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Abstract 
The Film Circulation project is the first quantitative research in film 
festival studies that analyses the complex network relations of the 
sector using festival run data. This paper provides a detailed account 
of the project’s dataset, including decisions on data model, collection, 
structuring, and enhancement. It also documents the dataset’s sources, 
structures, limitations, and potential, with the goal of making the 
project more accessible and encouraging further collaborations in 
festival-related data analytics. 

 

Film Circulation dataset with DOI at 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7887672 on Zenodo.   
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Background 

The Film Circulation project emerged from discussions on the 

‘festivalisation’ of the film industry, in which festivals have become an 

alternative window for distribution and exhibition.[1] The project aims to 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7887672
http://www.filmcirculation.net/
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study the festival sector’s significant role in the life cycle of a film, 

including its development, financing, production, presentation, 

exhibition, and distribution.[2] By analysing the festival run of films, the 

project operationalises the festival network’s complex structure to study 

the movement of films on the circuit and their influence on global film 

culture.  

 

Theoretically and methodologically, the Film Circulation project is 

indebted to a number of research areas. Both media industries studies and 

new cinema history have shifted the focus away from films as aesthetic 

objects and contribute to a broader perspective in the analysis of film 

culture. Film festival studies operated in a similar vein and have long 

discussed the festival sector as an alternative distribution network and 

how it bestows symbolic capital on arthouse films.[3] Initial research on 

the festival sector was primarily based on single case studies and used 

qualitative methods.[4] Digital humanities (DH) have opened avenues to 

do critical cultural analysis with new digital as well as quantitative tools. 

New cinema history has made use of these digital methodologies, similar 

to an approach known as cultural analytics.[6] The network for the 

History of Moviegoing Exhibition and Reception (HOMER) and 

especially the Kinomatics project, which researches the industrial 

geometry of global cinema, film distribution, and exhibition, provided an 

inspirational context for the Film Circulation project.[6]  

 

The Film Circulation project is the first project that shifted the qualitative, 

single case-study focus of festival studies to a quantitative approach and 

has been recognised in the field as a pioneering project for its novel 

methodological approach and scale in creating a global dataset of festival 

runs.[7] Apart from the mere task of building such a comprehensive 

dataset in the first place and the exploration of social computational 

methods and cultural analytics with this dataset, the project aims to 

answer some additional questions about the circulation of films and the 

structure of the festival sector itself. This includes descriptions of the 

project’s core assumptions, a discussion of film circulation and the 

circulation power of festivals, as well as the structures of gender inequality 

in the festival sector.[8] This expansion of digital film festival studies has 

also been taken up by colleagues and offers promising avenues for further 



HOW TO CAPTURE THE FESTIVAL NETWORK: REFLECTIONS ON THE FILM 

CIRCULATION DATASETS 

LOIST & SAMOILOVA 365 

research into film circulation, festival relations, and network structures of 

people and institutions.[9]  

 

This article provides an account of the final dataset of the Film 

Circulation project including its sources, collection histories, structures, 

limitations, and potential. By doing so the paper aims to make the project 

more accessible, and in line with the FAIR(ER)[10] principles to provide a 

template for further data collection and to support interoperability in the 

hopes to invite further collaborations on festival-related cultural data 

analytics.  

Data model 

The Film Circulation dataset was created as a set of Excel spreadsheets 

and is organised as a relational database, meaning each table (csv file) 

consists of records with unique identifiers that allow linking records 

throughout various tables. The tables are organised into four segments, 

or sub-datasets, according to their origin and purpose for the project: 1. 

Film; 2. Survey; 3. IMDb; 4. Festival Library (see Figure 1). Four tables 

form the core of the database with the other 14 files offering variations 

and extension in ‘join’ tables.  

 

In this Film Circulation relational database, films, festivals and related 

information can be linked based on the following keys: 

 

̶ the unique film ID (unique.id), the ID assigned to each individual 

film, 

̶ the festival ID (festival.id), the ID assigned to each individual film 

festival, 

̶ the IMDb id (imdb.id), the ID that the Internet Movie Database 

uses, here available for films in our dataset that we identified on 

IMDb 

 

Below we describe the most significant tables. For a more detailed 

description of tables, fields, and scripts, please consult the more extensive 

documentation that accompanies the deposited Film Circulation dataset 

on Zenodo.[11] 



NECSUS – EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF MEDIA STUDIES  

366 VOL 12 (1), 2023 

 

        Fig. 1: Dataset scheme 

The Film Dataset subset consists of a data scheme image file, a codebook, and 

two dataset tables in csv format. This dataset is the core of the project and 

comprises all films which set the sample frame for tracking the film 

circulation. It lists in file ‘1_film-dataset_festival-program_long’ all films and 

the sample festivals, festival sections, and the year of the festival edition that 

they were sampled from. In addition, it includes further core data for each 

film such as film title, production year and country, director name, length, 

genre attribution, and information on IMDb festival data.  

 

The Survey subset consists of a data scheme image file, a codebook, and two 

dataset tables in csv format. In this subset survey responses on the festival 

runs of our sample films are made available (see file ‘2_survey-dataset_long-

festivals_shared-consent’). In addition, the wide format file includes data on 

film IDs, film title, survey questions regarding completeness and availability 

of provided information, information on number of festival screenings, 

screening fees, budgets, marketing costs, market screenings, and distribution. 

 

The IMDb dataset consists of a data scheme image file, a codebook, and eight 

dataset tables in csv format. It also includes the R scripts that we used for 

scraping and matching. Data from IMDb are organised in different dataset 

tables to account for the large amount of different data related to alternative 

titles, general info, companies, crew data, release information, festival runs, 

awards, and websites listed for the matched films. The table ‘3_imdb-



HOW TO CAPTURE THE FESTIVAL NETWORK: REFLECTIONS ON THE FILM 

CIRCULATION DATASETS 

LOIST & SAMOILOVA 367 

dataset_festival-runs_long’ contains festival run data scraped from IMDb in 

a long format, i.e. each row corresponds to the festival appearance of a given 

film. The dataset does not include each film screening, but the first screening 

of a film at a festival within a given year. The data includes festival runs from 

2011 up to 2019.  

 

The Festival Library subset consists of a data scheme image file, a codebook, 

and one table in csv format. The table ‘4_festival-library_dataset_imdb-and-

survey’ contains data on all unique festivals that were collected as part of the 

festival runs for our sample films. This includes data on festival ID, sources, 

festival name and alternatives, location data for country, region and city, data 

on award recognition, founding year, whether a festival has a specialisation 

and if so the ascribed festival categories.   

Data sources & data collection  

The project collected data at two levels: films and festivals. At both levels, the 

data shows a notable heterogeneity. For example, films include all lengths 

(short, medium, and long films), films of various types (narrative, 

documentary, animation, experimental), various genres, and also historical 

films in archival and retrospective programs. Festivals include the complete 

range, from internationally-recognised industry festivals with FIAPF 

accreditation to very small local community festivals. As we will discuss in 

more detail below, the intended breadth and heterogeneity of films and 

festivals necessitated data collection from different data sources. 

 

The datasets offer data that have been collected through festival catalogs, 

IMDb, and an online survey, as well as variables that have been generated or 

recoded within the analysis, for instance, categorisation by lengths (shorter 

or longer than 41 min), genre (animation, documentary, experimental, and 

fiction), region (e.g. Europe, MENA, Oceania) based on information of 

production country or festival location countries. 
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Film Dataset: Festival programs  

The core Film Dataset comprises the data collected from the sampled festival 

programs of six festivals (Cannes Film Festival, Berlin International Film 

Festival [Berlinale], Toronto International Film Festival [TIFF], International 

Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam [IDFA], Clermont-Ferrand Short 

Film Festival, and Frameline San Francisco International LGBTQ+ Film 

Festival) over seven years (2011-2017). Data was collected from the programs 

of the respective festival editions. For festival season 2013 all the data was 

collected from the published festival programs, either in PDF form or from 

the festival websites. Since TIFF does not provide digital data from previous 

years, the data had to be collected from a printed catalog. As sources like web 

pages and PDFs were not uniformly structured, automated text mining was 

not feasible and data had to be collected and entered manually.  

 

Midway into the project, while running first analytics, it became clear that 

the 2013 dataset (roughly 1,800 films) was too small for analysis of specific 

subsets.[12] Thus, the sample was expanded to include the programs of 

festival seasons 2011-2017. During the expansion of the sample size beyond 

the original festival season 2013, data for festival seasons 2011-2012 and 2014-

2017 for Berlinale, Clermont-Ferrand, TIFF, and Frameline was kindly 

provided by the festivals.[13] The rest of the data was collected from digital 

archives available on the festival websites. 

 

While the information provided in the catalogs varies from festival to 

festival, they contain common information that serves as master data. We 

collected data like title of the film, year of production, film length, country 

of production and co-production, name of director, film type and genre, 

festival, section, and festival year. Furthermore, the data was coded or 

recoded to include specific genre groups (animation, documentary, 

experimental, fiction, LGBTQ) or regions of production countries (MENA, 

Oceania, Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and Central Asia, North America, Europe, 

Latin America and the Caribbean).  
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Survey  

Between May 2019 and December 2022, we conducted a web-based survey 

among the production companies and filmmakers connected to the films in 

our sample.[14] The survey aimed to collect data on film circulation through 

festivals and other data not available through open sources. To reduce the 

drop-out rate, the survey was kept short and focused on five areas. These 

areas covered festival runs and markets, finances, festival consulting, 

distribution, and follow-up interviews. We asked for the full list of the festival 

runs, including festivals and markets attended. Finances were explored 

through questions on budget, marketing costs, submission and screening 

fees, and budget limitations. Questions on festival consulting and distribution 

were included, as well as an invitation for follow-up interviews, to which 60% 

of respondents agreed. 

 

The online survey was distributed to 6,010 contacts associated with 6,755 

unique films. The final sample resulted in 454 unique respondents, which 

equals a response rate of about seven percent. Contact details were primarily 

obtained from festival programs. Films produced before 1990 were excluded 

due to a lack of contact details and low response likelihood. Respondents 

were incentivised by the offer to enter or update their film data on IMDb. Of 

those surveyed, 69% took up the offer. 

IMDb & scripts  

From our defined sample of films and their characteristics based on the 

festival programs, we have written a web-scraping code for R that allowed us 

to identify the films from the core Film Dataset in the IMDb database. If the 

respective film was available on IMDb in the first place, we collected data on 

their festival runs. The data were collected between 2018-2020 using the 

web-scraping scripts for R.[15] 

 

Overall, the web scraping process involved multiple steps to accurately 

match and scrape data from IMDb. Using various R packages and data from 

the core Film Dataset (specifically, film title and production year), we created 

a search URL for each film and scraped the data (title, production year, 

directors, genre, and running time) for the first page of suggested results. The 
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data of the suggested search results was then used to look for the best match 

to the film in the original dataset based on the festival program. To identify 

the quality of the matches, we applied a fuzzy matching approach that 

allowed us to create a probability score of the match based on the film title, 

names of directors, and production year (plus or minus one year, because the 

production year data in festivals are variable). The results were split into 

perfect matches, matches of high probability, matches of medium 

probability, matches of low probability, and pairs, where no matches were 

found. Matches of high and medium probability were checked manually, 

while matches of low probability/no matches were rejected and perfect 

matches accepted. For the matching and matching quality we used the R 

packages ‘stringdist’.[16] 

 

For an analysis regarding gender inequality in the film festival sector,[17] we 

ascribed a binary gender of crew members based on their first names using 

the GenderizeR application.[18] This data is available in the crew dataset. In 

line with problematising a strictly binary conception of gender, for the 2013 

festival season sample we tested manual coding methods to account for more 

nuanced gender presentation based on sources that resemble self-

identification using available online sources such as Wikipedia and personal 

websites.[19] Due to high resource intensity, we were not able to manually 

code gender in this way for the whole dataset of all festival sample years.  

Festival Library  

The ‘Festival Library’ dataset has grown out of data collection on festival runs 

for our sample films collected on IMDb and via the survey; it consists of 3,860 

unique festivals. The data were collected between 2018 and 2022. Once the 

festival screening information was collected, data had to be matched and 

homogenised to account for the different festival name versions. 

Alternative names could result from name changes over the time period or 

different language versions of the festival names. For the analysis the 

international English name was prioritised.   

 

Additional festival features, such as location, country, region, month of the 

event were manually searched (e.g. the host city) and coded based on 

available information on the web (e.g. the festival specialisation). Further 
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variables, such as festival categories (e.g. short, animation, documentary, 

genre, identity-based festivals, etc.), were coded based on a categorisation 

scheme developed in the project and discussed during the Workshop on Data 

Collection and Operationalisation of Film Festival Categories in May 

2021.[20] 

 

Further data on festival valuation was manually collected from festival 

listings available from industry organisations, such as film funding agencies 

(e.g. the German Film Funding Agency FFA, which gives out reference points 

for certain festival participation and festival awards), festival regulators (e.g. 

FIAPF accreditation) and awards organisations (BAFTA, Academy Awards). 

This coding is relevant for analysis of festival hierarchies.  

Discussion  

This section discusses some aspects of the data collection and the design of 

the data model that merit critical reflection on the benefit for scholars that 

plan to use the data in their research. 

Project design & data collection  

Current empirical research cannot disregard the emergence of new digital 

sources of data, referred to as found,[21] organic,[22] or trace data.[23] Such 

data sources have been changing the landscape of empirical approaches 

across natural and social sciences as well as humanities. In this project, we are 

incorporating techniques utilised in DH and computational social sciences. 

With respect to film research, DH presents opportunities for computational 

analysis with newly-accessible cultural data. Significantly, it enables the 

quantitative analysis of vast amounts of data without compromising the 

critical approaches of humanities and film studies. 

 

The main challenge was to design a research project that relied heavily on 

data analysis in an area where data is scarce. Commercial data on film 

festivals are hardly available, presumably because they are not profitable 

within the industry, as festival runs are very time-specific and involve 

different industry players such as festivals, buyers, distributors, or agencies. 
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There is only a short time window when different market players are 

interested in the festival run. Film tracking in the festival sector is interesting 

for film buyers only as long as the films are not yet sold (in the respective 

territories). Film festivals only collect limited data upon submissions to find 

out which premieres are still available: world, international, continental, 

regional, or national. Information on premiere status is relevant for festivals 

on the one hand to be able to generate press attention and on the other hand 

it serves as a quality signal. In recent years, there has been an increase in 

consulting services of agencies that manage submissions to festivals. They 

track their films in the submission phase and have a list of festival invitations. 

However, since these data are part of the business model of the paid service 

providers, they are not accessible. Due to this complex situation in tracking 

the entire festival run, there is no easily accessible source for such data.  

 

However, this limitation presented an opportunity for us to create a project 

by developing an operationalisation that aimed to generate a thorough and 

dependable dataset with elevated standards of data quality. By using this 

approach, we were able to overcome the obstacle of having limited data 

availability and achieve a more intricate comprehension of the subject 

matter. 

Sample  

The project operationalises the complex structure of the festival network 

through the festival run of films. For this, the project collected data on two 

different levels: we first defined a core dataset on the level of films and 

collected data on the screenings of those films at festivals. This created, in a 

second step, a dataset of festivals.  

 

The project aimed to gather quantitative data on the circulation of a subset 

of international films in the festival sector. The goal was to examine the 

global operations of the festival sector, identify any potential differences 

based on film attributes, such as genre and production country and 

understand how festivals are linked through films, thereby forming the 

networked ecosystems. To accomplish this, a diverse and extensive sample 

of films and their festival runs was required. The sample was designed to be 

as varied as possible, while still providing a clearly delineated framework for 
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the source dataset. To create a manageable sample size for the laborious 

process of data collection and cleaning, data was initially collected from the 

festival programs of six major film festivals. 

 

The six source festivals were chosen to allow for diversity of films that travel 

the circuit (Table 1). The sample includes three A-list festivals, i.e. festivals 

with an industry perspective and impact on the international festival circuit 

due to their premiere status and circulation power,[24] and three festivals 

with a specialisation. These festivals cover different regions and different 

moments of entry onto the festival calendar.  

 

 
Table 1: Sample festivals  
 

We included the complete selection of films from the festival programs, not 

just the competition sections, to also capture those with smaller budgets, less 

marketing clout, and without premiere status. This was done to account for 

their different trajectory on the festival network and circulation patterns. The 

originally chosen timeframe was the 2013 festival season to assure that the 

festival runs were already completed.  

 

Based on this film sample, the next step was to collect data on screenings of 

the films at festivals to reconstruct the festival runs. Since no single 

authoritative source for festival runs is available, various sources were 

combined to achieve this: data from the IMDb Release section, film websites, 

and a survey that we sent to license holders – mainly producers and sales 

agents.  This resulted in the two datasets of Survey and IMDb data. Finally, 

information about the film screenings provided input for the resulting fourth 

dataset of global film festivals, the Festival Library dataset.  
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Understanding the origin and logic of the sample is crucial for interpreting 

the results of the study. Our objective was to compare festival runs of films 

selected by A- and B-level festivals and examine smaller festivals in the 

festival network hierarchy. A random selection of films produced between 

2011 and 2017 that is not defined by set source festivals would produce 

different findings. Hence, it is important to note that the sample is not 

representative of all the films and festivals within the chosen timeframe. 

Film dataset 

Collecting data on films from festival programs may seem straightforward, 

but it can be challenging due to the lack of easily accessible and uniformly 

structured data formats, such as web pages or PDFs. This problem is common 

in the festival sector, which often operates on a seasonal and underfunded 

basis.[25] Notably, the Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF), one of the 

largest film festivals in North America, is the only festival in the sample 

without an accessible digital archive. Although TIFF has an archive 

department and its own building, PDF catalogs for the selected years were 

unavailable, and print catalogs were only accessible at the Toronto Public 

Library. 

 

There were additional challenges encountered while working with the data, 

such as issues with the structure and compatibility of the data. Some of the 

PDFs provided could not be easily processed, requiring manual work due to 

their non-uniform structure. Additionally, there was a lack of documentation 

and explanation of terminology used in some programs, such as inconsistent 

use of genre categories. For instance, the genre of some films had to be 

determined through manual research or additional sources since Cannes, 

Berlinale, and IDFA festival programs did not explicitly indicate genre 

information. 

 

The dataset includes 9,972 films from six sample festivals between 2011 and 

2017, spanning seven festival editions. Of these films, 593 (6%) were found in 

multiple festival programs, for instance, a film might have shown both at 

Berlinale and Frameline in the same or consecutive festival years. Thus, the 

core dataset is made up of 9,348 unique films. 
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Table 2. Overview of the number of films collected from the sample festival programs in a seven-year 
period (2011- 2017). 
 
Table 2 displays the number of films in the sample for each festival over the 

seven-year period. Data for TIFF, Frameline, and Clermont-Ferrand in years 

2011-2012 and 2014-2017 were provided by the festivals themselves, while the 

rest were collected from digital festival archives. For 2013, data for all festivals 

were obtained from published festival programs, except for Clermont-

Ferrand where data were obtained from the festival website for all festival 

sections. Films were sampled from both competitive and non-competitive 

sections for all festivals, except for Clermont-Ferrand in 2013. This explains 

slight discrepancies for the 2013 Clermont-Ferrand data. Key analyses were 

checked for robustness by comparing subsamples of Clermont-Ferrand with 

and without non-competitive sections to account for potential missing data 

issues. 

 

The sample comprises 150 unique production countries, with only five films 

lacking production country data. Figure 2 displays the countries with the 

highest level of productions within the sample, which are the USA (23%, 

n=2,181), France (16%, n=1,526), Germany (10%, n=899), Canada (8%, n=738), the 

UK (7%, n=650), and the Netherlands (6%, n=545). 

 

 
Fig. 2: Share of production countries in the entire sample (9,343 unique films) in percentages. 
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The primary factor influencing the composition of production countries in 

the sample is the high representation of films produced in the countries 

where the sample festivals are located. Among the sample festivals, Cannes, 

Berlinale, TIFF, and IDFA have a more balanced distribution of production 

countries, while Frameline and Clermont-Ferrand are more focused on local 

production. The number of unique production countries is the smallest for 

Frameline (n=63), followed by Cannes (n=84), Clermont-Ferrand (n=95), 

TIFF (n=109), IDFA (n=111), and Berlinale (n=113). In all sample festivals 

except TIFF, the location countries are also the most frequent production 

countries of the films presented. Frameline has the highest proportion of 

films produced in the USA (66%), followed by Clermont-Ferrand (41%) and 

Cannes (39%), which are dominated by French productions. For the Berlinale 

program, 25% of the films were produced in Germany, while IDFA and TIFF 

have 20% and 21% of home productions, respectively. 

 

For a broader overview of the geographical representation of production 

countries, we grouped countries in regions as defined by the World Bank.[26] 

As we would expect, most of the productions come from Europe[27] (53%, 

n=4,950), followed by North America[28] (31%, n=2,884). Asian[29] 

productions (including East, South, and Central Asia) constituted eleven 

percent (n=1,001). Latin American and Caribbean[30] productions were 

represented in six percent of films (n=586). Similarly, the MENA[31] region 

was represented in five percent of films in the sample (n=490). The 

Pacific[32] region and Sub-Saharan Africa[33] were least represented with 

three percent (n=268) and two percent (n=150), respectively.  

 

For one-fifth of the films (19%, n=1,752) the festival catalogs listed more than 

one production country. Among these co-productions, the most frequent 

combinations were France and Germany (n=144), Belgium and France 

(n=103), United Kingdom and United States (n=68), France and Italy (n=50), 

France and Switzerland (n=45), France and United States (n=44), Belgium and 

Netherlands (n=40), France and United Kingdom (n=37), Germany and 

Switzerland (n=37), and Germany and Netherlands (n=36). 

 

One of the limitations of this study is that we are not able to delve deeply into 

the programming of the sample festivals. Due to the focus of our analysis on 

the films and their circulation patterns and the corresponding sampling 

frame, the dataset does not comprise information about the various 
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programming sections, screening dates, and specific venues within the 

festivals. This lack of information means that we cannot provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the hierarchies within the programming, such as 

which sections are considered the most prestigious or which venues attract 

the largest audiences. Provided with a larger sample of festivals with their full 

programs, future research could benefit from a more in-depth analysis of the 

programming structures of these festivals, such as overlap or uniqueness in 

the curation.  This could shed more light on the various factors that shape 

the selection and presentation of films in festival contexts. 

Survey dataset 

Of the online survey sent out to 6,010 contacts associated with 6,755 unique 

films between 2018 and 2021, we achieved a response rate of about seven 

percent, resulting in 454 unique responses. Based on the experience of a pilot 

study, we found that many film producers and distributors collect data on 

the festival runs of their films. While surveys may be the most effective way 

to obtain a comprehensive understanding of these runs, there is a risk of low 

response rates, particularly with web-based surveys. Although this does not 

necessarily impact the representativeness of the sample, it can result in 

variable-specific nonresponse bias that requires further investigation. 

Nonetheless, a moderate response rate can still provide valuable insights into 

complete festival runs, especially for specific subgroups. Contact details were 

primarily obtained from festival programs. Films produced before 1990 were 

excluded due to a lack of contact details and low response likelihood. 

Respondents were incentivised by the offer to enter or update their film data 

on IMDb. Of those surveyed, 69% took up the offer. 

 

The deposited dataset only contains survey responses from participants who 

agreed to share their data. To comply with GDPR and copyright regulations, 

some information such as production company details, contact information, 

and film synopses have been excluded from the published version. The 

survey dataset contains survey responses for 454 films, of which festival run 

data was provided for 206 films (45%). However, only data from participants 

who gave consent can be shared, resulting in 379 films with information on 

budgets, marketing, etc. in the wide-format table (‘2_survey-dataset_wide-
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no-festivals_shared-consent’), and 161 films with festival run data in the long-

format table (‘2_survey-dataset_long-festivals_shared-consent’). 

 

The vast majority of contacts (95%) belong to production companies, 

producers, and directors. Five percent of the contacts were email addresses 

of world sales companies where no production contacts were available. Our 

primary focus was on producers, as we anticipated that they would be more 

inclined to respond due to their direct involvement in filmmaking and 

authority to respond. In contrast, employees of a world sales company may 

be dependent on the decisions of their managers.  

 

Of the respondents, 85 percent (n=384) identified themselves as film 

producers or directors, while the remaining respondents held other positions 

such as festival managers, distributors, sales and production managers, or 

interns.  

 

Table 3: Share of films sampled from each sample festival in the total survey dataset with available 
information on festival runs, n=206. 

 
The dataset containing festival run data mainly consists of films selected 

from Berlinale, Clermont-Ferrand, Frameline, and IDFA (see Table 3). The 

survey faced difficulties in reaching films selected at Cannes and TIFF, which 

may be due to their higher prestige and representation by sales agents rather 

than producers. The sample of 206 films that provided festival data mainly 

represents minority genres, including 55% (n=113) of shorts, 32% (n=67) of 

documentaries, and 24% (n=50) with LGBT*Q themes. This indicates a 

response bias influenced by accessibility and industry hierarchies. The top 

two production countries represented in the responses are the United States 

(n=27) and Germany (n=23), followed by France (n=17) and Canada (n=11). The 

high response rate for films sampled at Berlinale (see Table 3) and the 

number of German films in the responses may reflect the project’s German-

based location.  
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IMDb Dataset  
 

When taking a closer look at the IMDb data, several biases or omissions 

become apparent. Between 2018-2020, we collected data on IMDb for 7,851 

films, accounting for 84% of the sample. However, only 7,150 films (76%) had 

corresponding festival data available, as some accounts were incomplete. 

Table 4 provides an overview of the IMDb variables and their corresponding 

share of missing data, with budget and box office data having the highest 

percentage of missing values. 

Table 4: IMDb variables and share of missing data for the sample films, n=7,851. 
 

Despite being the most widely used and comprehensive film database that is 

openly accessible, the IMDb structure is not entirely transparent, and is 

receiving relatively little systematic critical attention.[34] Since its inception 

as a crowd-sourced platform, the database has undergone several iterations 

and data integrations over the years, which keeps overall data quality unclear. 

While we use IMDb for its convenience, we recognise the likely selection bias 

for this source, as films available on IMDb may differ systematically from 

those not available, e.g. underrepresented film types. Although we cannot 

ensure comprehensive data quality of this source, we can evaluate its fitness 

for specific research questions. While conceding that no perfect method of 

data collection exists, we need to be transparent about its limitations and data 

generation processes. Researchers and practitioners working with data are 

increasingly adopting strategies of data integration to balance the strengths 

and weaknesses of various sources, given specific research questions.[35] 
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Regarding festival research, we were able to evaluate the quality and 

usefulness of IMDb data to some extent. Survey data from a smaller pilot 

study[36] analysed within the Circulation project revealed that festival runs 

recorded on IMDb are fragmented. The pilot study sample consisted of 39 

films nominated for the Berlinale Teddy Award, for which festival run data 

were collected via a survey and identified on IMDb. When comparing the 

festival screenings reported by filmmakers in the survey with those listed on 

IMDb, it was found that there was no complete festival run recorded on 

IMDb (as shown in Figure 3a). However, a more detailed comparison of the 

two datasets revealed that IMDb festival data can be used to estimate the 

festival run in months (as shown in Figure 3b). 

 

 
Fig. 3: Comparison of two distributions (IMDb versus survey data). Left: Comparison of the number of 
festivals in the festival run. Right: Comparison of the length of the festival run in months. 

 

Table 5 shows the share of films with festival data available on IMDb by each 

sample festival. Festivals that are closer to traditional industry structures are 

better represented on IMDb than the three specialised festivals. Interestingly, 

of the three industry festivals, TIFF is least represented when compared to 

Berlinale and Cannes. 

 

 
Table 5: Share of films with available festival data identified on IMDb by the sample festival. 
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Regarding the films listed on IMDb, there is an apparent under-

representation of short films (i.e. films shorter than 40 minutes), with only 

63% (n=2,495) of them being available on the platform. On the other hand, 

medium-length and long films (i.e. films longer than 40 minutes) are better 

represented, accounting for 88% (n=4,654) of the films identified on IMDb. 

 

When examining the representation of films on IMDb by genre, we found 

that animation (81%, n=434), fiction (80%, n=4,270), and animated 

documentaries (82%, n=55) are the most well-represented, followed by 

documentaries (72%, n=2,267) and experimental documentaries (66%, n=38). 

On the other hand, experimental fiction films (52%, n=86) are the least 

represented. Furthermore, films with LGBT*Q topics are less likely to be 

available on IMDb with festival data, as only 70% (n=1,110) of them are 

represented compared to 78% (n=6,040) of other films. 

Festival library  

The Release Dates section on IMDb not only lists the start dates for theatrical 

releases by territory but also includes festival premieres for films. These 

festival screening dates provided the majority of festival library data for our 

sample films. While the survey sample size with a mere 7% response rate was 

relatively small, it still contributed 700 additional festivals that were not 

covered by the data gathered from IMDb. Of these additional festivals, the 

majority (72%) were classified as specialised events in our manual coding. 

Therefore, the combination of both data source and methods of data 

collection demonstrated a clear advantage. 

 

Regarding the statistical description of the festival library, we found some 

interesting results. The foundation years of the festivals ranged from 1932 to 

2019, as shown in Figure 13. However, 27% of the festivals (1,057) had missing 

data on their foundation years. We were not able to find 153 festivals on the 

web, and for 188 festivals we could not verify sufficient data to establish their 

uniqueness. 
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Fig. 4: Distribution of foundation years of the festivals with available data, n=2,803 festivals. 

 

The most common festival months are October (n=580) and November 

(n=551), while December (n=168) and January (n=155) have the least amount 

of festivals in our sample.   

 

 
Fig. 5: Spatial distribution of the festivals from the festival library (n=3860). 

 

Based on the basic information such as festival name, location, and date for 

the festival library dataset (n=3,860), we can provide insights into the festival 

industry in terms of our sample. The festivals are located predominantly in 
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Europe (n=1,897) and North America (n=1,011), followed by Asia (n=431), Latin 

America and the Caribbean (n=284), Oceania (n=90), the MENA region 

(n=87), and sub-Saharan Africa (n=36 festivals). The most common countries 

for festival locations include the United States (n=768), France (n=315), 

Canada (n=244), Spain (n=206), Germany (n=161), the UK (n=158), Italy 

(n=154), Japan (n=119), Poland (n=78), and the Netherlands (n=76).  

 

It is important to keep in mind that these findings are limited to the festivals 

included in our library and are not necessarily representative of all festivals 

worldwide. We acknowledge limitations to the dataset, as we only traced the 

festival runs of the films in our sample and did not scrape and analyse current 

submission platforms like FilmFreeway, which could potentially yield a 

different distribution of festivals globally. 

 

As discussed above, it is important to note that festivals tend to feature films 

that are produced in the same region as the festival. This practice is logical as 

festivals aim to promote local talent, support the local industry, and consider 

cultural proximity in their programming decisions. This trend is also 

reflected in the festival runs and thus the structure of our festival library. 

However, further research is necessary to validate these findings with a 

different sampling strategy. This is why combining existing data can be 

advantageous. 

 

We manually searched, checked, and categorised each festival that we found 

as part of the festival runs. During this process, we classified festivals based 

on their position within the festival ecosystem and their program 

specialization.[37] However, we encountered a significant limitation when 

using a solely quantitative approach to categorise festivals in the large-scale, 

global dataset. We found it challenging to categorise festivals meaningfully 

from a distance. Studies of smaller datasets and locally or regionally-

grounded projects, such as investigating the festival landscapes in Chile or 

the Basque country,[38] have already shown that festival categorisation is 

difficult even on a small scale and benefits significantly from triangulation 

with qualitative and ethnographic research. Therefore, further discussions 

about a systematic categorisation scheme and corresponding semantic 

systems would promote dataset interoperability and analytical 

comparability. 
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Conclusion  

Our objective is to enhance the field of festival studies by delivering a 

thorough and refined comprehension of the festival ecosystem and its 

significance in the worldwide film industry. 

However, we acknowledge that the array of films and festivals encompassed 

in the dataset presents both advantages and challenges. We understand the 

necessity of broadening and categorising films and festivals further to 

guarantee nuanced analysis. Additionally, we are in the process of devising 

the launch of a network dataset that will facilitate further analyses. 

 

We recognise the drawbacks of the current dataset, which only encompasses 

festival seasons from 2011-2017, and its tendency to become outdated 

quickly, as is common with data projects. However, the resource-intense 

work in data collection and enhancement for data updates and further 

research necessitates further funding to continue the work. Despite this, we 

strive to expand the dataset and foster collaborations with other film festival 

scholars and researchers in the broader realm of creative industries and 

cultural analytics. This is a significant reason why we are making the dataset 

available in open access. 

 

To address regional bias, we aim to collaborate with international colleagues 

and add datasets from different regions. This will help to diversify our 

sample, which was originally based on six festivals with a Western (mainly 

European and North American) focus. We plan to collaborate with existing 

projects and datasets of festivals from Chile,[39] Central America,[40] the 

Basque country,[41] the Netherlands,[42] and beyond. 

 

To discuss programming strategies at festivals more broadly, such as 

homogeneity or uniqueness in curating, we need to employ a different data 

gathering/sampling strategy. One possible strategy is to collect full festival 

programs from a larger set of festivals and trace shared films across festival 

programs. We plan to collaborate with existing projects that specialise in 

programs, such as the ILIAS project and the trans cinema project, to achieve 

this goal. 
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