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“SUPERMAN”

Warner Bros. Brings
The Man of Steel
Into the 21st Century
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SPECIAL REPORT: Ticketing

THE MOMENT
OF TRUTH

The Numbers Are In and There’s No Denying It:
Audiences Are in Full Retreat.
But Will Studios and Exhibitors
Face Facts and Change Their Ways?

nly a few months ago, on the eve
Oof the holiday movie season,

BoxorriceE spoke with distribu-
tion chiefs and executives at every major
studio, with the noteworthy exception of
Universal, as well as mega-indie Lions
Gate (now Lionsgate) for their take on
2005’s box-office doldrums. Nearly all,
while acknowledging the need for
change, denied that there was anything
sufficiently amiss to justify the dooms-
day talk that had spread like wildfire
through the summertime news cycle.
Almost unanimously, the studios paint-
ed a rosy picture of a holiday season that
would set the ship right.

That was before “King Kong.”

Ironically, the inexplicable failure of
the season’s most anticipated movie to
live up to expectations was offset by the
surprise success of “The Chronicles of
Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe,” which surpassed expecta-
tions almost as much as “Kong” failed
to meet them. As if these mixed mes-
sages from moviegoers weren’t enough
to rock Hollywood’s boat, industry
insiders in January nominated a quintet
of Best Picture Oscar candidates that is
easily among the artiest and least com-
mercial in more than three decades.

As the film industry scrambles to
make sense of the seeming paradigm
shift it has so long denied, groups like
cutting-edge market researcher Invoke
Solutions (website: invoke.com) are
moving quickly to deliver the data. And,
although it will undoubtedly take
months, if not years, for the industry to
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reach consensus on either its woes or
their remedies, certain warning signs are
already in the clear.

“What we found was that there were
three factors involved—sort of like the
perfect storm,” says Invoke vice presi-
dent of research Peter Mackey. “And all
are coming together right now at this
point in time. First, there’s a belief that
there is a dropoff in overall quality of
movies—we saw a lot in reference to
remakes, sequels and the like. Then there
was a dissatisfaction relative to crowds,
noise, cell phones and the in-theatre
experience. But, if there was one univer-
sal belief, it was that ticket and conces-
sion prices have gotten astronomical.
And that was pretty consistent across
different demographic groups.”

Unlike old-line market research firms,
Invoke says, it approaches its data using
cutting-edge technology and methodol-
ogy that, according to Mackey, deliver
more meaningful results. On February 3
of this year, they put their system to the
test with a 45-minute online researching
session whose goal was to not only deliv-
er numbers but, as the Invoke executive
puts it, “get behind the numbers.”
Explains Mackey. “We have the ability
to probe deeply and diagnostically to
understand the reasons behind the num-
bers. And this is a case where we felt we
needed to understand why people were
saying what they were saying.”

And what people were saying is, by
any measure, sobering. The final report,
titled “Project ‘Hollywood Slump,’”
finds that the 9 percent drop in 2005

box-office attendance is unlikely to
reverse any time soon, primarily for the
reasons outlined above, But the devil, as
always, is in the details.

“We had a question about what is
driving the decline in attendance,” says
Mackey. “And 46 percent selected ‘T'd
rather wait until it comes out on DVD’
as a reason to consider attending movies
less in the coming year. When forced to
choose only one answer, that dropped to
10 percent. But that’s still 10 percent of
all respondents saying they’'d rather wait
to see a movie on DVD.”

hat’s not necessarily bad news for
I studios, for whom DVD sales have
become a more reliable revenue
stream than are theatrical rentals, but it’s
potentially catastrophic for movie the-
atre exhibitors, especially considering
the respondents’ reasons for preferring
the home theatre environment. “It came
down to having more control, being able
to pause, put their feet on the chair, not
having to deal with cell phones or talk-
ing. That was more important than the
quality of the viewing.”

But Invoke also found large numbers
preferring more cost-effective or less
time-intensive alternatives to filmgoing.
“We found that 32 percent agreed some-
what or completely that they had better
things to do with their free time than go
to the movies,” Mackey says. “And that
jumped to 53 percent when the choice
was ‘I have better things to do with my
money than go to the movies.” They feel
movies have become too expensive—






