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COMING (EVENTUALLY) 
TO A CINEMA NEAR YOU 

DESPITE THE ADVENT of digital distribution, and 
much to the frustration of eagerly primed local 
audiences, the slow stagger of films into different 
markets persists. Must-see movies are too 
frequently exercises in delayed gratification, as 
marketing buzz gives way to months of delay and 
deflated expectations.

Using a global set of exhibition data (the 
Kinomatics Showtime Dataset), we’ve analysed 
how different countries experience film 
distribution at varying rates of stagger. Our 
sample from the Kinomatics database includes 
screenings of all films released in 2013 that 
travelled internationally (visited at least two out 
of the 40 countries in the data) and received 
a theatrical run (stayed in theatres for at least 
seven days and screened at least 20 times) 
anytime until mid-2015. This represents around 
3,425 films. We looked at the release lags of 
all films in each country, took the median lag 
to describe the staggering of a typical film 
and used this as a basis to make international 
comparisons. We also specifically focus on the 
experience of lag in the Australian cinema 
market and consider how this compares to 
international standards. 

Out of the 40 world countries covered in 
our dataset Australia ranks 26th in the speed 
of media reach for all theatrical productions 

(including Australian films) and 25th for foreign 
movies only; typically waiting for films for around 
80 days. Australians receive movies after most 
European and Asian countries and even after 
New Zealand (21st at 70 days), ranking just 
above South America by the length of release lag. 

If we rank all countries by their release lag, a 
film would typically arrive in India, USA, Canada 
and France within its first month of release. It 
would then reach most Asian countries by the end 

of two months, and most of Europe by the end of 
three months. It would only land in New Zealand, 
Australia and South Africa after two and a half 
months, while the South American region would 
have to wait three to five months before the movie 
hit cinema screens there (see Figure 1).

We found that four European countries have 
a tendency to experience longer delays than 
the rest of the region. Sweden and Greece only 
receive movies after three months, while in 
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Figure 1. Calendar timeline ranking 40 countries by their median release lag as  
an interval from January 1st.
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Spain and Portugal the typical wait is longer 
at around five months. In addition, three Asian 
countries also wait for longer, with Taiwan and 
South Korea only getting the product after four 
months, and Japan lagging behind most of the 
world with a typical wait of five months. 

If we were to look at the actual numbers, 
a typical delay for both domestic and foreign 
releases would range from one day (India) to 164 
days (Japan).

One explanation for lag variation is that the 
top countries in terms of the speed of media 
reach are also the ones with strong national 

movie industries and therefore with the common 
practice of premiering most domestic movies 
before distributing them internationally. Indeed 
India (72.2 per cent), USA (51.8 per cent) and 
France (47.3 per cent) all screened a large 
number of domestic productions during the 
period (see Figure 2). However, some countries 
that screened small volumes of domestically 
produced films still ranked highly in terms of 
having relatively short lag times. For instance, 
Canada where 14.5 per cent of screenings are 
domestically produced films, the United Arab 
Emirates where the figure is only 1.1 percent, 
and even Bulgaria with a negligible 0.7 per 
cent, all managed to climb to the top of the list, 
followed by a number of Asian and European 
countries. Moreover, other countries with a 
moderate number of screenings of domestic 
productions like the UK (21.9 per cent), Italy 
(20.1 per cent), Germany (30.2 per cent), 
Argentina (20.8 per cent), Spain (21.5 per cent), 
South Korea (19.9 per cent) and Japan (26.4 
per cent) did not make it to the top and instead 
ranked all across the list. 

Indeed, if we re-draw the graph to represent 
the release of only foreign productions in each 
country, the ranking does not change drastically 
(see Figure 3). India, USA, Canada and United 
Arab Emirates are still at the top, while Spain, 
South Korea, Portugal and Japan are still at 
the bottom. New Zealand still ranks 21st and 
Australia rises one place to sit at 25th. 

To understand the Australian market better 
in terms of the lag associated with imported 
films, we took a look at all the major movie 
supplying countries that Australia imports films 
from. A major supplying country was defined 
as one from which Australia imported 20 or 
more titles from during the period. As Figure 
4 illustrates, a typical foreign film arrives in 
Australia almost three months after its premiere. 

If we were to look at the 
actual numbers, a typical 

delay for both domestic 
and foreign releases 

would range from one 
day (India) to  

164 days (Japan).
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Figure 2. The percentage of foreign-versus domestic-made films screened in 40 countries.



THE KINOMATICS PROJECT (kinomatics.
com) collects, explores, analyses and represents 
data about the creative industries. Its current focus 
is on the spatial and temporal dimensions of 
international film flow, the distribution of gender in 
screen industries and the location of Australian live 
music gigs.

impediments of scale, no longer make sense. In 
fact, the savings on P&A alone would indicate 
there is a significant upside to near day-and-
date releasing.

The perpetuation of staggered territory 
releasing has the effect of producing and ranking 
both commodity and cultural value in the film 
industry. Audiences in countries at the end of 
the run might feel like they have been relegated 
to the land that time forgot. But actually, it is the 
cinema that risks casting itself as the dawdling 
dinosaur, unable to keep up with the currency of 
its globally connected audiences. 
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However, movies from Asia – China and India 
specifically – travel to Australia much more 
quickly than those from North America or 
Europe. While there is a tendency for Chinese 
and Indian films to be released in Australia 
simultaneously, the same does not apply to films 
from the US where Australians typically wait for 
almost two months. Similarly, Australian cinema 
audiences only receive European productions 
at around the three month mark. In the case of 
Italian films the wait is as long as eight months. 

Despite the significant uptake of digital 
distribution and exhibition over the past five 
years – a transformation that once held out the 
promise of concurrent territory releases – our 
research aligns with findings about historical 
release lags contained in an earlier study.  In 
this research, Indian movies released in 2009 
arrived in Australia an average of 1.5 days 
after their premiere, compared to 1 day in 
our analysis of 2013-14. In fact, there is a 
longstanding trend for Asian movies to reach 
Australia much more quickly than those 
produced by the rest of the world.

There are many reasons why movies still take 
their time to travel around the globe. Tempering 
the expectation for simultaneity are national 
variations in holidays and seasons, locally 
factored “dump months”, domestic awards 
windows, the relative likelihood of piracy, a lack 
of available screens and so on. 

There is however some risk with continuing 
the apparently irresistible, ongoing lure of 
spatial and temporal market segmentation.  
Widespread digitisation suggests that some of 
the previous explanations given for distribution 
delays, such as technical and economic 
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Figure 3. 40 countries ranked by their 
median release lag for foreign screened films.

Figure 4. Major movie supplier origins ranked by their median release lag in Australia.


