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Executive Summary 

The Independent Cinema Office’s flagship training course, Cultural Cinema 

Exhibition, gives cinema professionals in the early stages of their careers an 

intensive introduction to the knowledge, skills, and network necessary to 

advance and forge new pathways in their independent cinema careers. 

 

Our research has sought to move beyond evaluating each year’s individual 

Cultural Cinema Exhibition delivery to take a wider look at the impact of the 

course’s 14-year span on alumni career trajectories, on the sector as a whole, 

and on the quality and diversity of the independent cinema offer to audiences 

across the U.K.  

 

Overall, there is strong evidence that the Cultural Cinema Exhibition course has 

met its aims (detailed in sections 3 and 4) to give participants a comprehensive 

and holistic overview of the independent cinema supply chain and to give them 

the skills, network, and confidence necessary to create a more sustainable and 

diverse sector. Programme alumni and leaders in the sector have largely 

positive impressions of the course and its unique role in the field – one that a 

number of respondents identified as unparalleled. The course has become a 

pivotal next step for those looking to advance their careers in independent 

cinema and has become a hallmark of quality for institutions looking to hire 

exhibition talent. 

 

This document sets out the key findings from our evaluation of the course from 

its start in 2004 through to the 2017 cohort. It covers: 

 

• Programme delivery 

 

• Impact on alumni 

 

• Impact on the wider sector 

 

• A look to the future   

Headline findings 
 
The Cultural Cinema Exhibition Course has reached over 220 cinema 
professionals since 2004.  
 
The majority of alumni we surveyed and consulted saw the course as 
an effective launch pad to the next stage of their careers in 
independent cinema and improved the quality of the work, both in 
terms of the films they have been able to programme and wider and 
more diverse audiences they’ve been able to reach. 
 

Individual alumni impact  

• Skills: 94% believe the course has improved their skills in the 
curation and programming of independent cinema 

• Understanding: 85% feel they have a stronger 
understanding of the entire journey of the film pipeline, from 
production to exhibition process 

• Network: 87% agree they’ve access to industry professionals 
relevant to their career interest 

• New Career Opportunities: 88% have learned about a wider 
range of career opportunities across independent cinema 
 

Sector impact 

• A Stronger Independent Cinema Offer Across the UK: 
80% have been able to bring independent or foreign film to 
audiences since the programme 

• More Diverse Audiences: 91% say the course has allowed 
them to reach new and more diverse audiences with their 
work  
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1. Introduction 

BOP Consulting was commissioned by the Independent Cinema Office (ICO) in 

July 2017 to evaluate their flagship Cultural Cinema Exhibition, looking at the 

impact of the course as a whole across the fourteen years it’s been running. 

This report will expand upon participant surveys measuring immediate impact 

and feedback after each individual course to examine the longer term impact of 

the course on alumni and the wider impact on the sector in terms of the quality 

of the U.K.’s cinematic offer, the diversity of geographies reached, and a wider 

pool of audiences for independent cinema in the U.K. 

 

This evaluation covers: 

— Course delivery 

— Impact on alumni 

— Impact on the wider sector 

 

1.1 Course Aims 

ICO establishes the aims for the Cultural Cinema Exhibition Course generally ‘to 

equip people with the skills needed to build an efficient, diverse and sustainable 

independent exhibition sector’. 

 

ICO further details its vision and aims for the course: 

 

‘The aim of the course is to provide an opportunity for junior exhibition 

professionals to develop their skills and understanding of the crucial role 

independent exhibition plays in the wider landscape of the film industry, and 

provide them with the confidence to deliver specialist and innovative 

programmes that will attract diverse audiences.’ 

 

The CCE Course sets out to give participants a comprehensive overview of how 

each distinct component of film creation, promotion, and viewing connect to one 

another, addressing ‘a real need for ongoing collaboration between the various 

sub-sectors of the film industry’. The programme also aims to give participants 

greater insight into the various career pathways available in the sector.  

 

With its larger goal of creating a diverse, bold, and sustainable independent 

cinema sector in the U.K., three groups of beneficiaries were identified: 

 

— Course participants who have been equipped with the necessary training to 

pursue meaningful, sustainable work in independent cinema 

— The independent cinema sector in the U.K. which as a result of the course 

now sees a steady stream of talented and knowledgeable exhibition 

professionals able to adapt to a changing sector 

— Cinema audiences which now see a greater diversity and quality of cinema 

options in more places throughout the U.K.  

 

1.2 Our approach 

We used four main research approaches to evaluate the impact and 

effectiveness of the course: 

 

— A review of all Cultural Cinema Exhibition course annual reports since 2004  

— Tracking of all alumni using LinkedIn to examine career paths and confirm 

current geographies 

— An online survey sent to all alumni, dating back to 2004. In total, we received 

68 completed surveys, 30% of all total alumni 

— Structured interviews with individual alumni. During the evaluation period, we 

conducted in-depth interviews with alumni from throughout the delivery of the 

programme (CCE 2005, 2010, 2011, 2017) 

— Structured interviews with sector leaders. We have spoken with independent 

cinema experts including Lisa Howe (Industry Delivery Manager at Creative 
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Skillset), Ben Luxford (Head of UK Audiences at the British Film Institute), 

Damian Spandley (Director of Programme at Curzon Cinemas), Edward 

Fletcher (Managing Director at Thunderbird Releasing), and Ben Metcalf 

(Theatrical Sales Manager at Entertainment One) 
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2. Course Delivery 

The CCE course is one of a suite of training options offered by ICO. ICO 

training courses provide staff of independent cinemas, film festivals, and film 

societies access to industry leading best-practice exhibitor training. Since 2003, 

ICO has trained over 1,900 people from more than 1,000 organisations across 

57 countries.  

 

ICO runs courses across the U.K. and internationally specifically focused on 

audience development, strategic income building, digital marketing, and 

management skills. The organisation also offers bespoke tailored events for 

organisations and individual one-to-one sessions.   

 

Since 2014 ICO has been the National Partner on exhibitor training for BFI Film 

Audience Network. 

 

The CCE course was launched originally by the British Film Institute (BFI) then 

transferred to ICO in 2004. It has trained 226 junior and mid-career cinema 

professionals for careers in independent cinema exhibition. ICO has been able 

to provide this opportunity through a combination of funding from BFI and 

Creative Skillset, in-kind investment of ICO staff time and resources, and 

industry contacts across the independent cinema sector. 

 

For the course’s operating budget, 70 percent of funds have typically come from 

Creative Skillset, with the remaining 30 percent coming from a combination of 

course fees and from ICO itself. As of its most recent delivery in March 2017, 

the course costs £600 for U.K. participants and £1,100 for international 

participants. ICO does offer a limited number of bursaries of £200 for those 

participants working for not-for-profit organisations. 

 

 

 

Figure 1  Number of CCE Participants by Year 

Year No. of participants 

2004 25 

2005 23 

2006 17 

2008 14 

2010 56 

2011 21 

2012 24 

2015 20 

2017 24 

Source: Independent Cinema Office 
 

2.1 Course content 

Every year, the CCE course aims to create a new cohort of experienced and 

knowledgeable exhibition professionals through an intensive programme, 

currently delivered over 8 days and in previous years over two weeks. The 

programme consists of chaired panels and industry debates, practical case 

studies, facilitated practical workshops and exercises, peer discussion and 

networking opportunities, and a final group project, in addition to attendance at 

ICO Screening Days, and a one-on-one careers advice session with a member 

of the ICO team. 

 

Through these programme elements, over 30 experts from the forefront of the 

sector introduce participants to topics relevant to independent cinema including 

commercial and curatorial cinema programming, negotiating film rights, working 

with distributors, marketing and public relations for film, the role of film festivals, 

audience development (including for diverse and special needs audiences), and 

technical aspects of film and its formats. 
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2.2 Management and organisation  

 

Feedback surveys conducted after each CCE course indicate that nearly all 

recent participants would rate their experience during the course as either 

excellent (73%) or very good (27%) and 100% would be likely to recommend 

the course to a colleague or a friend. They indicated the range and quality of 

speakers, insight gained from sitting in on industry debates, and the practical 

work sessions as their most valued aspects of the course delivery. 

 

The variety of topics covered broadened my original 

expectations of the course. New ideas and projects 

have emerged. 

 

 I thought every single speaker said something incredibly 

useful to me. I found the discussion very well pitched to 

the course and its participants. I felt very privileged to 

have such a wealth of expert speakers on the course. 

 

 

 

 

“ 

 

“ 
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3. Impact on alumni 

 

Key findings 
Participants in the Cultural Cinema Exhibition Course gained: 
 

— Skills: 94% believe the course has improved their skills in the 
curation and programming of independent cinema.  
 
Key new skills developed include  curation and programming, 
marketing & PR, and audience development 

— Understanding: 85% feel they have a stronger understanding of 
the entire journey of the film pipeline, from production to exhibition 
process 

— A Stronger Network: 87% agree they’ve gained access to industry 
professionals relevant to their career interest 

— Confidence: 92% have become more confident in their work as a 
result of the course 

— Motivation: 80% felt more motivated to pursue a career in 
independent cinema following the course 

— New Career Opportunities: 88% have learned about a wider 
range of career opportunities across independent cinema and 76% 
have learned specialist skills that have made it easier for them to 
advance in their career 

 

This section outlines the impact of the course on alumni in terms of their work 

and careers following participation. It is primarily based on the findings from an 

online participant survey, demographic data provided by ICO representing all 

226 alumni, and supplemental research on LinkedIn of alumni career 

trajectories and current location. For the online survey conducted between 

August and September 2017, we received 68 completed surveys, 30% of all 

total alumni which is a reasonable response rate for a survey of this type. 

Survey response rates varied by year with the greatest representation from 

cohorts from 2017 (21 responses), 2015 (13 responses), 2010 (8 responses), 

and 2012 (7 responses). This may be explained by the experience and details 

of the course being clearer in the minds of more recent participants compared to 

those who completed the course over a decade ago.  

 

Figure 2  Number of survey respondents by year 

Year No. of participants 

2017 21 

2015 13 

2012 7 

2011 4 

2010 8 

2009 2 

2008/2005 2 

2006 4 

2005 3 

2004 2 

Unknown  2 

  

Source: BOP Consulting 
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3.1 Background of alumni

 

Prior to participation in the course, the majority of respondents had 1-2 years 

(29%), 3-5 years (33%) or 5-10 years (23%) of previous cinema experience. 

Figure 3  CCE Participant Experience Levels Prior to the Course 
 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=66 

 

The majority of respondents hold a postgraduate degree (52 percent) followed 

by those with an undergraduate degree. 

 

Figure 4  CCE Participant Prior Qualifications 

 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=65 

  

9%

6%

29%

33%

23%

0 10+ 1-2 3-5 5-10

A-Levels
5%

GCSE
2%

Higher 
vocational 
education

6%

PhD
3%

Postgraduate
52%

Undergraduat
e

32%



 

8 

3.2 Knowledge and skills developed during the 
course   

The course has had a significant impact on alumni understanding of specific 

elements of independent cinema provision as well as better understanding of 

the journey of the film pipeline, from production to exhibition. A significant 

majority of alumni indicated that the course has helped them to better 

understand the entire cinema supply chain (85%), film rights and how to work 

with distributors (82%), and how film festivals operate (84%). 

Figure 5  Improved Understanding and Learning of the Industry 

How much would you agree with the following statement? The Cultural Cinema 
Exhibition course helped me to understand and learn about… 
 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=68 

 

 I felt like the course gave me nuggets of information, 

which are usually off-limits. This gave me the knowledge 

I needed to be more confident in my conversations 

within the industry. 

 

Alumni indicate that in addition to understanding of context and the pipeline of 

independent cinema, CCE participation has developed their skills in a variety of 

aspects essential to delivery. These include audience development (95%), 

curation and programming (94%), reaching new and more diverse audiences 

(91%), marketing and PR for independent cinema (89%), and programming for 

film festivals (76%). 

Figure 6  Skills Improved and Developed in the Course 

How much would you agree with the following statement? The Cultural Cinema 
Exhibition course helped me to improve my skills in… 
 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=68 

 

53%

49%

38%

32%

35%

44%

The entire journey of the film pipeline,
from production to exhibition process

The role and function of film festivals

 Film rights, negotiation, and how to
work with distributors

Strongly agree Agree

 

“ 
10%

24%

28%

35%

43%

54%

53%

60%

44%

41%

47%

41%

46%

37%

41%

35%

Technical skills related to cinema exhibition

Negotiating film rights

Working with distributors

Programming for film festivals

Marketing and public relations for
independent cinema

How to reach new and more diverse
audiences

The curation and programming of
independent cinema

Audience development for independent
cinema

Strongly Agree Agree
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 The course has given me a better understanding of how 

distributors work—the reasons why they select 

particular films and the financial constraints they work 

within. That knowledge has allowed me to forge better 

relationships with distributors and negotiate more 

effectively. The course gave me a better understanding 

of how film exhibition has developed outside of 

traditional cinemas and has opened up a new way of 

thinking about audiences and how to programme films. 

 

When reflecting on which aspects of course learning have been most used in 

their subsequent career, alumni noted they most frequently draw on the skills 

developed in marketing and PR, audience development, and curation and 

programming.  

Figure 7  Alumni Skills Most Employed in Current Work 

Which of the skills developed in the course do you use most often in your 
current work? (multiple selection question) 

 
Source: BOP Consulting, n=65 

 

The course aspects most noted as helpful include learning directly from industry 

leaders (speakers, presentations, panel discussions, industry debates) as well 

as networking opportunities (screening days, dedicated networking events) and 

practical opportunities (case studies, group work projects). 

Figure 8  CCE Alumni Course Elements Most Used in Their Careers 

Thinking back to the delivery of the course, which aspects have been most 

helpful in your career? (multiple selection question)

 

Source: BOP Consutling, n=62 

 

Everyone thinks they can programme, but actually to 

have taste and be able to programme for audiences 

while meeting targets — that balance is the tricky bit. 

CCE gets that across and focuses on the need to be 

able to negotiate, second guess and have taste whilst 

recognising that the whole picture. 

 

“ 
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10 

3.3 New career pathways for alumni 

Alumni have been able to leverage the knowledge, understanding, skills, and 

network developed into new career opportunities following the course. They 

have discovered new pathways they were unaware of or hadn’t had a chance to 

explore previously and have learned new and specialised skills.  Tailored and 

practical career advice has positioned them well to pursue these pathways.  

Figure 9  Benefits of the course for alumni 

How much would you agree with the following statements? By attending the 
Cultural Cinema Exhibition Course, I… 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=68 

 
 

 The course broadened my understanding of the various 

roles that are available to apply for in the independent 

cinema sector. 

 

 I was already a volunteer programmer but the CCE 

course helped build my confidence in both 

comprehending the UK film sector as a whole, curating 

film seasons and festivals, understanding rights, and 

meeting people who have been very useful in my 

career. It boosted my CV and was a key step to getting 

my next job as a full time film programmer for Rooftop 

Film Club. 

 

In both the survey and our in-depth conversations with alumni, a recurring 

theme was the impact having the course listed on their CV has made in the 

likelihood to be considered for new work opportunities in independent cinema. 

In addition, their experience in the course has made them more confident in job 

interviews and in job applications. 

 

The Cultural Cinema Exhibition course has become an industry-recognised 

emblem for those pursuing careers in independent cinema. The weight that both 

the course and ICO’s recognised and respected reputation have throughout the 

industry has been particularly beneficial for alumni with limited cinema work 

experience prior to the course. 

 

13%

24%

32%

28%

56%

29%

35%

31%

32%

49%

31%

59%

Was helped to choose a specialism for
my future career

Received detailed career advice, relevant
to working in independent cinema

Have a stronger CV that has helped me
secure work in independent cinema

Learned specialist skills that have made it
easier for me to advance my career in…

Gained access to industry professionals
relevant to my career interest

Learned about the range of careers
across independent cinema

Strongly Agree Agree

 

“ 

 

“ 
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 The training has given me the knowledge and 

confidence to take my programming wherever there are 

opportunities, and I feel I have a wide-enough basis to 

apply that knowledge to different areas in the sector - 

different venues, festivals, locations etc. It has given a 

strong focus to my CV, allowing me to stand-out as a 

candidate in whatever career path I move to - not only in 

film but also as someone who has had specialist training 

in arts programming. 

 

3.4 Developing more confident, creative, and 
motivated alumni    

The knowledge and skills base that the course provides has enabled alumni to 

be more creative and innovative in their work and in the cinema offering they 

provide to U.K. audiences. The course has dramatically increased alumni 

confidence in their work (92%) and motivation to work in the field (80%). It has 

also made them more open to creative experimentation (77%) while still 

understanding how to curate and position content that will find an audience. 

 The course has made me a more confident and 

knowledgeable curator, with a greater awareness of 

how the industry operates and the opportunities there 

are for bringing independent film to a wider audience. 

This in turn has made me more likely to seek out future 

career opportunities I would not have previously 

considered and inspired me to create my own projects 

separate to my day job. 

 

 Completing the course gave me the confidence to take 

ideas for non-mainstream programming to the cinema 

owners and to sell the ideas both to them and new 

audiences. 

 

Figure 10  Impact of the course on CCE Alumni 

How much would you agree with the following statements? As a result of the 
course…

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=64 

 

 It helped to give me confidence in approaching a role 
that I was new in. I had no experience in programming 
and the course was instrumental in me continuing in my 
role by giving me the knowledge that I needed, without 
which I may have continued in my role as projectionist. 

 

 

“ 

 

“ 

 

“ 

20%

30%

50%

56%

33%

47%

30%

36%

 I have been able to present a more
diverse range of films than I would…

I am now more open to creative
experimentation in my work

 I became more motivated to pursue a
career in independent cinema

I became more confident in my work

Strongly Agree Agree

 

“ 
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3.5 Expanded networks in independent cinema 

Beyond developing their understanding and expertise of the independent 
cinema as individuals, participants have built strong and supportive networks as 
a result of the course—through peer-to-peer networks with other CCE 
participants, with speakers and presenters on the course, and with ICO itself. 
 
Alumni have noted the benefits of the elements of group work and opportunities 
for close collaboration with other course participants. Since the completion of 
the course, many alumni have kept in contact with one another and continue to 
cross paths with one another in their current work, collaborate on projects 
together, and compare notes and share new opportunities with one another.   

 There was such a breadth of people and experiences on 
the course which have been hugely beneficial to 
expanding my network since. We keep in touch via a 
Facebook group which has been very useful to share 
knowledge and ask advice. 

 

 It’s given me valuable access to key industry contacts 
and networking opportunities. 5 years on I’m still 
collaborating with a small group I met on the course! 
 

A number of respondents to the survey and alumni we spoke with indicated that 
the course made them more comfortable and confident with proactively building 
their network, particularly with those more established in the industry.  
 

 For me the most useful part was the need to work in 
teams to present a project at the end. Networking and 
forging partnerships is the area I needed the most work 

on, and had to train myself to do, and this requisite to 
work in a team was a really useful task for me. 

 
ICO staff have been a critical source of support and guidance for alumni in their 
careers since the course. Immediately after the course, participants had access 
to ICO for individual mentoring and goal-setting sessions. Since then, alumni 
continue to benefit from ICO’s network through attending Screening Days. 
 

 The follow up session I had with Catharine had a huge 
impact - we discussed my career so far and the 
direction I wanted to take. She gave me practical 
advice, which proved invaluable and helped me secure 
my current role 

 

 The continued support from staff at the ICO has had a 
huge impact on building confidence in my ideas and has 
given me many opportunities. 
 

Figure 11  Impact of the course on alumni career trajectories 

How much do you think the Cultural Cinema Exhibition course has impacted 
your career trajectory? 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=64 

 

“ 

 

“ 

 

“ 

 

“ 

 

“ 

36%

47%

A Large Influence `
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For most alumni, the course has been a defining moment in their careers, 

influencing their trajectory in the independent cinema sector following.  A high 

proportion feel they’ve directly benefitted from their participation in the course, 

leveraging the experience to transition from junior-and mid-level roles in 

independent cinema to mid-and senior-level roles in the industry. 

 I am still in the same job that I was when I started the 

course. However my role has significantly expanded 

and I am now at management level. I learned skills on 

the course which were transferable to other art forms, 

so the course has helped me develop my career in other 

areas and I now programme theatre and live events as 

well as cinema. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

“ 
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4. Alumni case studies  

 

Alex Davidson, CCE 2005, Currently Programmer at JW3 Cinema, London 

Impact Alex came to the course having worked in film on the customer service side at DVD-by mail company MovieMail. For Alex, this was an opportunity 
to break into film programming and work in independent cinema in a more hands-on way. 
 
‘The course certainly made me more confident in pushing my ideas through. I wasn’t massively confident in my abilities when I started the course, 
but the teamwork exercises definitely gave me a kick to make sure I was explaining my ideas clearly, and has helped me continue to push forward 
the ideas I feel passionately about in my career.’ 
 

Outcomes Soon after completing the course, Alex started working at BFI through contacts made during the course. During his time at BFI, Alex served in a 
number of roles related to film programming, using the knowledge he gained on the course – including in the curatorial unit, BFI Mediatheque, for 
the film archive, and doing film programming for BFI Southbank.  
 
Alex now works as a film programmer for JW3, a new cultural cinema in Northwest London, where he programmes a range of films focusing on 
Jewish and Israeli culture alongside new cinema releases. 
 

Lessons -Group and team-based learning is an important element of the programme and gives alumni direct benefit through increased confidence and skills 
development  
 
-The course has been beneficial in helping students learn how to network and build their contacts in the industry  
 
-Understanding how marketing for independent cinema works and where it ties in with other elements of film programming has been useful  
 
-Speakers and industry contacts made during the events have led directly to new career opportunities   
 
-Some elements of the course curriculum could be better tailored to and touch on the unique challenges and experiences of running a smaller 
cinema 
 
-Finding ways to make it easier for those coming from smaller cinemas to afford to take the programme will be beneficial; ‘it can be challenging to 
find the money and to take the time off work’ and can be especially difficult for those coming from small and community cinemas 
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Leah Byrne, CCE 2010, Currently Audience Development Manager at Picturehouse Cinemas 

Impact Leah had worked for cinemas and film festivals in various capacities since she was 16, but prior to the course she didn’t have a great deal of direct 
experience in film programming (‘it was all learning on the job’). Completing the CCE course gave her an overview of potential career opportunities 
in cinema that she hadn’t been exposed to previously.  
 
‘I had some idea beforehand, but the course made me realise that I could really enjoy working in independent cinema more directly and provided 
me with useful contacts to get there.’ 
 

Outcomes The CCE course helped Leah to bridge her previous experience to new independent cinema opportunities by giving her an additional industry-
recognised piece of work experience that demonstrated her commitment to the industry. Within two years of finishing the course, Leah started 
working in the position she has held for the past 7 years, as Audience Development Manager for Picturehouse Cinemas. 
  
In her role, Leah leads a team responsible for community engagement and education across 23 Picturehouse locations, bringing film opportunities 
to youth audiences, families, groups with special needs (including those with autism and dementia), and providing accessible screening 
opportunities to underserved communities. 
 

Lessons -Having a course recognised throughout the industry on one’s CV has helped alumni in securing new job and career opportunities 
 
-Better understanding the different aspects of and roles within independent cinema production, programming and distribution has  
helped programme participants to identify new career pathways 
 
-Alumni are eager for and would greatly benefit from further reunion and networking opportunities through ICO 
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Mike Tait, CCE 2000 and 2010, Currently Cinema Youth Development Officer/Discovery Film Festival Producer at DCA - Dundee Contemporary Arts 

Impact Mike is a two-time alumni of the Cultural Exhibition Course. When he first took the course in 2000, he had no experience in film or cinema but had 
always wanted to work in the sector and viewed the course as his starting point. Mike feels that his experience on the course made him a more 
competitive candidate for cinema-based posts since he had no other formal industry experience on his CV at that stage. 
 
When Mike returned to do the course a second time in 2010, he had 8 years of independent cinema experience and viewed the course as a 
unique opportunity to strengthen and develop skills he had been honing. The second course also gave him a broader knowledge of different areas 
within independent cinema that he hadn’t had an opportunity to engage with at that point.  
 
It also gave Mike an opportunity to take a step back and get a wider view of the independent cinema sector. ‘We're all so busy in our jobs that 
sometimes taking time to put your head above the parapet and seeing what other people are doing; to reflect and look around away from your day 
to day environment is critical.’ 
 

Outcomes Following his first course in 2000, Mike worked for Tyneside Cinema in a number of positions, most recently on their education team working with 
youth audiences.  
 
Since completing the second course, Mike is now based in Dundee and balances two distinct roles in independent cinema –as Cinema Youth 
Development Officer at Dundee Contemporary Arts (a multi-purpose arts venue) and as Festival Producer for the Discovery Film Festival. In both 
roles, Mike works to increase film engagement and to show contemporary global cinema to young audiences across the region. He also now 
participates as a speaker on the Cultural Cinema Exhibition course, sharing his experience in youth audience development and programming with 
participants. 
 

Lessons -The course has been a helpful launchpad for participants in reaching the next stage of their careers – both for those with little or limited film 
experience looking to enter into independent cinema, and for those with some independent cinema experience looking to take on more challenging 
roles in the sector 
 
-The course provides the time and space for independent cinema professionals to take a more reflective look at the industry and their role within it. 
The course also allows participants to marry their day-to-day work experience with opportunities for reflection, making them more thoughtful and 
balanced in their work afterwards 
 
-Having a network of peers to learn from and bounce ideas off of is a key benefit for participants 
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Carmen Slijpen, CCE 2011, Currently Creative Director and Film Programmer for Lewes Depot Cinema 

Impact Before the course, Carmen had worked as part of a junior film club as a programmer and projectionist. She was looking to see what her next step 
in independent film might be and enrolled in the course as an opportunity to help her figure out that direction. As a result of the course, Carmen 
developed a clearer understanding of her role within the sector and was proactive in applying the recommendations and learning from course 
speakers and instructors in her career. 
 
‘I now feel like a proper professional within the exhibition sector whereas before the course I was making things up and trying my best. Now I take 
my own job more seriously and understand the sector much better.’ 
 

Outcomes After the course, Carmen was able to apply the skills and strategies she had learned to her own independent cinema initiative, building her own 
entirely new cinema in her hometown. The Lewes Depot, where Carmen is now Creative Director and Film Programmer, opened in May 2017 and 
includes a three screen cinema, café, education centre and garden. The project brings a wider independent cinema offering to a community with 
limited existing film opportunities. 
 

Lessons -Proactive alumni who apply the strategies and lessons learned have seen direct benefits in their careers  
 
-A further continuing education opportunity from ICO that Carmen would welcome would be a Leadership Course. 

 

 

  



 

18 

 

Elaine Wong, CCE 2017, Currently Short Film Pre-selector for the BFI London Film Festival 

Impact Prior to the course, Elaine had worked in film festivals for five years, but had little direct programming experience. Elaine was encouraged by a 
number of people to do the course as a way of gaining the necessary experience and knowledge to advance her career in independent cinema. 
 
The speakers–some of whom she now works with – and their current and experiential knowledge of the sector were especially beneficial in giving 
her a more nuanced understanding of independent cinema. Elaine also took advantage of the opportunity offered by ICO for a one-on-one follow 
up consultation to help her goal set for her career moving forward. 
 
‘The course gave me a lot more focus and exposure to areas I wasn't aware of previously, especially on the festival side and in terms of 
programming from the venue’s point of view.’ 
 

Outcomes After the completion of the course in Spring 2017, Elaine applied for and was accepted for a seasonal role with BFI as a pre-selector for the 
London Film Festival’s Short Film programme, a role she will be taking on next year as well. 
 

Lessons -Alumni have directly leveraged contacts made during the course into new career opportunities 
 
-Learning from the perspective and experience of the industry leaders brought in as speakers has been particularly important for participants’ 
understanding of the sector 
 
-The direct, personal consultations and mentoring provided by ICO are useful and more follow-up opportunities with both ICO and fellow alumni 
would have even greater benefit  
 
-Further course opportunities for mid-level professionals would be useful 
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Jen Skinner, CCE 2010, Currently Freelance Independent Cinema Professional and Founder of Screen Tiree 

Impact Early in her career, Jen managed an independent cinema in Hebden Bridge. Following the birth of her first child Jen took a step back in her career, 
working part-time with the National Media Museum’s film education programme, a role she held during and following the CCE course.  
 
The course gave Jen an opportunity for reflection and knowledge development through listening to experts and networking with peers away from 
the demands of her job. Jen still actively keeps in touch and finds opportunities for collaboration with the fellow participants in her cohort, ‘We've 
supported each other all the way through our careers.’ Jen also still today refers back to the notes she took during the course as a comprehensive 
guide to working in the independent cinema sector  
 
‘I wouldn't be in my career now if it wasn't for ICO and the course - you get validation from the experience, both personally in terms of confidence 
building and in terms of having an organisation like ICO that believes in and has supported you.’ 
 

Outcomes After her division at the National Media Museum was disbanded, Jen joined a new collective of freelance independent cinema professionals, Reel 
Solutions.  
 
More recently, Jen has moved to the Hebridean island of Tiree, with a population of 650. Jen continues her freelance practice, speaking 
internationally, serving as an advisor for the BFI’s Film Hub programme, and engaging on project-based work with ICO.  
 
In her local community, Jen is working to bring unique films and filmmakers to local schools, and has recently launched a new community cinema 
and film club for an island that previously had no cinema offering. She is currently in the process of developing a new social enterprise devoted to 
expanding film access across the region 
 

Lessons -Many of the detailed learning from the course is handy/beneficial for alumni even many years after attendance 
 
-CCE Alumni are finding creative and entrepreneurial ways to increase cinema access in underserved towns and communities throughout the UK  
 
-ICO –both in terms of individual staff members and through the programmes and opportunities it provides—continues to be a resource and a 
source of support for many alumni in their careers. 
 
-Providing training and resources tailored specifically to the unique needs and challenges of freelance professionals and those starting their own 
businesses – whether in the form of scholarships, courses, or niche networks – would benefit many alumni 
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5. Impact on the wider independent 
cinema sector 

CCE course alumni are an integral part of the U.K.’s independent cinema 

sector, and can currently be found working across the sector for 

• Leading industry organisations: BFI, British Council, Film London 

• Cinemas: Picturehouse, Curzon, Ritz, Odeon, Barbican, Tyneside 

• Film festivals: London Short Film Festival, Film Africa Festival, Cannes 

Lions International Festival of Creativity, Discovery Film Festival, 

Sheffield Doc/Fest 

• Community cinema projects: Rooftop Film Club, Screen Tiree 

• Film sales & distribution companies: StudioCanal, Thunderbird 

Releasing, Curzon Artificial Eye 

• Archives and museums: BFI, Tyne and Wear, National Media Museum 

• And have founded  their own initiatives: London Archive Film Festival, 

Lewes Depot 

 

These roles span management, creative direction, strategy and development, 

teaching, programming, curation, archive, audience development and 

commissioning.  

 

Internationally, alumni contribute to the global film ecology through work with the 

Irish Film Institute, Australian Museum in Sydney, consultancies in Oslo and 

Stockholm, Wolf Kino in Berlin, Cinema Garsas in Lithuania, Nikita Films 

Vancouver and many more. 

 

It is important to note that in many towns, rural areas and areas within cities, 

independent cinemas offer unique and special places in communities offering 

public space, shared experience and focal points for a variety of groups and 

interests to meet and network in addition to the core purpose of screening 

independent cinema.  Roles within the sector are therefore changing, bringing 

more of a community as well as a creative focus. Well-networked and trained 

professionals are required to run this ever changing sector. 

5.1 Geographic distribution of alumni 

Alumni of the Cultural Cinema Exhibition course are now living and working in 

independent cinema across the U.K., Europe (Berlin, Oslo, Madrid, Lisbon, 

Turin, Dublin), and the rest of the world (Chicago, Vancouver, Sydney, 

Johannesburg). 

 

Figure 12  Distribution of course alumni throughout the U.K 

 
Source: ICO Data and LinkedIn 
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While a large percentage of U.K. course alumni are based in London 

(47percent), they are also well represented throughout the U.K. in both major 

and smaller cities from Birmingham to Glasgow, Belfast to Edinburgh, Plymouth 

to Liverpool and Cardiff to Newcastle. Remote and rural areas from Lewes to 

Tiree also see alumni working to bring cinema to local audiences.   

 

5.2 Bringing more innovative film programming 
to more diverse audiences 

A significant majority of alumni (80%) have brought independent and foreign 

films to audiences since the programme, reaching all corners of the U.K. These 

films span genres including British independent, foreign language, artist, 

archive, documentaries, animation, and short film. They have screened in 

cinemas (84%), at film festivals (45%), and at film clubs and community centres 

(27%). 

 

Figure 13  Percent of alumni bringing independent or foreign films to 
audiences since the programme 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=64 

 

Figure 14  Categories of independent film exhibited by alumni 

Since the course, I have been able to bring the following categories of 

independent cinema to audiences…(multiple response question) 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=50 

 

Figure 15  Settings alumni are exhibiting independent film in 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=51 
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In addition to programming a diverse selection of films, alumni are bringing 

these films to an increasingly diverse group of specialised audiences. Over half 

of surveyed alumni have brought films to young people, and over a quarter of 

alumni have been able to reach LGBT, disabled, and more ethnically diverse 

audiences since completing the course. 

 

Figure 16  Audiences reached by alumni  

Since the course, have you been able to reach more diverse audiences in terms 
of … 

 

Source: BOP Consulting, n=55 

 

 I've benefited from exploring issues of diversity on the 

course, which is one of the major things I brought back 

and communicated to staff at my venue. It's helped us 

become more accessible. It's also informed my film 

writing - I'm more interested in diversity and 

representation now. 

5.3 Bridging a training gap for the sector   

By creating and delivering a course that fills a specific and ongoing training 

need for the sector, the Cultural Cinema Exhibition course has become a de-

facto industry recruitment tool for creative and appropriately knowledgeable 

exhibition talent.  

 

According to the sector leaders we interviewed, course participation is seen as 

a kitemark for quality and many said they would be far more likely to shortlist 

alumni who applied for appropriate opportunities. Some also specifically target 

the course to seek promising new candidates at a time when finding even 

temporary programming talent is difficult, particularly outside of London. 

 Our managers sometimes attend the course and yes, I 

would recruit from CCE – it’s hard in an interview to see 

which candidate has that initiative but over the course it 

can become evident 

Distribution and exhibition skills development is often seen as subsidiary to the 

immediate and varied needs of production which, many believe, has resulted in 

decreasing financial support and attention from sector bodies. This has led to a 

lack of training opportunities for this critical part of the film supply chain. 

Specialist organisations like ICO have in the meantime continued to provide 

vital interventions. 

 

 ICO doesn’t just follow funding availability but has an 

agenda that is informed by sector needs and includes 

lobbying for areas absent from major strategies if they 

believe they’re necessary. They are consistent 

advocates and champions for the sector. 
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Over the time the Cultural Cinema Exhibition course has been operating, the 

independent cinema sector in the U.K. has seen marked consolidation and 

commercialisation. As one of the sector leaders we spoke to observed, arthouse 

chains are becoming more commercial and commercial cinema chains are 

becoming more arthouse. Many companies are expanding and adjusting their 

business models, finding new opportunities to connect with audiences and 

generate revenue. This changing sector demands a stream of talented and 

trained programmers to deliver innovative content to changing audiences and to 

progress to senior positions in sales, distribution, and exhibition.   

 

By better understanding audience development strategies and the changing 

nature of the industry, the Cultural Cinema Exhibition course is continuously 

producing alumni with the skills and understanding necessary to adapt to the 

changing winds of the sector. Different parts of the sector experience this 

change in many different ways and CCE alumni are taking part in both frontline 

delivery to local and cinema chains and in programming for small and large 

venues.   

 

 ICO is organised and recognises when things need to 

happen. They recognise the needs of small, single 

screen programming and the necessity of flexible and 

nimble delivery to help delivery by small, or even one 

person, teams. 

5.4 Creating a more cohesive and connected 
independent cinema network in the UK 

 

Beyond creating a stronger network for individual alumni, in the 14 years the 

Cultural Cinema Exhibition course has been running, it has created a stronger 

network of independent cinema professionals across the U.K. 

 

In addition to a peer-to-peer network of alumni who continue to collaborate and 

support each other’s careers, it has also given alumni the confidence and 

experience to be able to network with cinema professionals at a variety of levels 

and within a variety of roles across the sector.  

 

As alumni gain seniority in the sector, those we consulted continue to support 

more junior members of the exhibition community, extending the network to 

future generations. Some suggested this could be used more by ICO to 

strengthen links to newcomers in the industry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“ 
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6. The future 

Since the first edition in 2004, ICO’s Cultural Cinema Exhibition course has 

trained over 220 independent cinema professionals, many of whom have gone 

on to secure quality, sustainable employment in a changing sector.  

 

These alumni are bringing a bolder and more experimental independent cinema 

offering to audiences across the U.K., contributing their talents in major cinema 

hubs like London and Edinburgh and in creating richer and wider cinema 

programming in cities and towns throughout the country and further afield. 

 

Both alumni and industry experts we consulted noted the unique position of the 

course in providing industry access, experiential knowledge, networking and 

practical group and individual work to reinforce this integrative approach. The 

need to develop junior and mid-level staff is ever present, meaning the course 

has an ongoing opportunity to continue to serve the sector. While the course 

has already achieved a great deal and has maintained a steady throughput of 

professionals moving from junior to more experienced positions, the need to do 

so continues. 

 

The future of cultural cinema is uncertain. Consultees described the challenging 

economic climate, the impact of digital trends, the lack of diversity, and the 

dominance of the major distributors as significant threats to the U.K.’s cultural 

cinema sector. In particular, challenges were identified in maintaining supportive 

networks, especially in parts of the U.K. with less provision; improving the 

diversity and inclusiveness of the sector, and so ensuring that programming 

reflects future audiences; and supporting innovation and adaptation in the 

sector. 

 

Independent cinemas have a unique role in communities. The 2016 report for 

Regional Screen Scotland Your Cinema, Your Community, finds that local 

                                                      
1Your Cinema, Your Community - The Experiences and Impact of Local Cinema in Scotland: An Exploratory 
Study. Social Value Lab for Regional Screen Scotland. 2016   
http://www.socialvaluelab.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Local-Cinema-Report-FINAL-for-web.pdf 

cinemas have a range of positive individual and community impacts including 

promoting ‘thought provoking communal experiences’, bringing people together 

to enjoy shared cultural experiences, wider health and well-being benefits of 

participating in use of these shared social spaces, and these cinemas’ greater 

contribution to their local economy. 1 Independent local cinema is therefore 

directly providing public service and support provides a direct public benefit.  

These cinemas continue to require highly skilled professionals at their core and 

training of these individuals is critical to continued success. 

 

Without continued support and appreciation, the U.K. would lose both vital 

community spaces and core infrastructure to support the continued 

development of and excellence in British film. This becomes even more critical 

in the midst of a shifting landscape for public funding for the cultural and 

creative industries. 

 

BFI’s 2022 film strategy addresses the needs of ‘future talent, future learning 

and skills, and future audiences’ with strategic aims including the development 

of a new generation of cinema audiences; supporting ‘the development of 

additional internationally ambitious, economic and cultural centres across the 

whole of the UK’ and for film ‘to be central to all our cultural lives, and 

contributing culturally to the places where we live’. The subsequent Future Skills 

Programme, however, has limited reference to cinema exhibition, distribution 

and curation training despite the acknowledgement of skills shortages in these 

areas and the vital role these parts of the film chain have in delivery of the 

strategic aims of BFI 2022 and of the promotion of talent and creativity across 

the UK.  

 

Cessation of public funding to deliver vital distribution and exhibition training 

would jeopardise the potential to deliver this strategy in full. The Cultural 

Cinema Exhibition course is a critical first step for a range of professionals in 

these areas and, to date, the impact of this intervention has been noted in its 



 

25 

support from public funds. Without such support the future of the course and its 

potential to develop an inclusive, connected sector may be in doubt. 

 

The cinema sector in the U.K. will continue to need forums like ICO and the 

Cultural Cinema Exhibition course in order to fill the production to distribution 

skills gap, regardless of the availability of external funding provision to support 

training in the sector. To address this myriad of both challenges and 

opportunities for the sector, this research sets out four main recommendations 

around which future activities can be focused. 

 

6.1 Recommendations for the Cultural Cinema 
Exhibition course  

Nearly all alumni surveyed and interviewed and sector leaders consulted have 

tremendously favourable impressions of the impact of the Cultural Cinema 

Exhibition course, and a few themes emerged of areas where the course can be 

even more effective in future years. 

Providing further opportunities for engagement  
 

Additional mentoring and networking opportunities through ICO  

 

Participants in the programme have benefitted tremendously from the access 

and support ICO provides –both in terms of ICO’s connections across the sector 

as well as the care and attention paid by ICO staff. Many of the alumni indicated 

that they would welcome the opportunity to receive periodic ongoing career 

development counsel from ICO as well as additional opportunities to connect 

with other course alumni. These more regular alumni events could be 

connected to ICO’s already popular Screening Days or standalone events. 

 

Further, ICO can find creative ways of increasing both networking and 

mentoring by partnering alumni of the course with current participants. 

 

Web and social-media-forums for connecting, as well as face to face 

networking, are important for a sector that is widespread geographically and 

often freelance.  Exploring ways of engaging with either individual year groups 

or alumni en masse via social media and digital messaging could enhance the 

ability of this geographically diverse grouping to stay in touch, continue to learn 

from each other and to provide peer support. 

 It may be nice to host events where graduates of the 

course touch base and meet up again, to reconnect and 

see if there are opportunities to re-engage 

 It would be good if some of the speakers would have 

been available to get in touch with after the course and 

maybe for us to all (participants) meet up after 6 months 

to tell each other what we have done too 

Continuing to develop a more equitable sector 
 

Finding new ways to address the sectors issues around diversity and inclusion  

 

It’s clear that diversity and inclusion continue to be important issues in the 

sector –according to Creative Skillset, BAME persons make up just four percent 

of those working in film exhibition in the U.K., those with disabilities just five 

percent, and LGBT 11 percent.  

 

ICO has taken active steps to acknowledge this through efforts to achieve a 

minimum of 4 BAME participants (or 27%) per CCE course. They should 

continue to be vigilant in finding other ways to introduce a more diverse 

population into the sector. Partnering CCE alumni with BAME and disabled 

students from the FEDs training programme might, for example, encourage new 

entrants to push their career further.   

 

 

“ 

 

“ 
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The success of the ICO mentoring initiative for senior women in exhibition was 

cited as a good example of targeted training to positively influence diversity at 

senior levels within the industry. CCE BAME participants might benefit from a 

similar initiative. 

Ensuring course content adapts to a changing sector 
 

Bolstering more technical aspects of the course content 

 

When asked to reflect what element or aspect of the course could be 

strengthened, alumni responded that they would benefit from more detailed 

course programming on working with distributors, negotiating film rights, fees 

and licensing; technical details of projection and programming, and curation for 

streaming services. 

 

Consistently refreshing course content and speaker lineup 

 

The Cultural Cinema Exhibition course must continue to keep pace with industry 

trends and to include new voices in the networks it brings to participants.  This 

might include bringing these new voices to platform discussions and could 

involve participation from both cutting edge services but also from cinema 

chains and major distributors.   

 

It also may be worth considering and creating content to directly address the 

split between more sustainable, long term employment in exhibition and the 

freelance and temporary market and making sure it is reflected in elements of 

course content. 

 It would be difficult now as a freelancer to take a big 

chunk of time unpaid to attend a course although now I 

am freelance I need it more. Something specifically 

aimed at freelancers would be good 

 

Continuing to lobby for the importance of exhibition and 

distribution training 
 

Until this point, there have been public funds available through creative 

industries sector organisations to support cinema exhibition and curation 

training.  

 

As this funding and recognition by leading sector bodies faces a more uncertain 

future, there is additional need for ICO to lobby and advocate for the 

significance of continued public support for exhibition in addition to production 

skills development.    

 

 

“ 
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