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In this report we have analysed the Scandinavian film and television culture focusing on films released 
between 2002-2006, using data drawn from both cinemas in Scandinavia and in the rest of Europe, 
as well as films shown on television in Denmark, Norway and Sweden. The study involves a compara-
tive look at the support mechanisms and the production sector as well as the distribution sector, 
especially co-productions, but the main focus is on film genres and TV drama, audiences and the 
Scandinavian and European distribution of films.	
	
One of the main conclusions of the report is that whereas there continues to exist a successful Scan-
dinavian tradition of co-production and co-distribution between the Nordic public service TV stations, 
with loyal audiences watching TV dramas from their neighbouring Scandinavian countries, this is not 
the case when it comes to film. Even though a Scandinavian film culture does exist and consists of a 
rather unique transnational framework for cooperation – at least seen from a European perspective, 
where no such regional cooperation exists – the result with regards to the exchange of films and film 
audiences is disappointing. The report shows that if one adds the total cinema admissions for films 
from Denmark, Norway and Sweden between 2002-2006 and divide them into the three categories 
National (Danish, Norwegian and Swedish films on their own national market), Scandinavian (Dan-
ish, Norwegian and Swedish films on the other Scandinavian markets) and EU (the three countries’ 
admissions in the rest of EU36) the figures are as follows: 71%, 5% and 24% (fig. 22). The conclusion 
is thus that on average the non-national Scandinavian market is of least importance, the EU market is 
almost five times bigger, whereas the national market is the most important.	

Films in a New Context:  
Summary and Main Conclusions 

Figure 22	 Regional shares for Scandinavian films 2002-2006 based on TV figures for Norway, 
	 Denmark and Sweden.2008). 
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We cannot conclude from these data that Scandinavians do not want to watch films from neighbour-
ing countries. Examples of Scandinavian films that successfully break borders do exist, one example 
being the Millenium trilogy. Moreover, the figures for Scandinavian TV drama are much more impres-
sive when it comes to the non-national, Scandinavian shares (see fig. 45). However, the numbers 
suggest that there is no natural cultural Scandinavian feeling of togetherness, which might automati-
cally make us want to watch a film or a TV drama just because it is Scandinavian. Instead, we primarily 
watch films and TV drama because of their genre, quality and content, and as the numbers show it is 
the crime and drama genres that travel best. 	

Figure 45	 Indexed share of audience for main drama genres, foreign series. Source: Nordic Television 
	 Audience Measurement/Nordic Public Service Broadcaster Research Departments 
	 (Marslev 2010: 30).
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The question, of course, is why do the co-productions in TV drama function so well and what is 
missing in the film culture to improve the Scandinavian co-production and co-distribution? First of 
all one could point to the fact that the Nordvision cooperation dates more than fifty years back and 
the network between people from the Nordic public service stations seems much more firmly es-
tablished than the co-production structures in the film culture – despite the important role of Nordic 
Film and TV Fund. The public service stations seem to have established not just a close collaborative 
network, but also a set of creative formulas that combine international and national genre concepts. 
The international and national success underlines this, but it seems that the Scandinavian TV stations 
have also worked intensely with the relationship between narrative, genre and audience knowledge. 
However, it must be noted that even within a Scandinavian TV drama collaboration context it is mostly 
crime and drama series that travel, not experimental dramatic productions.	
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The cooperation in the Scandinavian film culture seems much less developed and lacking the same 
kind of collective directions and goals, again despite the role of NFTVF. The number of co-produc-
tions inside Scandinavia is moderately impressive, with a total of 124 films between 2002-2006 with 
some Scandinavian co-productions (see fig. 18). Nevertheless, the number of co-produced films 
achieving a significant audience on the non-national Scandinavian market is negligible. There is fur-
thermore absolutely no empirically statistically significant correlation between co-production and 
co-distribution in co-production partner-countries. Many co-produced films reach a much smaller 
cinema audience than Scandinavian films that are not co-produced, and many of the Scandinavian 
co-productions do much better in non-co-producing countries. Co-production is no doubt important 
for the creation of creative, transnational networks, but it is clearly not a decisive factor for a film’s suc-
cess in the rest of Scandinavia.	

Figure 18	 Co-productions in Scandinavia 2002-2006, by country/region

Note: Figures reflect the number of times a country is involved in a given co-production, the actual number of 	
co-productions in Scandinavia is lower than 193. If a film has more than one co-production country, each country 	
is calculated.

Country	 DK	 NO	 SE	 Rest-Scan	 EU	 US/CA	 Other	 Total
DK-films	 -	 11	 21	 4	 36	 4	 1	 77
NO-Films	 6	 -	 12	 1	 4	 2	 0	 25
SE-films	 34	 15	 -	 20	 20	 1	 1	 91
Total	 40	 26	 33	 25	 60	 7	 2	 193

	
The data we present clearly indicates a Scandinavian film culture that remains too focused on produc-
tion, on getting the films funded and into production, but with not enough focus on reaching a trans-
national audience outside the national territory.	
	
Data released by the Nordic Council, following a recent survey, revealed that around 60% of the Nor-
dic citizens feel a special connection to the Nordic region and even supported a federal Nordic union. 
This fact cannot be seen in patterns of film consumption in Scandinavia. Scandinavia doesn’t appear 
to be a culturally homogenised region where people watch Scandinavian films because they are 
Scandinavian: most of the films that achieve (even moderate) success in another Scandinavian coun-
try must attribute this to the director, the cast or the genre and story.	
	
As already indicated the data on film consumption clearly shows that the national market is still the 
most important and that for many films the European market plays a much bigger role than the rest of 
Scandinavia. However, there is no reason to believe a stronger inter-Scandinavian exchange could not 
succeed provided appropriate strategies were developed as shown by the example of Scandinavian 
television drama. Joint initiatives like the ‘Toronto High Five’ in 2009 and 2010 could further this, but in 
general it is difficult to find explicit Scandinavian strategies that combine national, regional and inter-
national elements outside of the Nordic Film & TV Fund. The Nordic Film Institutes and the Scandina-
vian distributors do not seem to have developed any efficient coordinated strategies.	
	
One difference between the film and TV industry in Scandinavia is that the film sector appears to be 
much more fragmented. The Scandinavian production sector is weak and fragmented and on the 
whole very national and inward looking. In Norway, Sweden and Denmark large and robust companies 
are rare, and transnational developments of national companies like Zentropa in Denmark are hard to 
find. Co-production therefore happens between small or very small companies, and as the data from 
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Denmark, Norway and Sweden shows, many companies in Scandinavia on average make less than 
one film a year. In Denmark only five companies have made more than ten films between 2000-2010 
and only five companies between 4-8 films (see fig. 13). A similar weak and fragmented structure with 
variations can be found in Norway and Sweden. Diversity is a good thing, but a diversity of this kind 
challenges the emergence of strong creative clusters with the strength and continuity of productions 
to succeed transnationally. 	
	

Figure 13	 Number of production companies in Denmark 2002-2010 and number of films produced. 
	 52 companies have produced 214 films.

The distribution sector in Scandinavia is much more centralised, but here the problem might be that 
there is no common Scandinavian strategy and that more diversity needs to be supported, allowing for 
more independents distributors. We have not done any in depth study of the Scandinavian distribution 
sector, but it seems highly relevant to discuss this dimension further, while taking into account the 
new digital forms of distribution now moving to the centre of the modern film culture	
	
Another factor of significant importance to Scandinavian film and one that deserves closer analysis is 
the film festivals. As indicated in this report the festival system has grown in importance in all three 
Scandinavian countries, and it now has a stronger international profile and a clearly more diverse 
genre profile. Studies of the role of festivals for the international exchange and sale of films based on 
festival participation and performance clearly shows an effect.	
	
In this report we have analysed the main genres in Scandinavian cinema: drama, comedies, films for 
young and children (CY-film, including animation) and other genres like crime, thriller, horror, action 
and adventure. We have furthermore analysed the audience profile of these genres, especially in 
relation to age and life style segments, based on TV data of Scandinavian films seen in Denmark. The 
films that manage the transition from the national market to a broader Scandinavian market are almost 
all dramas, with the occasional comedy exception. Animation films in some cases have achieved huge 
success in Scandinavia and Europe, whereas films for children and young people do not enjoy nearly 
the same kind of success outside there own national market. It is in fact possible to illustrate that if we 
compare the success of drama on its national market, the success on the Scandinavian market is 
much stronger and drama can thus be said to fare better on the non-national Scandinavian market 
than the national. This means that other types of films are not exported and do not achieve nearly the 
same kind of success.	
	
The data highlights how some of the family comedies that are often extremely popular nationally are 
not travelling to the rest of Scandinavia to any significant degree. They are home made products for a 
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traditional, national audience, and if they travel, it is as remakes, one example being the series of Dan-
ish Olsen Banden films. A closer look at the kind of films that do achieve a wide circulation, not just in 
Scandinavia, but also in Europe (even though they do not always have a strong quantitative presence) 
points towards the more art cinema oriented dramas. In generic terms the films by e.g. Lars von Trier 
and Bent Hamer are part of the drama category, but they belong to the experimental art cinema tradi-
tion, and in fact have an international profile and status that must be seen as a vital part of the cultural 
and aesthetic diversity of Scandinavian cinema.	
	
An important conclusion to draw when studying the state of the Scandinavian film culture today is that 
there is a serious problem with attracting the young generation and the modern life style segments, 
especially the modern individual life style segment. A young person belonging to the modern, individual 
life style segment typically prefers American genre films, films that our analysis shows are not strongly 
represented within Scandinavian film culture. We do not produce many films that can compete with 
the American genre films, even though the generation of directors after 1995 have moved in that direction, 
and despite the Swedish film culture faring better in this regard than Denmark and Norway. TV drama 
has also contributed to a renewal in terms of the genre, with a number of drama series based on crime-
thriller formats and drawing on storytelling strategies often linked with the American cinema. However, 
Scandinavia seems to be currently losing the fight for the young cinema audience and in the new digital 
media culture. The genre profile for the typical film user and the audience attributed to the average 
Scandinavian film success thus consist of the slightly older and more traditional segments, rather than 
the young, modern segments.	
	
The report points to the fact that Scandinavian film culture, like the film culture in a large part of the 
Western world, is no longer merely based on the cinema experience. The cinema plays an important 
role in a film’s life, but the audience for films are now also to be found on many other platforms: televi-
sion, VOD, DVD on TV and computer, downloads, mobile media etc. The Scandinavian film culture 
needs to adapt to this and develop active strategies instead of traditional defensive strategies. The 
hold back periods for films must be reduced and made flexible: some films could premiere on several 
platforms at once: cinema, VOD or DVD, others might enjoy an extended cinema release, before 
reaching other platforms. In this respect, targeting young audiences will be crucial, because younger 
audiences will be the first to develop new habits and take up new technologies.	
	
Television, both digital cable and web-based TV, will remain an important part of the new film culture 
already in place: the figures reported here show that between 2002-2006 in Denmark alone, the total 
figures for cinema admissions were only 16 million whereas television represented 39.9 million. In fact, 
while the total admissions for Scandinavian cinema films in all three countries in this period were 43.8 
million, the number of viewers for all films on Scandinavian television was 125 million (se fig. 19). 

Figure 19	 Total admissions for Scandinavian films 2002-2006, cinema and television data, films on
	 own market and on the other three markets and EU36. 

The Number of films included in the SVT, NFI and DFI data on films 2002-2006 (SE the total number of cinema admis-
sions for all Scandinavian films in this period is 16.9 milllion, but on Danish television almost 40 million viewers found 
their way to a Danish film, and in Sweden the ratio between cinema and television was even stronger in favour of televi-
sion. This underlines the fact that we already live in a new film culture, where other platforms than cinema are extremely 
important. The problem of course is, that economically the enormous film viewing is not really reflected in the economy: 
it is not that easy to determine how films on television contribute to the total film economy.

 	 SE-CIN	 SE-TV	 DK-CIN	 DK-TV	 NO-CIN	 NO-TV	 EU 36 -CIN	 Total	 	 	
DK-films	 680.982	 4.815.000	 16.029.534	 39.869.000	 470.750	 4.904.000	 7.058.067	 73.827.333
SE-Films	 16.741.043	 45.190.000	 449.190	 2.598.000	 1.027.570	 7.759.000	 4.349.805	 78.114.608
NO-films	 67.843	 1.450.000	 369.046	 1.022.000	 7.979.093	 17.346.000	 2.185.264	 30.419.246
Total	 17.489.868	 51.455.000	 16.847.770	 43.489.000	 9.477.413	 30.009.000	 13.593.136	 182.361.187
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In economic terms the picture is in reality much more blurred, because the role of cinema in a film’s 
economy is rather different from the economy of television. However, the report indicates that based on 
audience figures television is by far the largest window for Scandinavian films. This fact is clearly not 
visible in the way data on a film’s performance is reported in the statistics of the national film institutes, 
but it should be taken into account when the cultural and economic impact of film production is mea-
sured and discussed.	
	
One of the main conclusions of the report, especially brought forth in the last chapter, is the fact that 
we need to develop a much broader understanding of what Scandinavian film culture is and of the 
role of this cinema in a global context and in relation to the new digital film and media culture already 
present and very much alive. The Cinema is no longer the key element in a film’s life. This sends a 
message to those making and distributing the films, to the national film institutes and to the cultural 
politicians in Scandinavia: when documenting a film’s life in the future neither cinema data nor national 
data will do. We need systematic documentation of films in national cinemas and in European cin-
emas, we need systematic documentation of films on national and European television and we need 
systematic data on the individual films’ digital life (DVD, blu-ray, sale, rental, VOD etc.). If we want to 
focus especially on the Scandinavian dimension, the data must be specified to this region. If we want 
to make policy decisions and encourage international and Scandinavian cooperation we cannot pre-
sume to do so based on data and concepts very much derived from knowledge of national film culture 
and cinema data. 	
	
The data collected in this report clearly shows that the profile of Scandinavian cinema is dramatically 
different if we include the television data, and had it been possible to include systematic data on the 
digital dimension an even more radical picture would have emerged than the usual one focusing pri-
marily on cinema. 	
	
We can no longer lock ourselves in the national cinema box. A global, digital revolution has already 
taken place. The audience knows it and acts accordingly. The national film cultures need to get mov-
ing and to find new ways of taking both traditional and new platforms into consideration in a national, 
regional and global perspective – the future is already here.
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Introduction: Scandinavian Film Culture,  
Globalisation and the Digital Challenge

Figure 1	 Regional shares of total European cinema market (Lumiere data 2008). 

USA 63,9%

DE 3,5%

FR 11,9%

GB 2,3%

IT 3,6%

ES 1,6%

Øvrige EU27 4,9%

EU/US 6,5%

Øvrige verden 1,9%

Cinema has always been both a very national and a very global form of culture. Images often travel 
more easily and faster across borders than literature and other cultural forms. But since 1945 the 
global trends in cinema have been remarkably stable in the sense that the consumption of films has 
been dominated by American films and by national films in most European countries, whereas the dis-
tribution and consumption of films from other European countries has been rather limited. The figures 
vary from country to country, but the general structural pattern is very clear. In 2008 for instance (see 
fig. 1), the average percentage of films in EU27 shows an American share of sold tickets of 63.9% 
and a total European share (both on the domestic market and in other European countries) of 27.8%.

The total cinema admissions this year were 925 million tickets, out of which the US took 591 million. 
In addition to the dominance by American films, 6,5% of the European films are in fact EU/American 
co-productions, which means that the US is involved in a further 6o million admissions. The remain-
ing world cinema is almost invisible, accounting for less than 2% in Europe. The actual EU share of 
total cinema admissions this year was thus only 27.7% or a mere 256 million tickets. The EU is an 
insignificant player in this context and, furthermore, most of the 27.7% can be broken down to figures 
showing that the figure for non-national European films is down to 6-8%. The exchange of films be-
tween the European markets is not impressive, despite years of co-production and EU support for 
films. When we thus examine markets and audience figures it becomes clear there is no European film 
culture. What we have is a family of film cultures with some regional and bilateral cooperation 
and interaction.	
	
Into this generally gloomy picture of a weak European film culture comes the Scandinavian film cul-
ture, perhaps dominated by a ‘myth’ of being a film and television culture with a strong affinity between 
the three countries and a tradition of collaboration. It is a ‘myth’ supported by the fact that we seem 
to have a common film policy, a common strong public service television, and an institutionalised 
structural tradition of collaboration through for instance the Nordic Film & TV Fund. Maybe the feeling 
of belonging to a Scandinavian culture can also be found in a cultural, historical and social alikeness 
identified as the Scandinavian welfare state. We have to ask ourselves, however, if this is a myth or a 
reality, and whether or not it is reflected in the way we produce film and television and the modes of 
distribution of film and television between the Scandinavian countries? 
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There is no doubt that sales to foreign markets, including the Scandinavian, European and the rest 
of the world is important for a number of films from the Scandinavian countries and that the Scandi-
navian auteur tradition – dating back to world cinema icons like Carl Th. Dreyer and Ingmar Bergman 
– has contemporary equivalents in e.g. Lars von Trier, Bent Hamer and Lukas Moodysson. A few of 
the Scandinavian auteurs do in fact have a transnational audience, but the large proportion of Scandi-
navian films is rarely able to travel, neither in Scandinavia nor in Europe as such.	
	
In a report for The Danish Film institute (DFI 2010), the Danish and Swedish share of films distributed 
in the European market is estimated to be 8% (4% per country), however, the share of ticket sales is 
only 2% (1% for each). The biggest shares go to France and the UK. If we examine how much sales 
abroad contribute to a film’s total sale, however, both Denmark and Sweden figure with quite high per-
centages: between 2003-2008, 30% of all tickets sold for Danish films and 23% of all Swedish films 
were sold abroad, both in the EU and the US. In some cases (Lars von Trier’s films are an example), 
the main sale happens abroad. Seen in a broader perspective a globalisation and Europeanisation of 
Scandinavian cinema can therefore be said to have taken place, even if the national market remains 
the dominant and most important factor for a film’s success.

If we shift our focus to cinema only, how are the general trends in the Scandinavian market? In gen-
eral terms, the Scandinavian countries are very similar to European countries when it comes to the 
division of audience shares: national films account for around 20%, American films around 65% with 
the remainder attributed to the rest of the world, with Europe accounting for around 7-8%. Another 
perspective becomes clear if we look at how the entire European cinema market is divided (se fig. 1). 
The big five (France, Germany, Italy, UK and Spain) dominate what remains of the market after the 
Americans share. Furthermore, most of the actual share of the European countries is not taken on the 
European market as such, but on the national markets.

The Scandinavian patterns are just as clear: Denmark and Sweden dominate, both in terms of the 
number of films produced, the average audience per film and the average share of the Scandinavian 
market. The Scandinavian market is, however, much smaller than the national market and the Euro-
pean market, and all in all only 30% of Scandinavian films are distributed to the other Scandinavian 
countries, a figure only slightly higher than the figure for European distribution. As it is clear in fig. 2 
the national, Scandinavian films are almost invisible outside of their national borders, only Swedish 
films in Norway (SE-CIN-NO) passes the 1 million threshold, and – as described later – only the fact 
that films from these countries fare much better on both national television and the television channels 
in other European countries creates a Scandinavian film exchange of any significance.

Figure 2	 Scandinavian films in national cinema and cinemas of Norway and Sweden, 
	 total amount of sold tickets 2002-2006
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Based on empirical data, the cultural argument for Scandinavian film culture, based on deep similari-
ties between countries in the Scandinavian region, cannot be supported. At least the exchange of 
films between the Nordic countries doesn’t indicate a natural cultural connection. As fig. 1 illustrates 
the national home market and the EU market are much more important for each of the Scandinavian 
countries than the Scandinavian market. On the other hand it is unlikely that culture in itself is an argu-
ment for or against transnational exchange, since American films do so well. As we shall see from the 
following Scandinavian television culture seems to fare much better when we examine the presence 
of Scandinavian television series in other Nordic countries. A clear hypothesis therefore is that the 
reasons for a lack of a better Scandinavian exchange have to be found in factors related to areas of 
production and distribution as well as to film genres. 	
	

Figure 3	 Cinema admissions in Scandinavia, 2002-2006, percentage of national films on home  
	 market, Scandinavian market (only NO, SE and DK  and European market, EU36 figures

NO-EU 4%

NO-HOME 14%

FR 11,9%

SE-SCAN 2%
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DK-HOME 28%

NO-HOME 14%

SE-EU 8%

In this report we examine the Scandinavian film culture in a new context where films are no longer pri-
marily locked into a national space and can no longer be seen only from the perspective of the cinema 
as the only place for film consumption. In the new film culture globalisation exists on many levels, and 
films can be seen on many platforms, not least by the younger generation. In fact, it has for a long time 
been obvious that although the mantra for film lovers has always been: ‘ films must be seen in the cin-
ema’, this is now far from being the actual pattern of film consumption. Nevertheless, cinemas are still 
an important part of the new film culture and will probably remain so in the future. After all, live music 
or live theatre did not disappear when music and theatre also found new platforms and new media.

It is a fact, that many films not only have an increasing audience internationally, but also that films 
shown on television (often repeatedly and on different channels) are by far the biggest window for 
films – at least in terms of numbers of viewers. Moreover, we are entering a new digital era where 
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Video on demand (VOD) and other online formats for film viewing will be crucial for a film’s life in a 
longer time perspective. A film’s life in the cinema may be a key and crucial window for the film, but in 
the long run the film’s existence on all the other platforms will represent its actual cultural reach and 
importance. Thus, one of the main points this report wishes to highlight is that we need to readjust our 
image of the national and Scandinavian cinema to a much broader understanding of the film’s actual 
place within in society, and that we need to face the challenges and possibilities of a new film culture 
with an open mind.


