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Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]Film consumption has changed dramatically in recent decades. The rise of the multiplex has reconfigured the public experience of cinema.  At the same time, movie viewing has grown exponentially in domestic and mobile spheres, driven by increasingly flexible access to content and the diversity of screens this material can now be delivered to. While the history of movie watching in theatres has been relatively well traversed, the more recent and highly popular practice of viewing outside cinemas remains significantly under-theorized. This article takes up the issue of this critical neglect. It suggests that the practice of watching movies need to be conceptualized in more integrated manner and that theories successfully applied to understanding digital, internet and mobile media may be considered equally relevant to film.



Article

Film consumption has changed dramatically over the past thirty years. Opportunities for movie viewing outside cinemas have expanded significantly in domestic and mobile spheres spurred on by advances in digital technologies, and improvements in Internet speed and connectivity. This has made it possible for films to be watched in more places than ever before – from traditional film theatres to the temporary sites of film festivals and other pop-up cinemas, domestic spaces such as living rooms and bedrooms, in transit in planes, trains, buses and cars, and many more situations in between. Theatrical (cinema) release of films is still considered important, both in terms of the revenue it generates and as a means of establishing market awareness and credibility with consumers. However, a large proportion of a film’s revenue will now typically be earned from viewing in post-cinema windows, underscoring the significance of these non-theatrical forms of consumption (eg. Verhoeven 2014, Screen Australia 2011).

While the history of watching movies in theatres has been relatively well traversed, the more recent phenomenon of viewing outside cinemas and the social practices related to it remains significantly under-theorized. Small-scale ethnographic work by UK scholar Uma Dinsmore-Tuli (2000), and US researchers Kevin Corbett (1998-99) and Janna Jones (2011, 2013) provide glimpses into the meaning of non-theatrical viewing for audiences. However, Barbara Klinger’s ground-breaking Beyond the Multiplex (2006), still stands out as one of the few large-scale studies on this topic. Indicative of the rapid pace of technological change, it is notable that this work was conducted at a time when films were still projected in cinemas on celluloid, the Internet was connected to computers and not routinely to televisions, and prior to the launch of the first generation iPhone. Klinger’s analysis focused on the home as the primary ‘other site’ of film consumption. Research undertaken today must of course consider the new spaces for film opened up by the proliferation of portable media devices and their online capacities.  Such developments also demand a refinement of Klinger’s terminology. She distinguishes between public cinemas (in movie theatres) and private cinemas (at home). However, media mobility has now complicated these demarcations with private media interaction now possible in public spaces and vice versa. 

Despite the popularity of watching films in non-theatrical settings, this media practice continues to receive very little critical attention. While this may be attributed to numerous possible factors, I argue that two are particularly important. First is the continued reluctance to accept the cultural authenticity of the non-theatrical experience. Second is the challenge of conceptually framing what has now become a vast and diverse area of media activity, but was once relatively neatly defined (and contained) by the physical space of the cinema. Exploration of these two issues forms the focus of this article. However, before turning to these issues, it is appropriate to consider the ongoing value and meaningfulness of examining the consumption of films, particularly in the context of the modern multi-platform and multi-device media environment.

Why focus on feature film?  

Feature films have been produced and sold as a distinctive audiovisual format for over a hundred years. They are generally distinguished from other types of content based on their running time (longer than an episode of a typical television show), and their intended purpose as a stand-alone or ‘single event’ performance (Ellis 1992:24). Historically, the screening of feature films has had a close association with cinema theatres. The national film agency in Australia continues to define a feature as a ‘film made for cinema release which is 60 minutes for longer’ (Screen Australia 2015). While the connection with public exhibition remains important, it is also the case that many films never reach a cinema and a great many more are watched outside it. Yet, even in these non-theatrical contexts, distributors and other content providers are careful to ensure films are marked out as different amongst the array of audiovisual products presented to audiences. This is evident, for example, in the separate organization of films and television shows the DVD/Blu-ray shelves of department stores and search categories of online content providers such as Netflix, iTunes and Bigpond Movies.

Feature film is a heavily mediated type of audiovisual content, and as such tends to be attached to older models of creation, distribution and consumption. As Adrian Ivakhiv observes films rely ‘on a complex and integrated array of producers, artists, agents, actors, and marketers, on immense and sophisticated technological apparatus, on colossal sums of money and capital, and on the consumption of tremendous material resources’ (2013: x). In contrast, many newer media forms (such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube) have fewer intermediaries and much lower barriers to content-making and participation. These more recent platforms tend to be characterized by a relatively unfettered flow of very large volumes of information and a continual refreshing of content. The frequency of user and participant interaction is often correspondingly high. Film, on the other hand, is a more centrally produced and distributed medium that is characterized by relative market scarcity (Couldry 2012: 45, 50). This in turn encourages patterns of audience engagement that may be more selective and deliberate. Making a commitment to watch a two-hour movie is quite a different proposition to taking five minutes to check-in on Facebook, which might easily be done at home, work or even at the cinema. These differences signal a more measured pace of consumption for feature film and suggests movies require particular consideration among the array of media activities contemporary audiences routinely engage with. 

A similar type of deliberate or thoughtful consumption might also be associated with the increasingly popular practice of watching multiple episodes of television drama series in succession (referred to as ‘binge viewing’). Often these TV series have relatively high budgets and production values. Like films, these ‘quality’ television programs are characterized by their restricted supply (limited by financing models and material resources). They are also regularly claimed to be aesthetically superior to more everyday television fare - possessing sophisticated creative and storytelling elements deemed to be more akin to the techniques used to make movies than serials and soaps (McCabe and Akass 2007). While some of the basis for these claims of quality may be questionable, audience perception of quality is closely connected with the social acceptability and desirability of the practice of binge viewing. This type of viewing was once more commonly associated with loner or geek personalities and something a person might hide or downplay for fear of being seen as a social oddity. However, it has now become highly fashionable to spend entire weekends devoted to the box set, although this is generally associated specifically with ‘quality television’ (eg. Miller 2013). This suggests that form (or at least how that form is popularly conceived) can play a major role in shaping consumption.  

While the aesthetic demarcations between film and television drama may be increasingly blurred, significant differences in the basic forms of these two audiovisual products remain. A film offers audiences two hours or so of entertainment that is easily consumable within a single evening. A box set, on the other hand, may be upwards of 13 hours in running time and constitutes are far more demanding proposition if the show is to be watched in its entirety within a few days. Precisely what impact these differences might have (if any) on consumption is currently unclear and requires investigation. There may well be significant similarities but this must be borne out by research. These categories should not necessarily be collapsed because upon cursory inspection they appear to be much the same. 

While popular discourses may tend to conflate film and television, academic studies have had a long history of marking out and maintaining distinctions between these two mediums. While these have been often based around subjective assessments of high-low culture, the fact remains this separation has had a profound influence on how scholars approach the increasingly expanded practice of film consumption, as the next section examines. 

Authenticity of non-theatrical film viewing

The practice of watching films outside cinemas was given a major boost in the early 1980s following the commercialisation of the VCR (Screen Australia 2004).  Home theatre systems had existed before this period, but the technology tended to be bulkier and expensive and was therefore not acquired in large numbers (Wasson 2007). Movies had also entered the home several decades prior to the 1980s via television broadcast.  However, it was the advent of VCR that really embedded home viewing as a widespread practice. The VCR was affordable and had the added convenience of being able to connect with existing household technology (television screens). VCR provided audiences with opportunities to watch a far greater variety of content and liberated them from the restrictions of cinema schedules and the timing of television broadcasts. While many consumers embraced home video, its proliferation troubled many academics, filmmakers and critics who were concerned about the increasing overlap between the once separate domains of film and television. 

Historically film had been encountered mostly in the purpose-built space of the cinema theatre while television programs were watched on a device anchored in the allegedly more distracted domestic space of the home. These locations of consumption were closely tied to claims about the distinctive production styles and aesthetics of films and television programs, as John Ellis argued in the early 1990s:

Cinema offers large scale, highly detailed and photographic image to a spectator who is engaged in an activity of intense and relatively sustained attention to it. Broadcast TV offers a small image of low definition, to which sound is crucial in holding the spectator’s attention. The spectator glances rather than gazes at the screen; attention is sporadic rather than sustained.’ (1992: 24)

Rather than conceive of the home as a potentially expanded form of cinema, scholars of the time, such as Ellis (above) and Docherty et.al. (1987: 69-71), tended to assert that the distracted nature of the domestic sphere precluded it from being a setting in which a film could be properly received and appreciated. The desirability of the film theatre continues to be regularly asserted within this same broad rationale, as a recent article by US industry commentator Susan Moran illustrates: 

[M]ovies are meant to be communal. Without sounding too sentimental, a film is an experience to be shared among total strangers, in a dark room lit only by the screen, where every thrill and emotional beat is felt by an audience linked by proximity. Watching a movie at home by yourself, or even with a few like-minded friends, will never compare to that.’ (2014)

These notions of the viewing encounter are of course highly idealised. Studies of film-going habits highlight regular instances of audience interaction (shouting, talking and so on) and of disturbances created by people entering and leaving auditoriums. Building on such research Klinger explicitly rejected the notion of the singular or optimum cinema experience imagined by Ellis and Docherty et.al. She argued that such delineations are not only culturally value-laden but ignored the enormous historical variability of film theatres in their audiences (2006: 3). Dinsmore-Tuli’s ethnographic study of a small group of UK cinephile video users also disrupts assertions about the perceived inferiority of the home as a film venue. She noted how ‘keenly’ her research participants distinguished between how they watched television and how they watched movies’, concluding they experienced home video more as a ‘son of cinema’ than as a different form of television (2000: 325). 

The continued privileging of the film theatre experience over other forms of cinema has played a role in constraining investigation and conceptualization of the practices of non-theatrical film consumption. As Klinger lamented in 2006: 

[t]he big-screen performance is marked as authentic, as representing bona-fide cinema. By contrast, video is characterized as inauthentic and ersatz but also as a regrettable triumph of convenience over art that disturbs the communion between viewer and film’ (2006: 2). 

These delineations are no longer sustainable.  The continued expansion of non-theatrical viewing as a socio-cultural practice and its immense economic significance demands a critical reappraisal of these supposed distinctions. This needs to travel from the bottom up rather than top down. Studying audiences actually engaged in these practices offers a way to begin to transcend these entrenched high-low cultural positions. Klinger asserts that modern viewers ‘observe and fully anticipate a continuum between public and private cinemas’ (2006: 3). It is crucial that research begins to be approached in the same way. The next section of this article expands on this point. 

Approaching contemporary film viewing – problems of scale and scope

Understanding the viewing experiences of real people has been a prominent concern in cinema scholarship for a number of decades. Such research has helped moved critical thought beyond the limited concept of the ‘mass’ audience and its associated assumptions about the homogeneity of viewer usage and responses to media content and technology. Rather it has theorized film and other media interaction as firmly enmeshed in the wider structures and patterns of everyday life and highlighted just how varied the practice and experience of consumption can be. Arguments asserting the superiority of the cinema over the home, such as those surveyed above, remain closely aligned with the largely discredited mass audience model and its assumptions about the uniformity of the theatrical experience and viewer reactions to it. 

The turn towards socially-situating film audiences has tended to be delineated along two key strands of inquiry – research centred on the relationships between viewers and texts, and studies focused on the socio-cultural and industrial (and non-textual) conditions of viewing. 

Rejecting the traditional notion that meaning resides within the text (and dictating therefore that the text should be the primary object of study), the field of Reception Studies was one of the first to emphasize the importance of examining the real-world contexts of viewing. Reception scholars contend that meaning is created when texts are inserted into particular socio-cultural situations, and researchers need to seek to understand these situations in order to properly comprehend the meaning of the film/s in question (eg. Staiger 1992, 2005, Fitzgerald and Williams 2013). While this can produce a rich accounts of the different environments in which a film was received, it can also suggest there is only one way for audience responses to be understood within a particular set of circumstances (Jancovich et.al. 2003: 7). 

Taking a slightly different approach, the field of Film Audience Studies has sought to expand the understanding of texts by engaging more directly with audiences through ethnographic and anthropological methodologies. By focusing on the personal situations of viewers and their individual backgrounds (factors including age, place of residence, education, taste preferences and so on), this work reveals the complexity and variability of the film viewing encounter (eg. Barker and Mathijs 2008). Both Film Audience and Reception Studies illustrate the importance of considering textual and non-textual factors in analysis. However, their emphasis on the centrality of the film text limits the capacity of these approaches to illuminate what else the viewing encounter might be about. 

The field of New Cinema History, on the other hand, has engaged precisely with this question. It emerged as a response to the perceived shortcomings of Film History and its tendency to focus exclusively on film aesthetics, authorship and the conditions of textual production. Rather, New Cinema History scholars assert that the commercial institutions that provide opportunities (or not) for people to see films and the wider socio-cultural conditions that shape how, when and where they choose to watch them, are equally significant considerations. As Richard Maltby explains: ‘new cinema history offers a counter-proposition to the assumption that what matters in the study of the audience experience should be restricted to ‘reception’ – that is, to what happens in the moments in which audiences are primarily focused on the screen, or are thinking afterwards about the film and its possible meanings.’ (2011: 9) Eschewing texts, scholars tend to focus instead on elements such as the workings of exhibition and distribution companies (eg. Jancovich et.al. 2003, Lotze and Meers 2013) and the social factors that support and encourage cinema attendance (eg. Aveyard 2011, Corbett 2008). By anchoring itself in institutions (in a broad sense) and in physical spaces and then thinking about how people move through and around them, this research has significantly expanded the ways in which it is possible to think about the habits and practices of film audiences. 

Collectively these fields of scholarship establish a solid foundation for expanding work on the practices of film viewing in 21st century. However, as currently conceptualized, they struggle to provide a framework that can contain or encompass the dispersed and diverse nature of modern film consumption. Finding the appropriate balance between emphasis on textual and non-textual elements is one challenge. The tendency for academic research to be fixed with geographical and chronological frameworks is another - particularly when industry data suggests that audiences are accessing and watching films in a wide variety of ways and that the process of switching between these modes is flexible and non-linear. As a result contemporary viewing is increasingly difficult to contain within the structures of place and space. Being a keen cinema-goer does not preclude one from also frequently watching DVDs at home or streaming a pirated film on a laptop. A person may move frequently and fluidly between these (and a range of other options) making the task of ‘situating’ film viewing more complex. This is not to suggest that place and space are no longer important, but simply that these concepts may not provide the most effective means of organising research so far as contemporary film consumption is concerned.

Reconfiguring research more directly around the activity of watching films, and in particular the viewer who is central to this event, offers a pathway to progress beyond the inherent constraints of current approaches. Rather than asking how audiences behave in specific places or how they have understood a particular movie, Nick Couldry suggests it may be more productive to focus on what people are doing more broadly in relation to media (in this case films) across a range of situations and contexts (2012: 100-101). Couldry argues that stepping back to focus on the broader social practices that encourage and support media use can enable investigations to ‘follow practices that are related to media, but not related to any specific set of texts’ (2012: 112). To which I would add also not necessarily bound to any specific mode of viewing. For the purpose of studying contemporary film consumption in all its variations, the approach advocated by Couldry creates scope for research to focus on social actions as central thematic concerns. Shifts in where a film is watched, what device is used and the method by which the content is delivered are rendered less structurally complex because the social practices that extend across these varied situations provide the primary focus for investigation. 

To date the opportunities opened up by ‘socially orientated media theory’ (Couldry 2012: 35) have largely been illustrated outside film audience studies. For example, Couldry’s analysis of the practice of ‘presencing’ provides a strong focal point for understanding the many different ways in which social media is used by individuals and groups to represent themselves and circulate information (2012: 121-124). In this instance, Couldry distinguished between asking simply ‘what are people using Facebook for?’ and posing the more ambitious question ‘what is the larger family of practices of which ‘going on Facebook’ … might be a part?’ (2012: 122). Similarly Pink and Leder Mackley’s (2013) research on domestic media use in the UK examined not just at what people were doing with their devices, but emphasized how these activities helped people create the conditions and feeling of home (2013: 678). While the goal of Pink and Leder Mackley’s study was to shed light on ways of reducing household energy consumption, their approach is nevertheless useful to consider here because of the way it highlights the importance of social habits and practices. Rather than focusing on potential intervention at the point of media use, these scholars asserted the importance of household routines and the place of media in them (2013: 689).  The argument that followed from this asserted that addressing issues of media use firstly requires change in social practices, not the other way around.

Social practice theory is yet to be specifically applied to studies of modern film consumption. However, its relevance is clearly illustrated in the film audience ethnographies conducted by Corbett (1998-99) and Jones (2011, 2013). These studies are notable as some of the few that have attempted to collect perspectives on watching movies in cinemas and at home. Corbett and Jones both present evidence that questions the presumed distracted nature of the domestic viewer, highlighting instead the importance for couples (Corbett) and families (Jones) of physically sitting together in their living rooms for the duration of a film. Jones’ study of American university students and their childhood memories of watching films found the practice of watching together gave some students a sense of ‘satisfaction and comfort’, for others it was remembered for the ‘relief they experienced when underlying tensions and arguments temporarily ceased while the movie was playing’ (2013: 393). Corbett’s work on the movie watching habit of couples similarly draws attention to the significance of concentrating on the film and remaining within the physical space it was being screened. Like Jones, Corbett concluded this practice was crucial to the couples’ perception of making time for each other (1998/99: 41-43).

Within this brief example some identifiable social practices and imperatives are indicated. In particular, the ways in which film is used by some audiences to help maintain and improve close relationships, and the need most of us have to devote time to partners or families in order to maintain harmony or what Jones terms ‘amicable dynamics’ (2013: 393). Watching films is of course not the only way in which the practice of ‘making time’ for significant others can be facilitated, but it is certainly suggestive of a type of wider social practice that film watching may be a part of (Couldry 2012: 122). 

Conclusion

There is a pressing need to address the critical neglect of non-theatrical cinema and its audiences. Current scholarship is able to offer few insights into the situations in which the majority of consumption now takes place.  This has serious implications for the credibility of the discipline, which risks appearing out of touch with one of the most widely experienced modes of viewing. The limited theorization of non-cinema audiences also constrains understanding and articulation of the continuing relevance of movies within the context of the wider developments in contemporary media. In scholarly terms, the danger is that the practice of watching films will be left behind - consigned to legacy or old media status - when it is clearly remains dynamic and expanding, hugely culturally popular, and economically relevant. 

This article argues that in order to engage with a broader spectrum of film consumption practices, research could benefit greatly from drawing on theoretical approaches from other disciplines. The specific focus here was on social practice theory – an approach that emerges from sociology and new media rather than traditional film audience studies. While this particular theory of sociality may be new to cinema research, interest in the social aspects of consumption are not. Researchers including Allen (2006), Corbett (2008), Kuhn (2002) and my own work on rural cinemas (2011, 2015) have demonstrated that maintaining relationships, creating a sense of social belonging, and enacting and affirming local identity are often very important elements of public cinema-going. This work has made clear that going to the movies can often be about much more than just seeing a film, and provides some useful cues for thinking about film viewing taking place elsewhere. However, it would be deterministic to simply overlay this established understanding of cinema audiences to those located elsewhere. 

Most existing research on film audiences has examined the question of social purpose within the relatively narrow context of the film theatre. Modern cinemas function almost solely for the purpose of watching and marketing movies. While other activities occur within these spaces (eating, drinking, playing video games and so on), these are ancillary to the primary focus of consuming films. In contrast, watching movies in non-theatrical spaces is embedded in a very different set of spaces and dynamics. Movies are typically viewed on devices (such as internet-enabled televisions, tablets, phones) that are used for a wide range of consumption and communication functions. The locations of viewing are multi-purpose rather than specialist spaces for film, and intersect with the complex conventions and politics of domestic locations and less prescribed public areas (eg. in malls or parks, on public transport). Accessing films is also increasingly bound up in the pressures of managing household Internet connections and data limits, which in turn regulate the availability of a vast array of media content. 

Contemporary film consumption is deeply interconnected with the wider environment of media use and participation. It is therefore highly appropriate to mobilize both approaches from cinema studies and media studies as a means of understanding it. In this article I have focused on the possibilities that emerge from the application of social practice theory, although there is likely to be numerous other approaches more commonly associated with media research that could be similarly useful. These might include (but certainly not be limited to) Charles Taylor’s concept of the ‘social imaginary’ (2004) as a means of exploring the disconnect between how film is conceptualized and how it is actually used; Shaun Moores’ ideas about the ‘doubling of [media] space’ (2004) to understand how different media content is consumed within the home; and the phenomenological dimension of screens and how these shape audience experiences (eg. Richardson 2010).  Such frameworks open new ways not just for greater understanding the socio-cultural factors than underpin viewing, but also for understanding where and how film sits within the broader consumption of media. 
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