounting is a function of the history of home video distribution in the film and 
television industry. In the 1980s, when the home video market was first emerg-
ing for feature films (and was altogether nonexistent for television series), most 
film studios relied on small outside companies to exploit these rights, which 
were not perceived as particularly valuable. The film studios entered into deals 
with these outside home video subdistributors by which the studios received a 
20% royalty from the subdistributors (who absorbed all duplication and manu-
facturing expenses from their 80% shares). These royalties, in turn, became the 

4 To illustrate, imagine a television series produced by ABC Studios (a Disney company), which 
spawns a toy that is produced by a Disney-owned consumer products company, which is in turn sold 
to a customer at a Disney retail store. Although the Disney retail store is owned by an affiliate of ABC 
Studios, the studio would not account to a profit participant for the money collected at the point of 
sale by the Disney Store as “gross receipts.” Rather, it would rely on a formula to translate the Disney 
Store’s retail revenues into the Disney-owned consumer products company’s wholesale revenues, and in 
turn translate those into ABC Studios’ licensing revenues (which would then be deemed ABC Studios’ 
“gross receipts” from that merchandising transaction). This mathematical process essentially simulates 
the revenues ABC Studios would have realized if it were an independent company that operated solely 
in the business of television production and distribution, and had licensed merchandising rights to a 
third-party licensee, which in turn placed its merchandise on the shelves of a third-party retailer.
5 See B.vi.b of Chapter 1.
6 At higher levels, this royalty rate may be negotiated up to approximately 35% or 40%, but this is rare 
for all studios, and seldom if ever granted by major studios.
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gross receipts that were accounted to profit participants in the films. Eventu-
ally, however, the major studios (such as Fox, Disney, Paramount, Universal, 
Columbia, and Warner Bros.) realized two crucial facts: first, that home video 
was quickly developing into a huge business;7 and second, that the home video 
subdistributors’ costs only amounted to approximately 40% of their revenues, 
allowing those subdistributors a huge profit margin even after accounting to the 
studios for their 20% royalties. The studios quickly developed in-house home 
video distribution arms, effectively increasing their share of wholesale revenue 
from home video sales from 20% to 60% (while forcing many smaller, indepen-
dent home video subdistributors out of the business). When the studios did so, 
however, they decided to retain for themselves the full benefit of that additional 
40% margin, by redefining their theatrical contingent compensation definitions 
to continue to account for home video revenues at a 20% royalty rate (as if 
the studios were still receiving 20% royalties from real third-party home video 
distributors). By the time profit participants and their representatives realized 
the economic impact of this move, the practice was firmly established, and the 
studios were able to maintain it through sheer stubbornness and superior bar-
gaining power. The 20% royalty rates for home video revenues were eventually 
imported into the backend definitions of television studios, and by the 2000s, 
a robust home video/DVD market for television programming had emerged as 
well. This 20% royalty accounting for home video revenues remains the standard 
to this day.

Fourth, the historical quirk of royalty accounting for home video receipts 
has impacted the accounting (and negotiation) around receipts received from 
digital licensees of television (and other) content, such as Netf lix, Amazon, and 
Hulu. When these digital platforms first emerged and began pouring license 
fees into the studios, backend definitions that had been drafted years before 
were silent as to the treatment of revenues from such sources. Citing the pre-
cipitous collapse of the home video market that coincided with the emergence 
of these new digital platforms (which had begun rendering physical home video 
effectively obsolete), the studios initially reasoned that the new digital plat-
forms were effectively successors to the home video market, and therefore that 
revenues received from digital platforms should be treated as home video rev-
enue—at a 20% royalty rate. They took this position despite the fact that the 
actual physical manufacturing and distribution costs associated with traditional 
home video distribution (which had been absorbed within the 80% of home 
video revenues withheld from the profit participant) were virtually nonexis-
tent when it came to the distribution of digital content, in 1s and 0s, to the 
new platforms. Profit participants and their representatives (including the talent 

7 Indeed, home video receipts (initially based on VHS tapes, and later DVDs and Blu-rays) were criti-
cal in economically buoying the entire film industry through the 1990s and early 2000s.
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guilds) across the film and television industries revolted against this reasoning, 
and currently, the majority of studios account for revenues received from SVOD 
and AVOD-type licensees as television revenue (which is accounted for based 
on 100% of revenues received). Most studios, however, continue to treat rev-
enue from TVOD/EST-type licensees (which more closely resemble traditional 
home video distribution) as home video (and therefore account for it at a 20% 
royalty rate).

Finally, where a studio licenses a television series to its affiliated network (e.g., 
AMC Studios producing a show for AMC network, or CBS Studios producing 
a show for the CBS broadcast network), the studio’s backend definition will 
include an “imputed license fee.” The “imputed license fee” is a contractually 
defined amount that represents the revenues received by the studio from its sister 
network. This is because sister studios and networks generally do not engage in 
arms-length negotiations to determine the precise scope of rights granted to, 
and license fees paid by, the broadcasting network, nor is real money necessarily 
transferred from the account of the network to the studio. In lieu of such a nego-
tiation and payment, the studio’s backend definition will identify an amount that 
the studio is deemed to have received from its sister network for its license (and 
the studio will continue to account to the participant for revenues received from 
third-party sources, as actually received).

As with arms-length negotiated license fees,8 the applicable imputed license 
fee may be denominated as a f lat dollar amount (or series of f lat dollar amounts) 
or as a percentage of the production budget (with or without caps), according to 
the preferences and policies of the entities involved. In order to induce partici-
pants to accept these definitions, the applicable imputed license fees are generally 
structured and valued to resemble license fees that may have been obtained in a 
real arms-length negotiation, and the license fee generally buys out a specified 
scope of exploitation by the network.9 Often, the applicable imputed license fee 
is non-negotiable by the participant or negotiable only within a narrow range 
and only for high-level participants. In general, however, participants can expect 
that such imputed license fees will be somewhat less substantial than the license 
fees that the studio would extract from an unaffiliated network licensee in a 
bona fide arms-length negotiation.10 For licensing transactions with affiliated 
entities other than the initial network license, participants may negotiate for 

8 See Section A.iv of Chapter 8.
9 Notably, because it is widely known that international streaming platforms like Netflix and Ama-
zon pay license fees to their studio partners in excess of 100% of the cost of production, when these 
companies are in a studio position and negotiating backends with participants directly, they may be 
forced to agree to imputed license fees equal to or exceeding the full cost of production of their series.
10 Writer/director/producer Frank Darabont, who adapted Robert Kirkman’s The Walking Dead 
comic book series for AMC, has been engaged in heated litigation with AMC for several years, pri-
marily over the calculation of Darabont’s backend from the show. One of Darabont’s major conten-
tions in the lawsuit is that AMC used an imputed license fee that critically undervalued the show and 
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an express contractual requirement that such transactions be conducted on an 
arms-length basis.11

B. Distribution Fees

In calculating MAGR, the studio first deducts its distribution fee. The distribu-
tion fee is a defined percentage of revenues received from nearly all sources, 
which the studio retains as compensation for its investment of time, effort, over-
head, and other resources in the distribution process.

The distribution fees charged by a studio are one of the most critical, and 
most hotly negotiated, elements of a backend definition. They generally range 
from 10% to 25%, with some variation among studios regarding the lowest fees 
they will agree to, and the circumstances under which they will agree to their 
most favorable available distribution fees. A 15% distribution fee is relatively 
common, with 10% being considered “A-level.” Some studios distinguish among 
various revenue sources in defining the applicable distribution fee—for instance, 
charging a higher distribution fee on revenues from foreign distribution than 
from domestic, or on revenues received from the exploitation of ancillary rights 
rather than traditional linear licensing of series episodes (based on the argument 
that such sales require more effort to generate substantial revenue). Other stu-
dios charge a f lat distribution fee, as negotiated, on revenues from all sources. 
Some studios will agree not to charge a distribution fee on home video receipts 
(because those receipts are already being accounted for on a 20% royalty basis, 
rather than based on 100% of revenues actually received).

Across the board, studios will generally agree to forego charging distribution 
fees on revenues received in respect of the initial domestic license for a television 
series (including extensions, amendments, and renewals thereof). The rationale 
for this exclusion is that a television series is never produced in the first place 
without the deal from the original U.S. network, and therefore no distribution 

made it functionally impossible for the wildly successful series to ever show a “profit” according to 
the studio’s backend definition.
11 Affiliate transactions are viewed skeptically by participants and may be closely scrutinized, espe-
cially if the parties wind up in litigation. Celador International, a British company that licensed the 
rights to the UK-created Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? game show format, won a $269 million jury 
verdict against ABC and the Walt Disney Co. when it sued for its share of profits from the histori-
cally successful game show. See Celador International v. Walt Disney Co., 347 F.Supp.2d 846 (C.D. Cal. 
2004); Celador International, Inc. v. ABC, No. 11–55104 (9th Cir. Dec. 3, 2012). One of the critical 
legal issues on which the case turned was whether, in calculating Celador’s backend interest, Disney/
ABC’s revenues and profits should be measured at the level of the Disney-owned production entities 
(Buena Vista Television and Valleycrest Productions) or the Disney-owned broadcast network (ABC). 
During the trial, the plaintiff presented evidence that the on-paper deal between the production enti-
ties and network essentially guaranteed that the series would never show significant profits in which 
Celador could share, if they were measured at the production company level alone. This fact certainly 
influenced the jury’s determination that Celador should share in profits at the network level instead.
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resources or separate efforts were actually expended to obtain these revenues. 
However, where the initial licensee takes rights in multiple territories (as is typi-
cal for licenses to global streaming services such as Netf lix and Amazon, where 
the applicable license fee also typically exceeds the cost of production), the par-
ties may also need to negotiate with respect to how much of the license fee is 
allocated to domestic rights, for purposes of not charging a distribution fee. It is 
currently common to allocate an amount equal to 75% of the series budget to 
domestic rights for this purpose, though high-level participants may negotiate 
aggressively for distribution fees to be eschewed on up to 100% of the series bud-
get (with fees therefore charged only on the “premium” of the license fee over 
and above the series budget).12

Most studios freely agree that, to the extent they rely on subdistributors to 
exploit rights in certain media or territories, the applicable distribution fees 
charged by the studio are inclusive of any distribution fees charged and retained 
by the subdistributor. If the fee charged by the subdistributor is less than the 
fee charged by the studio, the studio retains the difference as its own fee (with 
studios justifying this margin by reference to the amount of effort and resources 
it takes to engage, manage, and generally police subdistributors). Where the dis-
tribution fee charged by a subdistributor is greater than the distribution fee that 
would otherwise be charged by the studio, the backend definition may expressly 
provide that the higher distribution fee applies (so that the studio is not forced 
to economically absorb the difference between the distribution fee charged by 
the subdistributor and that otherwise applicable to the participant in the backend 
accounting). Where the distribution fee charged by a subdistributor is equal to 
or greater than that charged by the studio, the studio may provide for its own 
right to take an “override” on such distribution fee, meaning a distribution fee 
charged on the subdistributor’s receipts, over and above that charged by the 
subdistributor (again, citing the effort and expense of managing and monitoring 
the subdistributor). Such overrides have become rare in more recent years and 
generally do not exceed 5% of gross receipts.13

12 The mechanics of these “cost plus” deals, and a more detailed explanation of the “premium” 
concept, is contained in Section A.iv.a of Chapter 8. As that section explains in greater detail, deals 
between studios and international streaming services typically provide for license fees that exceed the 
cost of production, but the further revenue potential of the series beyond this initial profit is speculative 
and likely minimal. As a result, from the perspective of the backend participant, the allocation of rev-
enue from these network deals to domestic (no distribution fee charged) vs. international (distribution 
fee charged) is hugely impactful on the ultimate value of the participant’s contingent compensation 
from the series.
13 A few illustrative examples may be helpful here. If a studio charges a 15% distribution fee, inclusive 
of subdistributors and without any override, and then engages a subdistributor that charges a 15% 
distribution fee, the studio will not retain any distribution fees for itself (because all the full 15% of 
receipts charged as distribution fee will be retained by the subdistributor). If the same studio employs 
a subdistributor that charges a 10% distribution fee, the subdistributor will retain 10% of receipts 
collected by that subdistributor as the subdistributor’s fee, and the studio will retain for itself 5% of 
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C. Distribution Expenses

After retaining distribution fees, studios will next reimburse themselves, off-the-
top, for all actual expenses incurred in the process of distribution. Such expenses 
may include, without limitation, advertising and marketing expenses; costs for 
subtitling or dubbing of foreign versions; the expense of duplicating and trans-
porting physical materials to licensees; clearance fees that have not otherwise 
been accounted for as production costs; residuals and reuse fees payable to talent 
pursuant to applicable union collective bargaining agreements; costs of enforce-
ment (including intellectual property and audit litigation); and other so-called 
“off-the-tops” (referring to checking, collection, currency conversion, and cer-
tain tax [but not income tax] expenses). If negotiated, many studios will agree 
not to deduct some or all distribution expenses attributable directly to home 
video distribution, because they are already accounting for the resulting revenues 
on a 20% royalty basis. While participants sometimes may attempt to negotiate 
for a cap on deductible distribution expenses (e.g., that they may not exceed 5% 
of gross receipts), studios seldom agree to such caps for profit participants (due to 
the risk that legitimate out-of-pocket expenses may, in fact, exceed such limits).

In general, studios recoup their actual, third-party, out-of-pocket distribution 
expenses. However, larger studios that maintain (whether directly or through an 
affiliated entity) certain in-house creative services facilities (e.g., to assist in advertis-
ing and marketing) may assess fair-market charges for such services, as though they 
had been obtained and paid for from third parties. Some studios may also attempt, 
particularly in definitions for low-level profit participants, to charge “advertising 
overhead” (i.e., a 5% to 15% surcharge on advertising expenses). However, this is 
rare, and often waived in negotiation, as the rationale for such a surcharge is essen-
tially duplicative with the rationale for the studio’s distribution fees. In addition, 
some studios may seek to assess and recoup interest on their distribution expenses, 
but this is also relatively uncommon. Many studios will agree to clarify, for the 
benefit of participants, that expenses that are charged as production costs may not 
also be recouped as distribution expenses, and vice versa.14

receipts collected by the subdistributor. If the same studio engages a subdistributor that charges a 
20% distribution fee, depending on the nature of the backend definition, the studio will either absorb 
the subdistributor’s incremental 5% distribution fee out of its own profits, or functionally increase its 
distribution fee to 20% in order to pass on the full expense of the subdistributor to the participant. If, 
however, the studio charges a 15% distribution fee subject to a 5% override on subdistributors, and then 
engages a subdistributor that charges a 15% distribution fee, then the subdistributor will retain a fee 
equal to 15% of the subdistributor’s receipts, and the studio will simultaneously retain a distribution fee 
equal to 5% of the subdistributor’s receipts, resulting in a functional distribution fee (to the participant) 
of 20%. If that same studio reserves for itself a 5% override and engages a subdistributor that charges 
a 20% fee, the functional fee to the participant will be 25% of receipts collected by the subdistributor.
14 In general, where an expense may be reasonably justified as a production charge or a distribution 
expense, the studio will opt to treat it as the former, to take advantage of applicable overhead and 
interest charges (which, as noted here, apply to production expenses but not to distribution expenses).
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D. Overhead

After deducting distribution fees and distribution expenses, the studio will next 
recoup an overhead charge. This overhead charge is calculated as a percentage 
of the actual cost of production of the series, and generally ranges between 10% 
and 15%. It is meant to compensate the studio for the in-house salaries, offices, 
and other overhead expenses used in the studio’s production business. Implicit in 
this practice is the assumption that, in general, the size and scale of a production 
(as ref lected in its cost) is roughly proportionate to the demands that production 
places on the studio to manage that production.

Like distribution fees, the percentage amount of the overhead charge is heav-
ily negotiated and has a significant impact on the value of an individual’s contin-
gent compensation—a participant in revenues from a hit series who is entitled to 
10% of MAGR with a 10% distribution fee and 10% overhead charge may earn 
literally millions more dollars than another participant in the same series who is 
entitled to 10% of MAGR with a 15% distribution fee and 15% overhead charge.

In scripted television (which is based on a deficit financing model, in which 
the studio’s costs of production exceed license fees paid by an initial commission-
ing network),15 studios generally do not assess production fees (or other fees for 
in-house executives or staff) within the budget of the show itself.16 Consequently, 
many studios will freely agree not to charge participants for any production 
company or supervisory fees, other than the negotiated percentage-based over-
head charge. In addition, studios will generally agree not to calculate an over-
head charge on interest assessed against the production cost,17 or on contingent 
compensation paid to third-party participants.

E. Interest

The studio will next charge and recoup interest on the actual expenses it incurred 
in producing a television series. This interest is generally recouped from gross 
receipts after the studio has deducted its distribution fees, distribution expenses, 
and overhead, but before revenue is applied against the cost of production (effec-
tively increasing the amount of time that interest runs on the underlying produc-
tion costs). Such interest is assessed whether or not the studio actually relies on 

15 See Section A.iv.a of Chapter 8.
16 This is not the case in unscripted television, in which the license fee paid by the network is gener-
ally equal to the full cost of production, and the studio or production company typically receives a fee 
within the budget of the series equal to 10% of the hard production costs of the series (perhaps subject 
to a cap). For such programs, studios usually also assess profit participants an overhead charge as part 
of their backend definitions, but may agree to not calculate such overhead charges on the production 
company fees retained by the studio from the budget of the series, or even (at higher levels) to reduce 
such overhead charges in the backend definition on a dollar-for-dollar basis by the production com-
pany fees retained by the studio from the budget of the series.
17 See Section E below.
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outside financing to cover its costs of production, as compensation to the studio 
for its loss of use of the funds (which could have been applied to other production 
or corporate purposes).

If the studio does rely on outside financing, the applicable interest deduc-
tion is likely equal to the studio’s actual cost of financing; if the studio relies on 
its own cash reserves to finance production, interest is usually assessed at a rate 
between 1% and 2% above the then-current prime interest rate. Studios will gen-
erally agree not to charge interest on the overhead charge assessed by the studio, 
or on contingent compensation paid to third-party participants, or on the inter-
est itself (in other words, the interest rate is simple, not compound).

F. Cost of Production

Next, the studio will recoup its actual cost of production of the series. As with 
distribution expenses, these are generally actual, out-of-pocket, third-party costs 
that had been paid out by the studio. However, to the extent the studio relied 
on some of its own facilities (or those of an affiliated entity) in connection with 
the production, it may also record and assess charges for such resources at fair-
market rates. Some profit participants are wary of definitions that may allow for 
the assessment of “overbudget penalties” (e.g., a term that provides that, if a show 
goes $1,000 overbudget, the backend calculation ref lects a $1,500 charge for the 
extra $1,000 spent, with the $500 difference being a penalty for the show’s failure 
to come in on budget). However, such penalties are very rare in television contin-
gent compensation definitions (as distinct from feature film profit participation 
definitions, where they are common, particularly for participations granted to 
producers and directors, who have a direct responsibility for controlling budgets).

G. Third-Party Participations

Finally, after recouping the cost of production, some studios also deduct contin-
gent compensation paid by the studio to some or all profit participants on the 
same show off-the-top from other profit participants. In other words, if Partici-
pant A is entitled to receive 10% of MAGR, but the studio retains the right to 
deduct third-party participants off-the-top and has granted 25% of MAGR to 
Participant B, then Participant A’s 10% is effectively 10% of 75% of MAGR, or 
7.5% of 100%. At the same time, Participant B has Participant A’s participation 
deducted off-the-top of Participant B’s definition, so Participant B really receives 
25% of 90% of MAGR, or 22.5% of 100% of MAGR. When third parties are 
prohibited from being deducted off-the-top in calculating MAGR, a participant’s 
backend entitlement is usually explicitly styled as being “of 100% of MAGR”—in 
other words, “10% of 100% of MAGR,” rather than “10% of MAGR.”

Some studios grant “of 100%” participations to all participants, regardless of 
stature. Some grant “of 100%” participations on a discretionary basis, depend-
ing on the stature and negotiating leverage of the participant. Some studios will 



Backend 173

grant “of 100%” participations only to those receiving relatively low participa-
tions, such as 5% or under, because denying this accommodation would cause 
such a massive dilution of that individual’s backend as a result of the large volume 
of participations granted to third parties. Studios that reserve the right to deduct 
third-party participations off-the-top will generally not deduct third-party par-
ticipations both “off-the-top” and “off-the-bottom.” In other words, if Partici-
pant A is entitled to receive 15% of MAGR, reducible on a dollar-for-dollar basis 
by all participations granted to third parties to a f loor of 10% of MAGR, the 
studio will usually at least agree that those third-party participations that have 
the effect of reducing Participant A from 15% to 10% of MAGR may not also be 
deducted off-the-top in calculating the value of each percentage point of MAGR.

Even those studios that expressly agree not to deduct third-party participations 
off-the-top in calculating MAGR universally reserve the right to deduct, off-the-
top, contingent compensation paid to talent agencies in respect of their “packages” 
on the show.18 Such agency packages are actually usually recouped as distribu-
tion expenses, immediately after the studio retains its distribution fees from gross 
receipts. In addition, even studios that generally agree not to deduct third-party 
participations off-the-top may also reserve the right to treat advances on partici-
pations granted to third parties as production costs (with or without the right to 
assess interest and/or overhead on such advances) until such advances have actually 
been earned, thereby delaying the “break point” at which other participants will 
begin to see fresh cash from their contingent compensation formula. Finally, some 
studios retain the right to deduct participations granted to network licensees,19 if 
any, off-the-top. Those studios that agree not to deduct network/licensee par-
ticipations off-the-top generally require that such participations fit within their 
standard 35% cap on aggregate third-party participations.

Whether and to what extent third-party participations may be deducted off-
the-top in calculating MAGR is, together with the percentage values of dis-
tribution fees and overhead, one of the most impactful negotiated variables 
determining the value of a participant’s contingent compensation.

H. Treatment of Tax Incentives

Although tax incentives are not expressly addressed in the waterfall described above, 
how a studio accounts for them (if at all) is arguably the fourth major driver of the 
value of a contingent compensation definition. As described in Section D of Chap-
ter 1, tax incentives significantly impact not only whether and where a television 
series is produced, but how much the studio is willing to invest (in gross dollars) in 
the show’s production. The significant financial impact of tax incentives affects not 
only a studio’s economic situation, but that of profit participants as well.

18 See Section B.vii.a of Chapter 1, and Section F of Chapter 5.
19 See Section A.xiv of Chapter 8.
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As was the case with the emergence, in the 2000s, of digital platforms as 
a source of television licensing revenue, when state production incentives rose 
to prominence in the 1990s, most studio backend definitions were silent as to 
their impact on the calculation of MAGR. In this vacuum, many studios initially 
declined to account for tax incentives at all when calculating contingent compen-
sation for talent participants. Enjoying the subsidy provided by these tax incen-
tives, the studios increased their gross spending on production. This increased 
spending, combined with the non-acknowledgment of tax incentives, had the 
effect of diminishing the value of participants’ contingent compensation by mak-
ing it more difficult for the show to achieve breakeven or profit, according to the 
applicable MAGR definitions. When this practice was eventually discovered by 
participants and their representatives, a wave of contentious audit disputes ensued.

These days, studios almost always account somehow for tax incentives in their 
backend calculations. Talent representatives prefer for tax incentives to be treated 
as a reduction in the production cost of the series. This approach is simple and 
intuitive. However, studios generally reject this approach because, as a practical 
matter, treating tax incentives this way both reduces the amount of production 
costs that must be recouped for the MAGR definition to first show profit (or 
“break”), and reduces the principal base on which overhead and interest charges 
are calculated. This substantially accelerates the point at which profit participants 
would expect to see their backends pay off.

Instead, most studios treat tax incentives (net of any actual third-party costs of 
obtaining, accessing, or otherwise monetizing such incentives) as gross receipts. 
Studios argue that this approach is fair in part because, while a tax credit can be 
fairly reliably estimated, it may take months or even years to actually receive the 
financial benefits from such programs, during which time the studio is actually 
out-of-pocket on the full gross production spend for the series. At the same time, 
however, this approach preserves a higher principal base for production cost, which 
generates a higher overhead charge and interest charge that must be recouped from 
revenues before participants first see payments under their backend definitions.20 
In addition, the classification of tax incentive monies as gross receipts, rather than 
reductions in production costs, may allow the studio to charge a distribution fee on 
the tax incentive amounts (although talent representatives may specifically negoti-
ate to eliminate such distribution fees on tax incentive amounts).21

20 According to the studio argument, although a television production that enjoys a tax incentive 
may ultimately cost the studio less out-of-pocket expense than an identical production without a tax 
incentive, the scale of the production (and resulting complexity and labor demands in managing that 
production) is identical to that of the incentive-free counterpart, justifying the studio’s practice of 
charging its overhead fee on the gross (rather than net) production cost.
21 Studios justify this practice by reference to the amount of time and effort required for the studio to 
get the benefit of these tax incentive programs. As described in Section D of Chapter 1, these programs 
are complex and vary widely from state to state, requiring considerable expertise from studio produc-
tion and tax executives in order to maximize them. Obtaining a tax credit is far from automatic; it 
requires meticulous, sometimes burdensome recordkeeping, reporting, and filing with state authorities.
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I. Quick Reference Guide

TABLE 6.1 Backend

Deal Term Issues and Negotiated Concessions

1. Gross Receipts • Gross receipts at source vs. post deductions
• Typically 20% royalty on home video receipts 

(including TVOD, but excluding SVOD 
or AVOD streaming, which is treated like 
television)

• Excluding revenues from format fees or 
subsequent productions

• Imputed license fees for affiliate transactions
• May require studio to conduct affiliate 

transactions on an arms-length basis
2. Distribution Fees • 10% to 25% of gross receipts off-the-top; 15% is 

common, and 10% A-level
• May not be charged on home video receipts (if 

calculated on royalty basis)
• May be inclusive of sub-distribution fees (or 

subject to 5% override)
• Typically no fee on initial domestic license 

(including extensions, amendments, and renewals 
thereof)

• For multi-territory initial licenses, no distribution 
fee charged on amount allocated to domestic 
(typically 75%, potentially up to 100%, of 
budget)

3. Distribution Expenses • May be subject to cap (e.g., no more than 5% of 
gross receipts), with exclusions from cap

• Often no interest or overhead on distribution 
expenses

• Costs charged as distribution expenses not 
deducted as production costs and vice versa

4. Overhead • 10% to 15% of production costs
• May prohibit production fees in budget on top of 

overhead charges
• No overhead on interest?
• No overhead on advances/third-party 

participations?
5. Interest • Usually prime plus 1% or 2%

• No interest on overhead?
• No interest on advances/third-party 

participations?
• No interest on interest (i.e., no compounding)?

6. Cost of Production • Actual out-of-pocket production costs
• Overbudget penalties rare

(Continued)



Deal Term Issues and Negotiated Concessions

7. Third-Party Participations • Agency package participations always come 
off-the-top

• Advances and/or network licensee participations 
may come off-the-top

• Studio policies vary as to whether third-party 
participations come off-the-top against other 
participations

• “Of 100%” signifies a limitation on third-parties 
coming off-the-top

• No deducting the same third-party off-the-top 
and off-the-bottom

8. Treatment of Tax 
Incentives

• May be treated as gross receipts, or as a reduction 
in cost of production

• If treated as gross receipts, may or may not be 
subject to distribution fees

• If treated as reduction in cost of production, may 
still need to address calculation of overhead and 
interest charges

TABLE 6.1 (Continued)
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