
Welcome to the 2009 UK Film Council
Statistical Yearbook. This yearbook, the
seventh we have published, is a rich source
of industry data and analysis on film in the
UK. This publication is one of the ways we
deliver on our commitment to evidence-
based film policy. We hope you enjoy this
yearbook and find it useful.
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2008 – the year in review

2008 was a fascinating year for film in the UK.
Admissions surged at the end of 2008, boosted by 
films like High School Musical 3 and Quantum of Solace
and revenues for film on DVD and television also grew,
confirming evidence from earlier recessions that film
revenues are recession-resistant. The box office 
for summer 2008 was the best since 1969, led by 
The Dark Knight, Hancock and Mamma Mia!, the
highest grossing film of all time at the UK box office.

The UK box office grew to a record £850 million. UK
films took 31% of the UK box office and internationally
UK films accounted for 15% of the global box office. 
The upward trend in the performance of UK film in the
global market was reflected in the 2007 export figures,
which saw UK film exports reaching a record £1,050
million. This figure captures the exports of production
services and income from royalties, underlining the UK’s
international competitiveness.

In the UK, the top-ranking UK/USA studio films were
Mamma Mia!, Quantum of Solace and The Dark Knight,
while the top independent UK films were The Duchess,
In Bruges and Son of Rambow. The top foreign
language films were The Orphanage (Spanish), 
Rab Ne Bana De Jodi (Hindi), Singh Is Kinng (Hindi) 
and I’ve Loved You So Long (French).

2008 was an excellent year for UK talent, with major
awards going to Daniel Day Lewis (Oscar®, Best Actor,
There Will Be Blood), Tilda Swinton (Oscar®, Best
Supporting Actress, Michael Clayton), Sally Hawkins
(Berlin, Best Actress, Happy-Go-Lucky), Steve McQueen
(awards at Cannes, Toronto and Venice for Hunger) 
and James Marsh (Sundance, two awards for Man 
on Wire). The UK took 32 major awards, 15% of the 
top awards presented in the course of the year.

Both anticipating and reflecting the strong box office
performance, the number of cinema screens in the UK
grew by 96, on top of growth in 2006 and 2007, to take
the total to 3,610 screens. Among these, 310 screens
were digital, with the UK having the highest number 
of digital screens in Europe. At the same time, there 
was massive international growth in digital screens,
particularly in North America, with the global total 
rising to 8,797 from only 848 in 2005.

2008 was the year in which 3D began to be a force in
the exhibition sector. 69 UK screens were 3D-capable
and this number is expected to rise significantly as the
number of 3D releases goes up. Cinemas are finding
they get better screen averages from 3D cinema (more
people per screen), an effect which also applies to
alternative content, such as live streaming of opera 
and popular music concerts to digital screens, which
supports a much higher ticket price.

UK Box Office

£850m

UK film’s share of 
the global box office

15%
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Despite falling prices and competition from new media,
the DVD market continued to be strong in 2008, with
DVD retail providing the single biggest slice of total 
UK film revenues (39%). Both the volume and value 
of film on DVD increased from 2006–2008, partly
compensating for the fall from 2004–2006.

The audience for film on television also increased in
2008 (by 12%) taking the total UK film on television
audience to 3.5 billion. Film on multi-channel television
showed a particular rise in popularity (+51%). 
On average each person in the UK watched 63 films 
on TV in the year.

On the other hand, whilst there was an increase in the
number of film VoD services, the estimated VoD share 
of the total film market was only 3% (including the 
long established pay-per-view services, classified as near-
Video on Demand). Although VoD has been successful
in television, with the huge audiences for TV catch-up
services, the VoD revolution for film is still in its infancy.

On the production front, 2008 saw a solid year for 
UK domestic production but a downturn in inward
investment. The latter was not unexpected as inward
investment was hit by a combination of the high value
of the pound and the effects of the actors’ and writers’
industrial disputes in the USA. However, the pound fell
dramatically in value against the dollar in late 2008 and,
although the ‘credit crunch’ has affected Hollywood film
financing, the signs are that international productions
will return to UK studios in the second half of 2009.

Co-production activity continued to fall in 2008,
reflecting the impact on co-productions of the new 
UK film tax relief, which is proportional to spend 
in the UK rather than the total budget.

On the diversity front, there were two positive indicators
in 2008. The share of female screenwriters of UK films
increased to 17% and the share of directors to 12%,
both substantially above the levels of recent years.

Regular readers of the Statistical Yearbook will notice
some additions this year:

• In Chapter 3, a table showing the inflation-adjusted
top 20 films at the UK box office since 1975. 
Recent successes such as Mamma Mia! and the 
Harry Potter films retain their high rankings, but
alongside these we see popular classics such as 
Jaws (1975) at number five, Jurassic Park (1993) 
at number seven, Star Wars (1977) at number 10 
and Grease (1978) at number 13;

• A new stand-alone chapter on specialised film
(Chapter 5) covering foreign language films,
documentaries and specialised film in general;

• Chapter 10 (Exhibition) has been expanded to include
the results of a 2008 analysis of regional ‘cinema
deprivation’ in England;

• Information on the numbers and values of officially
qualifying UK films since 1998 (Chapter 16);

• Additional time series have been added to various
chapters (for example, film audience by age (Chapter
15), the value of the pound (Chapter 17), volume,
value and unit prices of film on DVD (Chapter 11)
giving a deeper overview and a stronger indication 
of trends.

As always we welcome feedback on the Yearbook. 
All of the information is available to view online at
www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk and for the first time we 
have the tables and graphs to download.

David Steele
Head of Research and Statistics Unit

Edmond Ng
Senior Research Executive

Sean Perkins
Research Executive

2007 UK film’s export figures

£1,050m



Chapter 1:
The box office

2008 was a good year at the
UK box office with admissions
and receipts both up on last
year. For cinema goers it was
an excellent year, with a record
527 new releases to choose
from, more than one 
in five of them UK films.

Facts in focus

• UK cinema admissions reached 164 million, 
up 1% on 2007.

• Box office receipts were £850 million, 
up 3.5% on 2007.

• Summer admissions of 54 million (June – August) were
the highest since 1969.

• 527 films were released for a week or more in the UK
and Republic of Ireland, an increase of 2% on 2007 and
34% more than in 1999.

• UK films, including co-productions, accounted for 21%
of releases and 31% of the market by value, 
up 2% on last year.

• The top 100 films earned over 90% of the gross 
box office.



1.1 Admissions
The 164.2 million cinema admissions recorded for the UK
in 2008 were up 1.1% on 2007 (Figure 1.1), maintaining
the overall ’plateau’ pattern which has been apparent
since the most recent admissions peak in 2002.
Admissions in most other European territories were
largely dependent on the number of successful domestic
films in the market place – French admissions increased
by 6% (thanks to the huge success of Bienvenue chez 
les Ch’tis ) and there were also increased ticket sales in
Germany (3%) and Russia (16%). However, Spain (–8%)
and Italy (–4%) reported falling ticket sales and there was
a slight fall (–2%) in US admissions to 1.37 billion.

Total 
admissions 

Year (millions)

1999 139.1

2000 142.5

2001 155.9

2002 175.9

2003 167.3

2004 171.3

2005 164.7

2006 156.6

2007 162.4

2008 164.2

Source: CAA, Nielsen EDI.

The box office year in the UK was one of two contrasting
halves (Table 1.1). January and February admissions 
were down on 2007, but the release of The Spiderwick
Chronicles and Step Up 2 boosted admissions over 
the Easter holiday period. Super-heroes Iron Man and 
The Incredible Hulk and comedies What Happened in
Vegas and Forgetting Sarah Marshall all performed well
in May and June but overall the box office could not
match last year’s May total (when Spider-Man 3 and 
the third Pirates of the Caribbean film were released).
Two major releases at the end of May boosted the 
box office – Sex and the City and Indiana Jones and 
the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull. July’s admissions 
were almost at the same level as July 2007’s record 
total as Mamma Mia!, The Dark Knight and Hancock
attracted 21.4 million visitors to UK cinemas. This level 
of cinema-going was maintained into August with 
20.4 million tickets sold, up 15% on 2007. In fact, 
the period June-August provided the best summer
attendance figures since 1969 with almost 54 million
admissions and the hit summer films continued to
perform well into September (+11%). High School
Musical 3 helped to increase October admissions by 
7% while the release of Quantum of Solace raised
November’s admissions by 41%.

Average weekly admissions ranged from 2.3 million in
April to more than twice as many – 4.8 million – in July
(Table 1.2).

Table 1.1 Monthly UK cinema admissions, 2007–08
2007 2008 % +/– 

Month (millions) (millions) on 2007

January 14.0 13.5 –3.6

February 13.9 12.9 –7.2

March 11.2 12.2 +8.9

April 10.9 9.8 –10.2

May 15.7 12.7 –19.1

June 11.2 11.8 +5.3

July 21.8 21.4 –1.9

August 17.8 20.4 +14.9

September 9.6 10.7 +10.9

October 12.2 13.0 +7.3

November 9.6 13.5 +40.8

December 14.6 12.3 –15.5

Total 162.4 164.2

Source: CAA, Nielsen EDI.
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Figure 1.1 Annual UK admissions, 1999–2008
Millions
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Source: CAA, Nielsen EDI.

Image: The Dark Knight courtesy of Warner Brothers Pictures



Table 1.2 Average weekly admissions, 2007–08
2007 2008

weekly weekly
average average

Month (millions) (millions)

January 3.2 3.0

February 3.5 3.1

March 2.5 2.8

April 2.6 2.3

May 3.6 2.9

June 2.6 2.8

July 4.9 4.8

August 4.0 4.6

September 2.2 2.5

October 2.7 2.9

November 2.2 3.2

December 3.3 2.8

Source: CAA, Nielsen EDI.

Table 1.3 shows how the 2008 admissions break down 
by ISBA TV region, with London accounting for almost 
a quarter of UK admissions (24%).

Table 1.3 Cinema admissions by region, 2008
Admissions 

Region (million) %

London 39.8 24.2

Midlands 23.2 14.1

Lancashire 18.3 11.2

Southern 15.3 9.3

Yorkshire 13.6 8.3

Central Scotland 12.0 7.3

East of England 10.9 6.6

Wales and West 10.8 6.6

North East 6.2 3.8

Northern Ireland 5.4 3.3

South West 3.9 2.4

Northern Scotland 3.4 2.1

Border 1.3 0.8

Total 164.2 100.0

Source: CAA, Nielsen EDI.

1.2 Box office earnings
According to the CAA/Nielsen EDI, the total UK box office
for 2008 was £850 million, up 3.5% on 2007. This figure
covers all box office earnings during the calendar year
2008 for all films exhibited in the UK. The trends in box
office takings from 1999 are shown in Table 1.4 and
indicate 51% growth in the period.

Table 1.4 UK box office trends, 1999–2008
Box office gross Cumulative

Year (£ million) %+/– %

1999 563

2000 583 3.6 3.6

2001 645 10.6 14.6

2002 755 17.0 34.1

2003 742 –1.7 31.8

2004 770 3.8 36.8

2005 770 0.0 36.8

2006 762 –1.0 35.3

2007 821 7.7 45.8

2008 850 3.5 51.0

Source: CAA, Nielsen EDI.

1.3 Film releases and box office revenues
In the UK and Republic of Ireland in 2008, 527 films were
released for a week or more, an increase of 2% on 2007
and 35% on 1999. They generated £934.5 million in 
box office revenues – around the same level as 2007. 
This figure differs from the £850 million in paragraph 
1.2 because it includes revenues generated in 2009 by
films released in 2008 and covers the Republic of Ireland
as well as the UK.

As can be seen in Table 1.5, the top 100 films took 
90% of the box office (a slight fall on 2007’s figure). 
The remaining 427 films (81% of all releases) accounted
for just 10% of gross revenues.

8 – UK Film Council Statistical Yearbook 2009



Figure 1.2 demonstrates the fall in share of the top 50
films from 84% in 2001 down to 71% in 2006 before
bouncing back in 2007 due to stronger performances
from the major releases. However, the share of the top
50 films decreased again in 2008, despite four films
earning more than £40 million. This suggests a weaker
performance from the ’mid-range’ blockbusters and
better returns from some of the independent and
specialised releases.

Figure 1.3 depicts the increase in box office revenue over
the last decade by top films and other films. Note the
increase in gross box office revenue for films ranked
between 51 and 150 in the 2008 chart. This reinforces
the point made above regarding the weaker position of
the mid-range blockbusters and the contrasting break-
out success of some independent and specialised films,
such as In Bruges, The Bank Job and Son of Rambow.

The number of films released in the UK in 2008 by the
number of sites at the widest point of release is outlined
in Table 1.6. A total of 158 films were released at 100
sites or more (30%), while 207 films were released on
fewer than 10 sites (39% of all films released). Six out 
of ten films released in the UK went out on 49 prints 
or fewer.
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Table 1.5 Summary of results at the UK and Republic of Ireland box office, 2004–2008
2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Releases 451 467 505 516 527

Combined gross £ million 822.0 844.9 845.3 933.8 934.5

Top 20 films (% of box office) 49.4 54.7 48.1 51.2 49.6

Top 50 films (% of box office) 75.5 75.7 71.1 75.7 72.4

Top 100 films (% of box office) 92.6 91.5 88.6 91.0 90.3

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Note: Table 1.5 and all subsequent analysis of the theatrical market includes all titles released in 2008. The combined gross reflects the territorial gross (that is, including the
Republic of Ireland), and includes those titles released in 2008 but also making money into 2009, up to and including 22 February 2009.

Figure 1.2 Market share of top 50, top 51–150 
and rest of films, 1999–2008
%
100

80

60

40

20

99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 080

% share
of rest

% share of
top 51–150

% share of
top 50

2 3 1 2 2 3 3 5 4 4

16 17 14 16 20 22 21 24 20 24

82 81 84 82 78 75 76 71 76 72

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.

Figure 1.3 Gross box office of top 50, top 51–150 
and rest of films, 1999–2008
£ million
1,000

800
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99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 080

Gross box  
office of rest

Gross box office  
top 51–150 

Gross box office  
of top 50 

 11  16  11  16  21  23  25  38  37  32

 98  106 105 132 160 179 182 206 190 226

502 514 628 680 634 622 641 600 707 676

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.



Table 1.6 Number of releases and average box office gross by number of sites at widest point of release, 2008
Number of sites at WPR Number % releases Average box office (£)

>500 9 1.7 32,564,000

400-499 34 6.5 8,904,000

300-399 60 11.4 3,797,000

200-299 31 5.9 1,594,000

100-199 24 4.6 851,000

50-99 43 8.2 394,000

10-49 119 22.6 173,000

<10 207 39.3 17,000

Total 527 100.0 1,773,000

Note: average box office rounded to nearest £1,000.
Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.

1.4 Country of origin of film releases
As Table 1.7 indicates, of all films released in 2008, 39% (41% in 2007) were of USA origin (excluding UK 
co-productions), and these films accounted for 65% of the total box office earnings (down from 68% in 2007).

UK films, including co-productions, accounted for 21% of releases (the same as 2006 and 2007) and 31% of the 
box office, out of which UK/USA collaborations earned over 27% of the box office despite representing only 5% 
of releases.

Films whose country of origin lies outside the UK and USA accounted for 40% of releases but only 4% of earnings.
European films represented 17% of all releases and 2.3% of revenues. Films from India accounted for 1.4% of the 
box office from 14% of the releases and films from the rest of the world represented just 0.3% of the box office 
gross from 9% of releases.

Table 1.7 Country of origin of films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland, 2008
No. of releases % of all 2008 box office 2008 box office

Country of origin in 2008 releases (£ million) share (%)

USA 204 38.7 609.3 65.2

UK and UK co-productions 82 15.6 30.3 3.2

UK/USA 29 5.5 257.0 27.5

All UK 111 21.1 287.3 30.7

Europe 88 16.7 21.9 2.3

India 76 14.4 13.4 1.4

Rest of the world 48 9.1 2.6 0.3

Total 527 100 934.5 100

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Box office gross = cumulative total up to 2 March 2008.

The changes in market share over time by country of origin of films are shown in Table 1.8. UK market share was the
second highest since 2002 and the market share of European films was the highest recorded to date, three times the
share recorded in 2002.

10 – UK Film Council Statistical Yearbook 2009



Table 1.8 Market share by country of origin, 2002–2008
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

USA 73.4 81.6 73.2 63.1 77.1 67.7 65.2

UK 24.4 15.7 23.4 33.0 19.1 28.5 30.7

Europe 0.7 0.9 0.6 1.6 1.2 1.8 2.3

India 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.5 1.8 1.6 1.4

Rest of the world 0.5 0.8 1.8 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.3

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: UK Film Council RSU.

Table 1.9 compares the number of UK films across several gross box office bands with the non-UK output in 2008. 
The UK is better represented in the over £30 million gross category due to the success of Mamma Mia!, Quantum of
Solace and The Dark Knight. However, UK film output compared less favourably with non-UK releases in the 
£20–29 million band and 56% of UK releases earned less than £100,000.

Table 1.9 UK and non-UK releases by box office gross band, 2008
Non-UK releases UK releases

Box office gross (£ million) Number % releases Number % releases

>30 1 0.2 3 2.7

20 – 29.99 6 1.4 0 0

10 – 19.99 7 1.7 2 1.8

5 – 9.99 24 5.8 6 5.4

1 – 4.99 64 15.4 17 15.3

0.5 – 0.99 22 5.3 4 3.6

0.1 – 0.49 79 19.0 17 15.3

Less than 0.1 213 51.2 62 55.9

Total 416 100.0 111 100.0

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
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See also:

• For more information about top films in 2008 see Chapter 2 (page 12)

• For further details of film distribution in 2008 see Chapter 9 (page 68)

• For information about weekend/weekday box office performance see Chapter 9, section 9.3 (page 71)

• For a review of the exhibition sector in 2008 see Chapter 10 (page 73)

• For definitions of a UK film see note at the end of Chapter 6 (page 48).



Chapter 2:
Top films in 2008

The top film of 2008, 
Mamma Mia!, made film 
history by becoming the
highest grossing film of all 
time at the UK box office. 
In a good year for British 
films, the top 20 grossed 
a record £266 million at 
the UK box office.

Facts in focus

• The biggest film of the year was the UK/USA production
of Mamma Mia!, which earned over £69 million to
become the highest grossing film of all time at the 
UK box office.

• Five UK films featured in the top 20 – Mamma Mia!,
Quantum of Solace, The Dark Knight, Chronicles 
of Narnia: Prince Caspian and Sweeney Todd.

• There were eight sequels in the top 20, down 
from nine in 2007.

• The top 20 UK films grossed £266 million at the 
UK box office, a record achievement.

• UK films topped the weekend box office charts 
for 16 weeks in 2008.



2.1 The top 20 films
The UK/USA–produced ABBA musical Mamma Mia! became the highest grossing film of all time at the UK box office,
earning over £69 million to surpass the previous record held by Titanic. The film spent over six months in cinemas,
recording strong weekday ticket sales and repeat business. Quantum of Solace, the twenty-second Bond film and the
second outing for Daniel Craig, grossed £51 million to claim the runner-up spot in the 2008 chart. Ten films earned
more than £20 million, down from 12 in 2007, while there were fewer films in the £11 million – £20 million box 
office band (Table 2.1). Sequels and franchises accounted for eight of the top 20 films, down from nine in 2007.

Five UK titles featured in the top 20 – Mamma Mia!, Quantum of Solace, The Dark Knight, Chronicles of Narnia: 
Prince Caspian and Sweeney Todd. It was also a good year for family films and animation in particular, with
Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa, Wall-E and Kung Fu Panda all earning in excess of £20 million.

Table 2.1 Box office results for the top 20 films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland, 2008
Number Opening

Country Box office of opening weekend
Title of origin gross (£ million) cinemas gross (£ million) Distributor

1 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 69.17 496 6.59 Universal

2 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 51.07 540 15.38 Sony Pictures

3 The Dark Knight UK/USA 48.82 502 11.19 Warner Bros

4 Indiana Jones and the Kingdom 
of the Crystal Skull USA 40.27 538 12.23 Paramount

5 Sex and the City USA 26.43 460 8.77 Entertainment

6 Hancock USA 24.74 450 9.59 Sony Pictures

7 Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa USA 23.04 520 6.34 Paramount

8 Wall-E USA 22.91 501 4.25 Walt Disney

9 High School Musical 3 USA 22.76 493 8.41 Walt Disney

10 Kung Fu Panda USA 20.20 446 6.07 Paramount

11 Iron Man USA 17.42 500 5.47 Paramount

12 Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian UK/USA 11.79 546 4.06 Walt Disney

13 The Mummy: Tomb of the 
Dragon Emperor USA 11.42 477 4.43 Universal

14 Twilight USA 11.10 446 2.51 E1 Films

15 Sweeney Todd UK/USA 10.97 436 4.53 Warner Bros

16 The Spiderwick Chronicles USA 10.73 481 2.56 Paramount

17 Step Up 2 USA 10.54 347 2.36 Universal

18 Yes Man USA 10.40 419 2.33 Warner Bros

19 Four Christmases USA 10.25 434 2.28 Entertainment

20 Wanted USA 9.74 412 3.81 Universal

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Box office gross = cumulative total up to 22 February 2009.
Films with an asterisk (*) were still on release on 22 February 2009.
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Image: Mamma Mia! courtesy of Universal Pictures



2.2 The top 20 UK films
The top 20 UK films, shown in Table 2.2, had a combined gross of £266 million, which was 28% of the total UK box
office. This was up from £244 million in 2007 (26% of gross box office) and an all-time record. Significantly, there
were no UK films in the £12 million – £30 million gross box office range, whereas there were six such films in 2007.
Inward investment films dominated the top of the chart, while The Duchess was the highest ranked independent UK
film. There were also strong performances from other independent UK films such as The Bank Job, Son of Rambow
and Adulthood. Again, the top 20 UK films encompassed a wide range of genres including musical, action, fantasy,
teen comedy, crime and drama.

Table 2.2 Box office results for the top 20 UK films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland, 2008
Country Box office gross 

Title of origin (£ million) Distributor

1 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 69.17 Universal

2 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 51.07 Sony Pictures

3 The Dark Knight UK/USA 48.82 Warner Bros

4 Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian UK/USA 11.79 Walt Disney

5 Sweeney Todd UK/USA 10.97 Warner Bros

6 Hellboy II: The Golden Army UK/USA/Ger 7.59 Universal

7 The Duchess UK/Fra 7.12 Pathé

8 10,000 BC UK/USA/NZ 5.76 Warner Bros

9 Angus, Thongs and Perfect Snogging UK/USA 5.48 Paramount

10 Wild Child UK/USA 5.17 Universal

11 Rocknrolla UK/USA 5.12 Warner Bros

12 The Other Boleyn Girl UK/USA 4.89 Universal

13 In Bruges UK/USA/Bel 4.88 Universal

14 The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas UK/USA 4.50 Walt Disney

15 The Bank Job UK/USA 4.45 Lions Gate

16 Son of Rambow UK/Fra/Ger 4.19 Optimum

17 How to Lose Friends and Alienate People UK 4.10 Paramount

18 Inkheart UK/USA/Ger 3.89 Entertainment

19 Adulthood UK 3.35 Pathé

20 Penelope UK/USA 3.31 Momentum

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Box office gross = cumulative total up to 22 February 2009.
Films with an asterisk (*) were still on release on 22 February 2009.
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2.3 Best weekend performances of UK films
A total of 37 films topped the UK weekend box office charts over the course of 2008 and ten of those were UK titles.
These ten films spent a total of 16 weeks at number one (Table 2.3). Quantum of Solace broke the record for the
biggest opening day (£4.9 million) and the biggest three-day opening weekend at the UK box office (£15.4 million)
which was 30% of the film’s final box office gross while Mamma Mia!’s opening weekend represented just 10% of 
its final box office gross.

Table 2.3 UK films at number one in the weekend box office charts, 2008
Weekend Box office No. weeks

Title First week at top gross (£ million) gross (£ million) Distributor at no. 1

Quantum of Solace 31 October 2008 15.4 51.1 Sony Pictures 4

The Dark Knight 25 July 2008 11.2 48.8 Warner Bros 3

Mamma Mia! 11 July 2008 6.6 69.2 Universal 2

Sweeney Todd 25 January 2008 4.5 11.0 Warner Bros 1

The Bank Job 29 February 2008 0.9 4.6 Lions Gate 1

10,000 BC 14 March 2008 1.9 5.8 Warner Bros 1

Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian 27 June 2008 4.1 11.8 Disney 1

Hellboy II: The Golden Army 22 August 2008 3.0 7.6 Universal 1

Rocknrolla 5 September 2008 1.6 5.1 Warner Bros 1

How to Lose Friends and 
Alienate People 3 October 2008 1.2 4.1 Paramount 1

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
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See also:

• For more about the top films of all time see Chapter 3 (page 16)

• For more on UK talent and awards see Chapter 7 (page 49)

• For further information about film distribution in 2008 see Chapter 9 (page 68)

• For information about weekend/weekday box office performance see Chapter 9, section 9.3 (page 71)

• For an overview of the exhibition sector in 2008 see Chapter 10 (page 73).



Chapter 3:
Top films of all time at the UK box office

Mamma Mia! may have entered
the record books as the 
top-earning film of ‘all time’ 
at the UK box office, but
adjusting the figures for
inflation shows a different
picture. Will anything ever 
sink the Titanic in popularity?
And has Harry Potter really
outfoxed James Bond as the
UK’s favourite hero?

Facts in focus

• The top 20 highest grossing films at the UK box office
include three films from 2008: Mamma Mia!, Quantum
of Solace and The Dark Knight.

• Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings films made 
up five and three respectively of the top 20 films 
in the unadjusted ’all time’ chart. James Bond scored
two in the top 20.

• Sequels and franchise films made up 17 of the 
top 20.

• Ten of the top 20 films were UK/USA collaborations.

• Thirteen of the top 20 films were based on stories 
and characters created by UK writers.

• Titanic is top of the inflation-adjusted box 
office chart.



3.1 All time top 20 films at the UK box office
In the absence of admissions data on individual films, top films can only be measured in terms of earnings at the 
box office. Inflation is a key factor affecting earnings and this needs to be borne in mind against some of the figures
quoted in this chapter (however, some figures are adjusted for inflation). Most of this chapter relates to actual box
office receipts from 1989 so can be categorised as all time top films since it is unlikely that anything produced before
1989 will have earned more in nominal terms.

Mamma Mia! became the highest grossing film of ‘all time’ at the UK box office, earning over £69 million. In all, 
three films released in 2008 appear in the list of the top 20 films of all time at the UK box office – Mamma Mia!,
Quantum of Solace and The Dark Knight. The list, shown in Table 3.1, is dominated by franchise films, including five
Harry Potter titles and the Lord of the Rings trilogy, In fact, only three of the top 20 are neither sequels nor franchise
titles, namely Mamma Mia!, Titanic and The Full Monty. Ten of the top 20 films are UK/USA collaborations and the
importance of UK creative talent to the global film industry is underlined by the presence of no fewer than 13 films
based on stories and characters created by UK writers.

Table 3.1 All time top 20 films at the UK box office
UK box

Country of office total Year of
Film origin (£ million) UK distributor release

1 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 69.17 Universal 2008

2 Titanic USA 69.03 20th Century Fox 1998

3 Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone UK/USA 66.10 Warner Bros 2001

4 Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring USA/NZ 63.00 Entertainment 2001

5 Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King USA/NZ 61.06 Entertainment 2003

6 Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers USA/NZ 57.60 Entertainment 2002

7 Casino Royale UK/USA/Czech 55.48 Sony Pictures 2006

8 Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets UK/USA 54.78 Warner Bros 2002

9 Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest USA 52.52 Buena Vista 2006

10 The Full Monty UK/USA 52.32 20th Century Fox 1997

11 Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace USA 51.06 20th Century Fox 1999

12 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 51.07 Sony Pictures 2008

13 Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix UK/USA 49.43 Warner Bros 2007

14 The Dark Knight UK/USA 48.82 Warner Bros 2008

15 Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire UK/USA 48.59 Warner Bros 2005

16 Shrek 2 USA 48.10 UIP 2004

17 Jurassic Park USA 47.89 UIP 1993

18 Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban UK/USA 46.08 Warner Bros 2004

19 The Chronicles of Narnia: 
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe USA/NZ 44.40 Buena Vista 2005

20 Toy Story 2 USA 44.31 Buena Vista 2000

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Note: Figures have not been inflation adjusted.
Based on box office data for 1989–2008. The table is titled all-time because, with price inflation, it is unlikely that any films before 1989 will have earned more in 
nominal terms.
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Image: Titanic courtesy of Twentieth Century Fox



3.2 Inflation-adjusted top 20 films at the UK box office
For the first time we have calculated an inflation-adjusted box office chart based on films released in the UK since
1975 (when partial data coverage begins) and the results are presented in Table 3.2. Adjusted for inflation, Titanic is
back as the highest grossing film of all time at the UK box office with £85.9 million in 2007/08 terms. The first of three
Harry Potter films is at number two, with the franchise’s first outing Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone earning
the equivalent of £77.8 million. All three Lord of the Rings films make the chart with The Fellowship of the Ring in
third place (£74.2 million). In fourth place is the highest grossing film in the unadjusted chart – Mamma Mia! – with
£69.2 million earned to date. The biggest mover in the chart is Steven Spielberg’s 1975 classic Jaws which earned
£68.3 million in 2007/08 money. The original Star Wars (1977) appears at number ten with adjusted revenues of
£64.2 million and Grease (1978) slips in at 13 with £59 million.

Table 3.2 The top 20 highest grossing films at the UK box office (inflation adjusted*)
UK box

office total 
Country of (2007/08 Year of

Film origin £ million) Distributor release

1 Titanic USA 85.9 20th Century Fox 1998

2 Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone UK/USA 77.8 Warner Bros 2001

3 Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring USA/NZ 74.2 Entertainment 2001

4 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 69.2 Universal 2008

5 Jaws USA 68.3 UIP 1975

6 Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King USA/NZ 67.7 Entertainment 2003

7 Jurassic Park USA 67.7 UIP 1993

8 The Full Monty UK/USA 66.4 20th Century Fox 1997

9 Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers USA/NZ 65.7 Entertainment 2002

10 Star Wars USA 64.2 20th Century Fox 1977

11 Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets UK/USA 62.5 Warner Bros 2002

12 Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace USA 62.3 20th Century Fox 1999

13 Grease USA 59.1 UIP 1978

14 Casino Royale UK/USA/Czech 57.3 Sony Pictures 2006

15 Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest USA 54.1 Buena Vista 2006

16 E.T., The Extra-Terrestrial USA 53.9 UIP 1982

17 Toy Story 2 USA 53.3 Walt Disney 2000

18 Shrek 2 USA 52.1 UIP 2004

19 Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire UK/USA 51.6 Warner Bros 2005

20 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 51.1 Sony Pictures 2008

Source: UK Film Council RSU analysis of Nielsen EDI data.
*The 2007/08 £ calculated using the UK GDP deflator (HMT).
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3.3 All time highest grossing UK films
The list of the all time top 20 UK films is dominated by inward investment features, with British talent, infrastructure
and locations supported by US studio investment (Table 3.3). All five Harry Potter films feature in the top 20, together
with four films from the James Bond franchise.

Table 3.3 All time top 20 UK films at the UK box office
UK box 

Country of office total Year of
Film origin (£ million) UK distributor release

1 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 69.17 Universal 2008

2 Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone UK/USA 66.10 Warner Bros 2001

3 Casino Royale UK/USA/Cze 55.60 Sony Pictures 2006

4 Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets UK/USA 54.78 Warner Bros 2002

5 The Full Monty UK/USA 52.23 20th Century Fox 1997

6 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 51.07 Sony Pictures 2008

7 Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix UK/USA 49.43 Warner Bros 2007

8 The Dark Knight UK/USA 48.82 Warner Bros 2008

9 Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire UK/USA 48.77 Warner Bros 2005

10 Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban UK/USA 46.08 Warner Bros 2004

11 Bridget Jones’s Diary UK/USA 42.01 UIP 2001

12 Charlie and the Chocolate Factory UK/USA 37.46 Warner Bros 2005

13 Love Actually UK/USA 36.80 UIP 2003

14 Die Another Day UK/USA 36.06 20th Century Fox 2002

15 Bridget Jones: The Edge of Reason UK/USA 36.00 UIP 2004

16 Wallace & Gromit: The Curse of the Were-Rabbit UK/USA 32.01 UIP 2005

17 Notting Hill UK/USA 31.01 Universal 1999

18 The Da Vinci Code UK/USA 30.51 Sony Pictures 2006

19 Chicken Run UK/USA 29.51 Pathé 2000

20 The World is Not Enough UK/USA 28.58 UIP 1999

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Note: Figures have not been inflation adjusted.
Based on box office data for 1989–2008. The table is titled all time because, with price inflation, it is unlikely that any films before 1989 will have earned more in 
nominal terms.

Chapter 3: Top films of all time at the UK box office – 19

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

20

21

1

19



3.4 All time top 10 independent UK films
Table 3.4 highlights the all time top-earning independent (that is, made without US major studio involvement) UK
titles. The highest grossing independent British film was Four Weddings and a Funeral (£27.8 million) followed by
Trainspotting (£12.4 million) and St Trinian’s (£12.2 million).

Table 3.4 All-time top 10 independent UK films
UK box 

Country of office total Year of
Film origin (£ million) UK distributor release

1 Four Weddings and a Funeral UK 27.76 Carlton 1994

2 Trainspotting UK 12.43 Polygram 1996

3 St Trinian’s UK 12.18 Entertainment 2007

4 Gosford Park UK/USA* 12.26 Entertainment 2002

5 Bend it Like Beckham UK/Ger 11.55 Lions Gate 2002

6 Run, Fat Boy, Run UK/USA* 11.02 Entertainment 2007

7 Kevin & Perry Go Large UK 10.46 Icon 2000

8 East is East UK 10.37 Film Four 1999

9 The Queen UK/Fra/Ita 9.42 Pathé 2006

10 Valiant UK 8.52 Entertainment 2005

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Note: Figures have not been inflation adjusted.
Based on box office data for 1989–2008. The table is titled all time because, with price inflation, it is unlikely that any films before 1989 will have earned more in 
nominal terms.
*Gosford Park and Run, Fat Boy, Run were made with independent (non-studio) US support.
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See also:

• For top films in 2008 see Chapter 2 (page 12)

• For more on UK talent see Chapter 7 (page 49).



Chapter 4:
Genre and BBFC classification

Cinema-goers have a wide
choice of styles, genres 
and subjects. Comedy is
consistently the UK’s favourite
genre, taking almost a quarter
of the box office in 2008. 
This chapter examines our
genre preferences and also
looks at releases and box
office results by each of the
five film classifications.

Facts in focus

• Comedy, traditionally popular with a broad spectrum 
of audiences, accounted for 27% of releases and 24% 
of the box office.

• Drama accounted for the second highest proportion 
of releases (23%) but shared only 4% of the box office.

• Musicals, including the massive hit, Mamma Mia!, took
more money per site on average than other genres.

• The genre pattern of UK films was broadly similar 
to that of all films on release and is typically dependent
on the slate of UK/USA inward features being released
in the year.

• More films were released with a ‘15’ classification 
from the British Board of Film Classification than any
other category (37% of all releases) though ‘12A’ films
took the largest share of the box office (45% of total
box office).
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4.1 Genre
For statistical purposes, the Research and Statistics Unit allocates a primary genre to every film released in the UK in
2008. The allocation is not meant to be prescriptive. Rather it allows us to gauge the relative popularity of different
genres on a consistent basis from year-to-year. The list of genres is based on conventions commonly used within the
industry and by published sources such as the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC) and the Internet Movie
Database (IMDb). The full list of genres and classification of each title released in the UK and Ireland in 2008 is
available on our website (www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/genre).

4.1.1 Genre of all film releases
Table 4.1 indicates the relative popularity of different genres at the box office in the UK and Republic of Ireland in
2008. Comedy was once again the top grossing genre (earning £222.4 million), followed by action (£203.7 million).
The record breaking Mamma Mia! (the highest grossing film (and UK film) of all-time at the UK and Ireland box office)
helped propel musical to become the third highest grossing genre with £115.2 million (60% of which was earned by
Mamma Mia! alone). Despite accounting for the second largest proportion of releases (23%), drama films shared only
4% of the box office gross.

Table 4.1 Films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland by genre, 2008, ranked by gross box office
%

Number % Gross box office of gross 
Genre of releases of releases (£ million) box office Top performing title

Comedy 140 26.6 222.4 23.8 Sex and the City

Action 41 7.8 203.7 21.8 Quantum of Solace

Musical 17 3.2 115.2 12.3 Mamma Mia!

Animation 21 4.0 91.3 9.8 Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa

Adventure 13 2.5 87.7 9.4 Indiana Jones and the 
Kingdom of the Crystal Skull

Drama 122 23.1 41.2 4.4 The Duchess

Sci-fi 8 1.5 37.8 4.0 Cloverfield

Fantasy 10 1.9 36.2 3.9 Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian

Crime 19 3.6 27.2 2.9 21

Horror 28 5.3 23.4 2.5 Saw V

Thriller 28 5.3 21.2 2.3 No Country for Old Men

Family 4 0.8 13.0 1.4 The Spiderwick Chronicles

Biopic 9 1.7 10.3 1.1 Charlie Wilson’s War

Documentary 54 10.2 3.4 0.4 Man on Wire

Romance 7 1.3 1.0 0.1 Love in the Time of Cholera

War 5 0.9 0.3 <0.1 Female Agents

Western 1 0.2 0.2 <0.1 Appaloosa

Total 527 100.0 935.6 100.0

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.
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Five of the top performing films by genre originated in the UK, demonstrating the wide variety of story types of
successful British films (Quantum of Solace, Mamma Mia!, The Duchess, Man on Wire, and Love in the Time of
Cholera).

The pattern of genres ranked by the average number of sites at the widest point of release (WPR) is shown in Table
4.2. Whereas in 2007 family films topped the list with an average WPR of 402, the top genre by WPR in 2008 was
science fiction with an average 348 sites across eight films. Within the science fiction genre, The Day the Earth Stood
Still had the widest release at 467 sites at WPR. However, the film that recorded the widest release at WPR in 2008
was the animation feature, Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa, with 551 sites. Documentary continued to be the genre with
the lowest average number of sites at WPR (11) since our reporting of this began in the Yearbook 2004/05.

Table 4.2 Films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland by genre, 2008, ranked by average widest point 
of release

Average number Gross
of sites at widest Number box office

Genre point of release of releases (£ million)

Sci-fi 348 8 37.8

Adventure 279 13 87.7

Family 249 4 13.0

Fantasy 231 10 36.2

Action 202 41 203.7

Animation 185 21 91.3

Western 169 1 0.2

Comedy 139 140 222.4

Musical 129 17 115.2

Horror 126 28 23.4

Crime 123 19 27.2

Thriller 120 28 21.2

Biopic 116 9 10.3

Drama 35 122 41.2

Romance 23 7 1.0

War 12 5 0.3

Documentary 11 54 3.4

Total 112 527 935.6

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.
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Table 4.3 demonstrates what the different genres generated in box office revenues per site, which gives a good
indication of performance in the market while controlling for the size of release. Comedy, which took the largest slice
of box office overall, is much lower placed when the average WPR is taken into account, indicating a long tail of lower
performing films.

Table 4.3 Films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland by genre, 2008, ranked by average box office gross 
per site

Average Gross
box office box office

Genre per site (£) (£ million) Total sites

Musical 52,406 115.2 2,199

Action 24,539 203.7 8,302

Adventure 24,192 87.7 3,626

Animation 23,461 91.3 3,892

Fantasy 15,670 36.2 2,307

Sci-fi 13,592 37.8 2,783

Family 13,082 13.0 996

Crime 11,674 27.2 2,332

Comedy 11,447 222.4 19,430

Biopic 9,952 10.3 1,040

Drama 9,580 41.2 4,299

Horror 6,628 23.4 3,527

Thriller 6,272 21.2 3,373

Romance 6,135 1.0 162

Documentary 5,859 3.4 573

War 5,180 0.3 60

Western 1,373 0.2 169

Total 15,839 935.6 59,070

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.
Total sites = number of releases multiplied by average number of sites at widest point of release.
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4.1.2 Genre of UK film releases
Looking at the genres of UK films released in 2008 by gross box office we see similar rankings to those for all films
released. Action, musical and comedy occupied the top three places for both UK and all film releases. However there
are some notable differences. For example, UK action films accounted for 35% of the total box office for UK films
(almost twice the 22% for all action films) and UK dramas (9%) performed better than dramas in general (4%) 
(Tables 4.1 and 4.4).

Table 4.4 UK films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland by genre, ranked by gross box office, 2008
Gross %

% box office of gross 
Genre Number of releases of releases (£ million) box office Top performing title

Action 5 4.5 101.2 35.2 Quantum of Solace

Musical 2 1.8 80.1 27.9 Mamma Mia!

Comedy 25 22.5 33.6 11.7 Angus, Thongs and Perfect Snogging

Fantasy 4 3.6 24.8 8.6 Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian

Drama 26 23.4 24.7 8.6 The Duchess

Crime 5 4.5 10.0 3.5 Rocknrolla

Adventure 2 1.8 5.9 2.1 10,000 BC

Animation 2 1.8 2.5 0.9 The Tale of Despereaux

Biopic 3 2.7 1.7 0.6 The Edge of Love

Documentary 16 14.4 1.4 0.5 Man on Wire

Thriller 9 8.1 1.0 0.3 Eden Lake

Romance 5 4.5 0.5 0.2 Love in the Time of Cholera

Horror 4 3.6 0.4 0.1 The Children

War 2 1.8 <0.1 <0.1 Battle for Haditha

Sci-fi 1 0.9 <0.1 <0.1 Captain Eager and the Mark of Voth

Total 111 100.0 287.7 100.0

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.

UK action films returned to top the chart in 2008, as was anticipated in Section 7.2.2 of our Yearbook 2008, with the
second outing of Daniel Craig as Bond in Quantum of Solace, accounting for 50% of the box office of this genre. 
The outstanding performance of the UK musical genre in 2008 was unusual. The massive UK/USA hit, Mamma Mia!
(£69.2 million), together with the adaptation of Stephen Sondheim’s musical thriller Sweeney Todd (£11 million)
propelled musical to the second highest grossing genre for UK films in 2008.

The fantasy genre fell to the fourth place in the absence of any UK/USA franchise film such as the Harry Potter series
this year. In 2007, the high budget UK/USA fantasy feature, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, helped boost
the fantasy genre to the top of the chart, accounting for 55% of its genre box office. However, the fantasy genre is
likely to make its comeback in 2009 with the scheduled release of Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince in July 2009.

UK comedies continued to be popular, the third placed genre at the UK box office, although they did not perform as
well as those released in 2007 when comedy was at second place. In 2008, the 25 UK comedies took only 12% of the
total box office compared with 29% (from 23 titles) in 2007. The highest-grossing UK comedy of 2008 was Angus,
Thongs and Perfect Snogging at £5.5 million compared with Mr. Bean’s Holiday at £22.1 million in 2007. Comedy
seized a higher percentage of the box office for all films (24%) than for UK films (12%) (see Tables 4.1 and 4.4).
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Documentaries, romance and thrillers formed a higher proportion of UK film releases than of all films released in the
UK in 2008 (Figure 4.1). Comedy, action and animation were the genres that were slightly under-represented in the
slate of UK films, compared to all films released in the UK in 2008.

4.2 BBFC classification
All films in the UK must carry a classification indicating their suitability for exhibition in premises licensed for cinematic
exhibition by local authorities. The British Board of Film Classification (BBFC) classifies the majority of films for
theatrical release, although local authorities may grant their own classification if they decide to.

The symbols used by the BBFC, and their meanings, are given in Table 4.5.

Table 4.5 BBFC film classifications

U (Universal) Suitable for all

PG (Parental Guidance) General viewing, but some scenes may be unsuitable for young children

12A No-one younger than 12 may see a ‘12A’ film in a cinema unless accompanied by an adult

15 No-one younger than 15 may see a ‘15’ film in a cinema

18 No-one younger than 18 may see an ‘18’ film in a cinema

Source: BBFC website.
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4.2.1 Releases by classification
Table 4.6 provides a picture of how 2008 releases were classified. It shows that, as in previous years, more ‘15’ films
were released than any other category (37% of all releases) although they accounted for a smaller proportion of the
gross box office (20%). The largest share of gross box office was earned by ‘12A’ films (45%). There was a slight
increase in the proportion of ‘12A’ certified films, up from 25% to 28%, and fall in both ‘PG’ and ‘15’, down from
16% and 40% in 2007 to 15% and 37%.

Table 4.6 Releases in UK and Republic of Ireland by BBFC film classification, 2008
Gross %

Number % box office of gross 
BBFC classification of releases of releases (£ million) box office Top performing title

U 31 5.9 78.3 8.4 Wall-E

PG 77 14.6 200.4 21.4 Mamma Mia!

12A 150 28.5 419.1 44.8 Quantum of Solace

15 193 36.6 187.2 20.0 Sex and the City

18 51 9.7 50.5 5.4 Sweeney Todd

No classification 25 4.7 0.1 <0.1 32A

Total 527 100.0 935.6 100.0

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.
Note: ’No classification’ means no classification issued for theatrical release. Some of these films have a classification for video release.

There has been some gradual change in the proportions of films by classification over the last seven years, as shown 
in Figure 4.2. The proportion of the most common ‘15’ classification fell slightly below its average 40% mark in 2008
while a slow decline in the ‘PG’ classification was compensated by the gentle rise of the ‘12A’ classification.
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at the cinema in August 2002. The first film given a ‘12A‘ classification was The Bourne Identity.
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4.2.2 Box office by classification
The shares of box office by film classification vary widely from year-to-year as demonstrated in Figure 4.3. 
However, the box office ranking of the classifications has remained fairly constant over time, the top earner being
‘12A’, followed by ‘PG’, ‘15’ and ‘U’. The lowest earning classification was consistently ’18’ over this period.

Table 4.7 gives the top 10 ‘U’ classified films in 2008. With five out of 10 titles, the list is dominated by animated
features (traditionally aimed at the youngest audiences for whom a ‘U’ classification is preferable). Two of the ten
films came from the UK, compared with none last year.

Table 4.7 Top 10 ‘U’ classified films, 2008
Gross

Country box office
Title of origin (£ million) Distributor Genre

1 Wall-E USA 22.9 Walt Disney Animation

2 High School Musical 3 USA 22.8 Walt Disney Musical

3 Horton Hears a Who USA 8.7 20th Century Fox Animation

4 The Game Plan USA 4.3 Walt Disney Comedy

5 Nim’s Island USA 4.0 Universal Pictures Adventure

6 Space Chimps USA 3.9 Entertainment Animation

7 Penelope UK/USA 3.3 Momentum Comedy

8 The Tale of Despereaux UK/USA 2.5 Universal Pictures Animation

9 Underdog USA 1.5 Walt Disney Family

10 Fly Me to the Moon 3D USA 1.0 Momentum Animation

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.
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Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.
See note to Figure 4.2.
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The top 10 performing ‘PG’ classified films were a more varied group (Table 4.8). The table was topped by the highest
grossing film of all time at the UK and Ireland box office, Mamma Mia!. The rest of the list was a mixture of
animation, fantasy and adventure films. Three of the ten films came from the UK, compared with four last year.

Table 4.8 Top 10 ‘PG’ classified films, 2008
Gross

Country box office 
Title of origin (£ million) Distributor Genre

1 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 69.2 Universal Pictures Musical

2 Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa USA 23.2 Paramount Animation

3 Kung Fu Panda USA 20.2 Paramount Animation

4 Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian UK/USA 11.8 Walt Disney Fantasy

5 The Spiderwick Chronicles USA 10.7 Paramount Family

6 Step Up 2 USA 10.5 Universal Pictures Musical

7 National Treasure 2 USA 9.0 Walt Disney Adventure

8 Bedtime Stories USA 8.6 Walt Disney Comedy

9 The Water Horse USA 4.9 Sony Adventure

10 Inkheart UK/USA 3.9 Entertainment Fantasy

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.

The top ‘12A’ film in 2008 was Quantum of Solace, followed by The Dark Knight and Indiana Jones and the Kingdom
of the Crystal Skull. Only two of the top 10 films came from the UK, compared with four last year (Table 4.9).

Table 4.9 Top 10 ‘12A’ classified films, 2008
Gross

Country box office
Title of origin (£ million) Distributor Genre

1 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 51.1 Sony Action

2 The Dark Knight UK/USA 48.9 Warner Bros Action

3 Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull USA 40.3 Paramount Adventure

4 Hancock USA 24.7 Sony Action

5 Iron Man USA 17.4 Paramount Action

6 The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor USA 11.4 Universal Pictures Adventure

7 Twilight USA 11.1 E1 Films Fantasy

8 Yes Man USA 10.4 Warner Bros Comedy

9 Four Christmases USA 10.3 Entertainment Comedy

10 Juno USA 9.8 20th Century Fox Comedy

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.

By definition, ‘15’ classified films contain stronger material than the younger categories. Depending on the type of
film they are likely to involve more adult-oriented themes, comedy, crime and language. This is reflected in the top 10,
shown in Table 4.10. The top 10 ‘15’ films were topped by the film adaptation of the popular television series, Sex and
the City. US comedies dominated the rest of the list. Only one of the ten films came from the UK, compared with four
last year.



Table 4.10 Top 10 ‘15’ classified films, 2008
Gross

Country box office
Title of origin (£ million) Distributor Genre

1 Sex and the City USA 26.4 Entertainment Comedy

2 Cloverfield USA 9.6 Paramount Sci-fi

3 Tropic Thunder USA 8.7 Paramount Comedy

4 Burn after Reading USA 7.8 Universal Pictures Comedy

5 Forgetting Sarah Marshall USA 7.7 Universal Pictures Comedy

6 No Country for Old Men USA 7.4 Paramount Thriller

7 Taken Fra/USA 6.4 20th Century Fox Action

8 Step Brothers USA 6.4 Sony Comedy

9 Rocknrolla UK/USA 5.1 Warner Bros Crime

10 Changeling USA 5.0 Universal Pictures Crime

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.

Because of the challenging nature of ‘18’ classified films, which contain the strongest content, their audience appeal
is generally much narrower than other categories. Sweeney Todd broke the £10 million barrier in this category in 2008
(Table 4.11). The Departed (£12.8 million) was the last ‘18’ film that broke this barrier back in 2006. The second ‘18’
film in 2008 was the action film, Wanted, followed by the latest instalment of the Saw horror series, Saw V. Saw 2
was the top film in this category in 2005. There were fewer horror titles but more action films and comedies in the
top 10 ‘18’ films this year than in 2007. There were three UK titles (five in 2007) among the top 10 of this classification
in 2008.
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Table 4.11 Top 10 ‘18’ classified films, 2008
Gross

Country box office
Title of origin (£ million) Distributor Genre

1 Sweeney Todd UK/USA 11.0 Warner Bros Musical

2 Wanted USA 9.7 Universal Pictures Action

3 Saw V USA 6.4 Lions Gate Horror

4 In Bruges UK/USA 4.9 Universal Pictures Comedy

5 Rambo USA/Ger 3.2 Sony Action

6 Zack and Miri Make a Porno USA 2.5 Entertainment Comedy

7 Untraceable USA 1.8 Universal Pictures Thriller

8 Lust, Caution USA 1.1 Universal Pictures Thriller

9 Doomsday UK/USA 1.1 Universal Pictures Action

10 Quarantine USA 1.0 Sony Horror

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 8 March 2009.
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See also:

• For cinema admissions and box office in 2008 see Chapter 1 (page 6)

• For top foreign language films of the last decade see Chapter 5 (page 39)

• For a look at cinema audiences see Chapter 15 (page 114)

• For information about film classification in the UK see www.bbfc.org.uk

• For more details of genre classification see www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/genre.



Chapter 5:
Specialised films

Specialised films offer
audiences an experience of
cinema that is very different
from mainly US studio-produced
mainstream films. Such films
may offer an innovative
cinematic style or engage 
with challenging subject matter,
or be in foreign languages 
and portray experiences from
different cultures around the
world. Evidence shows the
specialist niche is a vibrant
aspect of our film culture.

Facts in focus

• 351 specialised films were released in the UK in 2008
(67% of the total) earning £77 million (8% of the total
gross box office).

• Films in 31 different languages (including English) were
released in the UK in 2008.

• 188 foreign language films made up 36% of total
releases, but shared just 3% of the UK box office.

• Foreign language films averaged 15 sites at the widest
point of release, compared to 166 for English 
language films.

• Hindi was the most common foreign language in terms
of the number of releases.

• 54 documentary films were released, accounting for
10% of releases but only 0.4% of the gross box office.

• 28 classic and archive films were re-released (5% of the
total), accounting for 0.1% of the box office.



5.1 Specialised films at the UK box office in 2008
The UK Film Council’s definition of ‘specialised’ is broad and relates to those films that do not sit easily within a
mainstream and highly commercial genre. Many are from the independent production sector (although they may be
handled by a mainstream, studio-based distributor) or are made with a low production budget (compared to a studio
production) and may focus more on script and character than on effect and events. They may be expected to appeal
to a narrower audience segment than mainstream films.

Specifically, the UK Film Council considers most subtitled foreign language films, documentaries and archive/classic
films to be ‘specialised’. For films that do not fall into these categories, other criteria are applied and consideration 
is given to films that are less easy to define as a particular genre or those that deal with challenging and complex
subject matter. Specialised films are often characterised as having a more innovative or unconventional storytelling
style. For more information on the UK Film Council’s definition of specialised film, and to access the specialised film
database, see www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/specialisedfilmsdb

In total, 351 specialised films were released, representing 67% of the total number of UK theatrical releases last year.
These films grossed £77 million, just over 8% of total box office earnings (Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1 Specialised* films in the UK and Republic of Ireland, 2008 
Share of

Share of Gross gross box Average
Number of releases box office office widest point

Type releases (%) (£ million) (%) of release

Foreign language 188 36 27.1 2.9 15

Documentaries 54 10 3.4 0.4 11

Re-releases 28 5 1.0 0.1 10

Other specialised films 90 17 45.7 4.9 54

All specialised films** 351 67 77.0 8.2 25

Source: Nielsen EDI data, RSU analysis.
*Specialised as identified by the UK Film Council and listed in the Specialised Films Database as at 2 April 2009. For more information visit
http://www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/specialisedfilmsdb
**Note that because of some overlap of categories (eg a film can be categorised as foreign language and as a documentary) the total refers to the number of specialised
films, not the sum total of the categories in the table.
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Image: The Orphanage courtesy of Optimum Releasing/The Weinstein Company



5.2 Foreign language films
Films in 31 different languages (including English) were released in the UK and the Republic of Ireland in 2008,
compared with 34 in 2007 (Table 5.2). 
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Table 5.2 Languages of films released, 2008
Main language Number of releases

Arabic 2

Cantonese 5

Czech 1

Danish 1

English 327

English with others* 12

Farsi 1

French 32

German 9

Hebrew 3

Hindi 51

Hungarian 1

Icelandic 1

Italian 7

Japanese 10

Korean 3

Main language Number of releases

Kurdish 1

Lebanese 1

Mandarin 6

Mongolian 1

Polish 2

Portuguese 3

Punjabi 5

Romanian 2

Russian 4

Spanish 9

Swedish 1

Tamil 18

Thai 1

Turkish 5

Zulu 1

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
*‘English with others’ includes films whose main language was English but with
extensive use of other languages, such as Battle for Haditha in English and Arabic.



The 31 foreign languages were spread over 188 releases in the UK (36% of all releases, an increase of 43% since
2002), earning £27.1 million at the box office (Table 5.3). This represented 3% of the total UK gross box office for
2008, a fall from 5% in 2004 but higher than in 2003.

Table 5.3 Foreign language films at the UK and Republic of Ireland box office, 2002–2008
% of Box office % of total gross 

Number all releases (£ million) box office

2002 131 35.5 17.1 2.2

2003 147 34.7 20.4 2.5

2004 169 37.5 38.1 4.6

2005 203 43.5 26.9 3.2

2006 171 33.9 29.8 3.5

2007 170 32.9 32.3 3.5

2008 188 35.7 27.1 2.9

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 22 February 2009.

The percentage of foreign language films released in the UK and the Republic of Ireland returned to the same level as
2002 even though more foreign films were released in 2008 than in 2002 (Figure 5.1). This is explained by the
increase in the total number of releases in the UK over the same period (see Chapter 1). 
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Figure 5.1 Foreign language films as a percentage of all films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland, 2002–2008
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Hindi was once again the most common foreign language in terms of the number of releases (Table 5.4). 
Taken together, foreign language films played on average at only 15 sites at their widest point of release 
(against 20 in 2007) compared with an average of 166 for English language releases.

Table 5.4 Language of releases in the UK and Republic of Ireland, 2008 (ranked by number of releases)
Average sites 

Gross at widest
Number of % of box office % of gross point

Main language releases releases (£ million) box office of release

English and English with others* 339 64.3 907.4 97.1 166

Other European 74 14.0 10.2 1.1 12

Other international 63 12.0 4.9 0.5 9

Hindi 51 9.7 12.0 1.3 27

Total 527 100.0 934.5 100.0 112

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Notes: *‘English with others’ includes films whose main language was English but with extensive use of other languages, such as Battle for Haditha in English and Arabic.
Figures as at 22 February 2009. Figures may not sum to totals due to rounding.

Looking at the top five foreign languages, Hindi is in top position, French second and Mandarin in the fifth place
(table 5.5) as in 2007. Spanish and Italian took the third and fourth places.

Table 5.5 Top five foreign languages at the UK and Republic of Ireland box office, 2008
Gross 

Number of box office
Main language releases (£ million) Top performing title

Hindi 51 12.0 Rab Ne Bana De Jodi

French 32 4.6 I’ve Loved You So Long

Spanish 9 2.3 The Orphanage 

Italian 7 1.5 Gomorrah

Mandarin 6 1.2 Lust, Caution 

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 22 February 2009.
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The top three performing European foreign languages were French, Spanish and Italian, (Table 5.6). 
Portuguese-language films include those of Brazilian origin.

Table 5.6 European foreign languages at the UK and Republic of Ireland box office, 2008
Gross

Number of box office
Main language releases (£ million) Top performing title

French 32 4.6 I’ve Loved You So Long

Spanish 9 2.3 The Orphanage 

Italian 7 1.5 Gomorrah

German 9 0.8 The Baader-Meinhof 
Complex

Portuguese 3 0.3 Linha de Passe

Romanian 2 0.3 4 Months, 3 Weeks 
and 2 Days

Icelandic 1 0.1 Jar City

Swedish 1 0.1 You, the Living

Russian 4 <0.1 The Banishment

Hungarian 1 <0.1 Children of Glory

Danish 1 <0.1 Boss of It All

Flemish 1 <0.1 Ben X

Polish 2 <0.1 Midnight Talks

Czech 1 <0.1 I Served the 
King of England

Total 74 10.2

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 22 February 2009. 
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While the top foreign language film in 2008 was in Spanish, the top 20 as a whole was dominated by Hindi films,
which accounted for 10 titles (Table 5.7). 

Table 5.7 Top 20 foreign language films released in the UK and Republic of Ireland, 2008
Gross 

box office
Title Country of origin (£ million) Distributor Main language 

1 The Orphanage Spa 1.8 Optimum Spanish 

2 Rab Ne Bana De Jodi India 1.5 Yash Raj Hindi

3 Singh Is Kinng Ind/Aus 1.4 Studio 18 Hindi

4 I've Loved You So Long Fra 1.2 Lions Gate French

5 Lust, Caution USA/Chi/Taiwan/HK 1.1 Universal Mandarin 

6 The Diving Bell and the Butterfly Fra/USA 1.0 Pathé French

7 Jodhaa Akbar India 1.0 UTV Hindi

8 Dostana India 1.0 Yash Raj Hindi

9 Gomorrah Italy 0.9 Optimum Italian

10 Race Ind/Haiti 0.9 UTV Hindi

11 Mongol: The Rise to Power of Genghis Khan Ger/Kaz/Rus 0.8 The Works Mongolian

12 Ghajini India 0.7 Adlabs Hindi

13 Waltz With Bashir Israel/Ger/Fra 0.7 Artificial Eye Hebrew 

14 Caramel Leb/Fra 0.5 Momentum Lebanese 

15 Priceless Fra 0.5 Icon French

16 The Baader-Meinhof Complex Ger 0.4 Momentum German 

17 U, Me Aur Hum India 0.4 Eros Hindi

18 Kidnap Ind/Chi 0.4 Studio 18 Hindi

19 Sarkar Raj India 0.4 Eros Hindi

20 Golmaal Returns India 0.4 Studio 18 Hindi

Source: Nielsen EDI, BBFC, IMDb, RSU analysis.
Figures as at 22 February 2009.
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This year five of the top 20 foreign language films were supported by the UK Film Council. The five titles (Lust, Caution,
The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, Mongol: The Rise to Power of Genghis Khan, Waltz With Bashir, Caramel) received
funding to pay for additional prints and advertising, affording greater opportunity for people to see the films.

Table 5.8 shows the 10 biggest foreign language films of the last decade. Top film is Passion of the Christ
(£11.1 million), followed by Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (£9.4 million). There are three Mandarin and three
Spanish films in the top 20, but only one French language title.

Table 5.8 Top 10 foreign language films, 1999–2008
UK box

office total Year of
Film Language (£ million) UK distributor release

1 The Passion of the Christ Aramaic/Latin/Hebrew 11.08 Icon 2004

2 Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon Mandarin 9.37 Sony Pictures 2001

3 Amélie French 5.01 Momentum 2001

4 Apocalypto Maya 4.11 Icon 2007

5 Hero Mandarin 3.82 Disney 2004

6 House of Flying Daggers Mandarin 3.78 Pathé 2004

7 Life is Beautiful Italian 3.08 Disney 1999

8 Volver Spanish 2.88 Pathé 2006

9 The Motorcycle Diaries Spanish 2.75 Pathé 2004

10 Pan’s Labyrinth Spanish 2.72 Optimum 2006

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.

5.3 Documentaries
In all, 54 feature documentaries were released at the UK box office in 2008, representing 10% of theatrical releases.
They earned £3.4 million in total, around 0.4% of the overall box office gross. The most successful documentary of the
year was Oscar® winner Man on Wire, co-funded and supported on release by the UK Film Council, which earned
£879,000. This was followed by two in-concert documentaries, both with 3-D releases – Hannah Montana/Miley
Cyrus: Best of Both Worlds earned £799,000 while U2 3D grossed £726,000. Terence Davies’s documentary on
Liverpool Of Time and the City earned £245,000. 

All four documentaries feature in the top 20 theatrically released documentaries in the UK since 2002 (Table 5.9). 
The highest grossing documentary of all time at the UK box office is Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 which earned
£6.5 million in 2004. French natural history documentary March of the Penguins is in second place with £3.1 million
and British-made Touching the Void is at number three with £2.6 million.



Table 5.9 Top 20 documentaries at the UK box office, 2002–2008
Box office Widest point 

gross of release
Title Country of origin Year of release (£) (sites) Distributor

1 Fahrenheit 9/11 USA 2004 6,545,552 200 Optimum

2 March of the Penguins France 2005 3,084,616 163 Warner Bros

3 Touching the Void UK 2003 2,643,252 50 Pathé

4 Bowling for Columbine USA 2002 1,667,625 37 Momentum

5 Super Size Me USA 2004 1,111,093 83 Tartan

6 An Inconvenient Truth USA 2006 935,770 68 Paramount

7 Man on Wire UK/USA 2008 879,377 43 Icon

8 Hannah Montana/Miley Cyrus: Best of Both Worlds USA 2008 799,109 65 Disney

9 U2 3D USA 2008 725,893 67 Revolver

10 Etre et Avoir France 2003 708,116 15 Tartan

11 Shine a Light USA/UK 2008 697,320 159 20th
Century Fox

12 Spellbound USA 2003 484,540 17 Metrodome

13 Capturing the Friedmans USA 2004 388,238 26 Tartan

14 Sicko USA 2007 378,669 166 Optimum

15 The Corporation Canada 2004 296,234 20 Metrodome

16 Of Time and the City UK 2008 245,189 25 BFI

17 Lost in La Mancha UK/USA 2002 233,383 13 Optimum

18 Grizzly Man USA 2006 220,383 13 Revolver

19 My Architect USA 2004 198,950 12 Tartan

20 The Fog of War USA 2004 178,887 8Sony Pictures

Source: UK Film Council RSU analysis of Nielsen EDI data.
Note: The table does not include IMAX-only documentaries and shorts.

An interesting observation is the number of documentaries originating from the USA – a reminder that the USA is not
wholly about mainstream Hollywood production but has a large independent and specialised film sector as well.

5.4 Re-releases of classic and archive films
According to Nielsen EDI, 28 re-released classic and archive films accounted for 5% of theatrical releases in 2008 
but generated 0.1% of the total gross box office. However, not all box office revenues for re-releases are tracked 
by Nielsen EDI, which primarily focuses on first-run films. Some additional revenue for films which tend to be booked
for a limited time into the specialised cinema circuit long after their initial release is missing from this analysis, so the
actual box office share is likely to be greater.

However, the figures available suggest there is a growing appetite for the theatrical re-release of classic material,
fuelled in part by the ageing of the cinema population – the over-45s now account for one-fifth of cinema visits. 
The availability of enhanced digital versions and the flexibility of digital cinema also give younger audiences the
chance to experience the classics for the first time or to see in the cinema films they have previously only seen 
on television.
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Table 5.10 below highlights the top 20 re-releases at UK cinemas over the last six years. Seasonal re-releases take four
of the top 10 places, with sizeable audiences for Tim Burton’s The Nightmare Before Christmas 3-D in both 2006
(£647,000) and 2007 (£329,000). It’s a Wonderful Life made an impressive £166,000 from a limited release in the 
run-up to Christmas 2007 while the British Film Institute’s (BFI) re-release of The Wizard of Oz earned £118,000 the
previous year. The Valentine’s Day release of Casablanca made £55,000 in 2007, another strong performance given
the width and duration of release.

The highest earning re-release in the UK over the six years is the 20th anniversary re-issue of Steven Spielberg’s E.T. The
Extra-Terrestrial. It grossed £2.1 million from a wide release in 2002. The chart features an interesting mix of genres:
Ridley Scott’s Alien: The Director’s Cut grossed over £0.5 million in 2003 while Visconti’s The Leopard earned
£347,000 from its limited release in the same year. Bertolucci’s The Conformist was re-released by the BFI earlier in
2008 and grossed £111,000 (with an opening weekend average of £4,500). 

Six of the top 20 were re-released by the BFI, illustrating the importance of the BFI in maintaining and strengthening
the UK’s film culture.

Table 5.10 Top 20 re-releases at the UK box office, 2002–2008
Box office Widest point 

Year of gross of release
Title (year of original release) Country of origin re-release (£) (sites) Distributor

1 E.T. (20th anniversary) (1982) USA 2002 2,063,690 313 UIP

2 The Nightmare Before Christmas 3-D (1993) USA 2006 646,798 5 Disney

3 Alien: The Director’s Cut (1979) UK/USA 2003 545,782 134 20th 
Century Fox

4 The Leopard (1963) Italy/France 2003 346,807 5 BFI

5 The Nightmare Before Christmas 3-D (1993) USA 2007 328,759 44 Disney

6 It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) USA 2007 165,707 33 Park Circus

7 Amadeus (Director’s Cut) (1984) USA 2002 145,234 8 Warner Bros

8 The Wizard of Oz (1939) USA 2006 118,033 33 BFI

9 White Christmas (1954) USA 2008 117,808 27 Park Circus

10 The Conformist (1970) Italy/France/Germany 2008 111,202 6 BFI

11 The Seventh Seal (1957) Sweden 2007 105,594 6 Tartan

12 Grease (30th anniversary) (1978) USA 2008 105,241 143 Park Circus

13 Tokyo Story (1953) Japan 2004 95,935 4 Tartan

14 Jules et Jim (1962) France 2008 94,673 13 BFI

15 Mughal-E-Azam (1960) India 2005 71,167 14 UTV Comm.

16 Let’s Get Lost (1988) USA 2008 58,468 10 Metrodome

17 Donnie Darko: Director’s Cut (2001) USA 2004 55,646 4 Metrodome

18 Casablanca (1942) USA 2007 55,453 10 Park Circus

19 Orphée (1950) France 2004 51,506 3 BFI

20 Sunset Boulevard (1950) USA 2003 51,231 3 BFI

Source: UK Film Council RSU analysis of Nielsen EDI data.

See also:

• For more on the box office see Chapter 1 (page 6)

• For more on genre and BBFC classification see Chapter 4 (page 21).

Chapter 5: Specialised films – 41

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

20

21

1

19



Chapter 6:
UK films internationally

In a boom year at the global
box office, UK films accounted
for 15% of the international
market. Top performers such
as Quantum of Solace and
Mamma Mia! blazed a trail that
also produced a few surprises. 

Facts in focus

• Worldwide the gross box office for films of all countries
of origin increased by 5% on 2007 to $28 billion.

• The UK share of the global theatrical market increased
to 15% ($4.2 billion) from 12 % in 2007.

• The top 10 performing UK films worldwide grossed 
$3.4 billion in 2008, up 37% on 2007.

• The Dark Knight was the best performing UK qualifying
film at the worldwide box office, earning almost 
$1 billion in 2008.

• UK films represented 9% of releases at the North
American box office, (10% in 2007), but 16% of the
market, (12% in 2007), at a value of $1,571 million.

• In Europe the top British film was Mamma Mia! 
with 34 million admissions, followed by Quantum of
Solace with 27 million.

• In Latin America, UK films earned 18% of the box office
while in Australasia their market share rose to over 22%.



6.1 UK films worldwide
Record global box office takings were reported in 2008, with $28 billion worth of ticket sales – up 5% on 2007 
(Table 6.1). UK films had a 15% share of the global theatrical market in 2008, up from 12% the previous year. This was
thanks to the success of several inward investment titles including The Dark Knight, Mamma Mia! and Quantum of
Solace. As Table 6.1 shows, the UK’s market share in 2008 was the second highest of the last seven years.

Table 6.1 UK global market share, 2002–2008
UK film Global

worldwide theatrical
gross market UK share

Year ($ billion) ($ billion) (%)

2002 1.8 19.8 9.1

2003 1.4 20.1 6.9

2004 2.9 24.9 11.5

2005 3.6 23.1 15.5

2006 2.2 25.5 8.5

2007 3.3 26.7 12.4

2008 4.2 28.1 14.9

Source: MPA, UK Film Council.

Based on Variety’s numbers, the top 10 UK films worldwide grossed a total of $3,396 million in 2008 (Table 6.2). 
The top film was The Dark Knight with a worldwide gross of $997 million. Seven other UK films broke the 
$100 million barrier at the worldwide box office: Mamma Mia!, Quantum of Solace, The Chronicles of Narnia: 
Prince Caspian, 10,000 BC, The Golden Compass, Hellboy II: The Golden Army and Made of Honour.

Table 6.2 Top 10 UK films worldwide, 2008
Country Worldwide gross

Title of origin ($ million)

1 The Dark Knight UK/USA 997

2 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 573

3 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 546

4 The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian UK/USA 420

5 10,000 BC UK/USA/NZ 270

6 The Golden Compass UK/USA 173

7 Hellboy II: The Golden Army UK/USA/Ger 159

8 Made of Honour UK/USA 106

9 Atonement UK/USA 80

10 The Other Boleyn Girl UK/USA 72

Total top 10 3,396

Source: Variety.
Note: Variety lists the gross earned in 2008 and includes films released in the previous year. Some films were still being exhibited in 2009, but the additional grosses earned
in 2009 are not included in this table.
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Image: Quantum of Solace courtesy of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer



6.2 UK films in North America
Table 6.3 shows the country of origin of films released in the USA and Canada in 2008. The UK share of the gross box
office increased from 12% in 2007 to 16% in 2008, from just 9% of releases (down from 10% in 2007). The total
revenue from these films stood at $1,571 million, up 30%. The share of UK films in North America was the highest
since our records began in 2002 (Table 6.4), thanks largely to The Dark Knight which was the top-grossing film of the
year in the USA and Canada (with $533 million earned to date) and the second-highest grossing film of ’all time’
behind Titanic.

Table 6.3 Country of origin of films in the USA and Canada, 2008
Box office

Number % of Box office share
Country of origin of releases releases ($ million) (%)

UK and UK co-productions (non-USA) 32 5.2 173 1.8

UK/USA 24 3.9 1,398 14.5

Sub-total 56 9.2 1,571 16.3

USA 393 64.4 7,896 81.8

Rest of world 161 26.4 179 1.9

Total 610 100.0 9,647 100.0

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.

Table 6.4 UK market share in North America, 2002–2008
UK market share

Year %

2002 7.2

2003 5.7

2004 11.0

2005 15.8

2006 9.2

2007 11.8

2008 16.3

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.

The Dark Knight was the top performing UK-qualifying film in 2008 in North America, followed by Quantum of Solace
with $168 million and Mamma Mia! with $144 million (Table 6.5). Multiple Oscar®-winner Slumdog Millionaire had 
a limited November opening but, boosted by its awards success, went on to earn over $125 million.
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Table 6.5 Top 20 UK films at the USA and Canada box office (including co-productions), 2008
Country Box office gross 

Title of origin ($ million) Distributor

1 The Dark Knight UK/USA 533.3 Warner Bros

2 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 168.4 Sony Pictures

3 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 144.1 Universal

4 Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian UK/USA 141.6 Walt Disney

5 Slumdog Millionaire UK 125.3 Fox Searchlight

6 10,000 BC UK/USA/NZ 94.8 Warner Bros

7 Hellboy II: The Golden Army UK/USA/Ger 76.0 Universal

8 The Tale of Despereaux UK/USA 50.9 Universal

9 Made of Honour UK/USA 46.0 Sony Pictures

10 The Bank Job UK/USA 30.1 Lions Gate

11 The Other Boleyn Girl UK/USA 26.8 Sony Pictures

12 Last Chance Harvey UK/USA 14.2 Overture Films

13 The Duchess UK/Fra 13.8 Paramount Vantage

14 Miss Pettigrew Lives for a Day UK/USA 12.3 Focus Features

15 Doomsday UK/USA 11.0 Universal

16 Penelope UK/USA 10.0 Summit Ent

17 The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas UK/USA 9.0 Miramax

18 City of Ember UK/USA 7.9 20th Century Fox

19 In Bruges UK/USA/Bel 7.8 Focus Features

20 Brideshead Revisited UK 6.4 Miramax

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.
Note: Table lists the gross box office for films released in the USA and Canada in 2008 and includes 2009 earnings up to 8 March 2009.
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6.3 UK films in Europe
The UK’s market share in the major European territories is highlighted in Table 6.6. Almost 20% of German 
theatrical revenues were earned by UK films, with 18% in Spain and 11% in France. While UK market share increased
year-on-year in Germany and Spain it actually declined in France (down from 15% in 2007) due in part to the huge
success of local comedy Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis which, with over 20 million admissions, is the most successful
French-produced film in France.

Table 6.6 UK market share in selected European territories, 2008
Box office UK share

for UK films 2008 
Country (€ million) (%)

France 19.3m (admissions) 10.7

Germany 148.0 19.6

Spain 107.4 17.5

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis

The top British film in Europe in 2008 was Mamma Mia! with 34 million admissions, followed by Quantum of Solace
with 27 million (Table 6.7). Documentary feature Earth, an edited version of the television series Planet Earth, attracted
3.9 million admissions.
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Table 6.7 Top 20 UK films in European countries, 2008
European admissions

Title Country of origin (million)

1 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 33.74

2 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 27.49

3 The Dark Knight UK/USA 24.53

4 The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian UK/USA 13.37

5 10,000 BC UK/USA/NZ 7.51

6 Sweeney Todd UK/USA 5.17

7 Hellboy II: The Golden Army UK/USA/Ger 4.07

8 Earth UK/Ger/USA 3.90

9 The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas UK/USA 2.83

10 Made of Honour UK/USA 2.43

11 The Other Boleyn Girl UK/USA 2.37

12 The Golden Compass UK/USA 2.00

13 The Bank Job UK/USA 1.93

14 In Bruges UK/USA/Bel 1.89

15 The Oxford Murders UK/Fra/Spa 1.88

16 The Duchess UK/Fra 1.77

17 Inkheart UK/USA/Ger 1.62

18 Wild Child UK/USA 1.49

19 Angus, Thongs and Perfect Snogging UK/USA 1.35

20 Happy-Go-Lucky UK 1.26

Source: European Audiovisual Observatory Lumière Database.
Data based on admissions from 26 European countries up to and including 7 May 2009.
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6.4 UK films in Latin America
UK films earned between 15% and 20% of the box office in the Latin American territories for which box office data
are available. The Dark Knight, Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian and Quantum of Solace were the major hits 
in all territories, but there were a few surprises – Death at a Funeral was a major box office success in Argentina,
earning more than Mamma Mia! and Quantum of Solace. 

Table 6.8 UK market share in selected Latin American countries, 2008
Box office UK share 

for UK films 2008 
Country (US$ million) (%)

Argentina 20.6 19.3

Brazil 50.0 15.5

Chile 9.8 19.9

Mexico 76.9 15.8

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.

6.5 UK films in Australasia
UK releases accounted for 22% of the market in Australia and 26% in New Zealand in 2008. In Australia, The Dark
Knight eclipsed Baz Luhrmann’s Australia as the biggest box office hit of the year, while Mamma Mia! was in third
place. However, the ABBA musical was the highest grossing film of the year in New Zealand. 

Table 6.9 UK market share in Australia and New Zealand, 2008
Box office UK share

for UK films 2008
Country (US$ million) (%)

Australia 142.1 21.7

New Zealand 23.2 26.2

Source: Nielsen EDI, RSU analysis.

Note: Definition of ‘UK film’

For the purposes of this chapter, a UK film is one which is certified as such by the UK Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport under Schedule 1 of the Films Act 1985, via the Cultural Test, under one of the UK’s co-production
agreements or the European Convention on Cinematographic Coproduction; a film which has not applied for
certification but which is obviously British on the basis of its content, producers, finance and talent; or (in the case of a
re-release) a film which met the official definition of a British film prevailing at the time it was made or was generally
considered to be British at that time. Most UK films in the analysis (including the major UK/USA films) fall into the first
group – films officially certified as British.
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See also:

• For more information on the UK and global market for filmed entertainment see Chapter 14 (page 108)

• For more information about the UK film economy see Chapter 20 (page 163).
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7.1 UK story material
The global box office performance of UK films and foreign films which draw on UK source material is a good indicator
of the international impact and exposure of British culture. Of the top 200 grossing films released worldwide between
2001 and 2008, 27 are British qualifying films, but UK-originated story material provided the inspiration for 31 – a 
feat only bettered by US story material. Collectively these 31 films have earned more than $15 billion at the global 
box office.

Novels by British writers have provided the source material for eight of the top 20 grossing films worldwide since
2001 (see www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/research for a list of the top 200 films). The top 20 grossing films adapted from
stories or characters created by UK writers are listed in Table 7.1. Eighteen are adapted from novels, graphic novels
and short stories written by UK authors, one is an original screenplay and another is based on a successful stage
production.

Table 7.1 Top 20 grossing films worldwide based on stories and characters created by UK writers, 2001–2008
Country of Gross box office UK story material

Rank Title origin ($ million) US distributor (writer)

1 The Lord of the Rings: 
The Return of the King USA/NZ 1,119 New Line Novel by JRR Tolkien

2 Harry Potter and the 
Philosopher’s Stone UK/USA 970 Warner Bros Novel by JK Rowling

3 Harry Potter and the 
Order of the Phoenix UK/USA 937 Warner Bros Novel by JK Rowling

4 The Lord of the Rings: 
The Two Towers USA/NZ 923 New Line Novel by JRR Tolkien

5 Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire UK/USA 896 Warner Bros Novel by JK Rowling

6 Harry Potter and the 
Chamber of Secrets UK/USA 879 Warner Bros Novel by JK Rowling

7 The Lord of the Rings:
The Fellowship of the Ring USA/NZ 868 New Line Novel by JRR Tolkien

8 Harry Potter and the
Prisoner of Azkaban UK/USA 795 Warner Bros Novel by JK Rowling

9 The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, 
the Witch and the Wardrobe USA/NZ 749 Disney Novel by CS Lewis

10 The War of the Worlds USA 596 Paramount Novel by HG Wells

11 Casino Royale UK/USA/Cze 595 Sony Novel by Ian Fleming

12 Mamma Mia! UK/USA 585 Universal Musical book and screenplay 
by Catherine Johnson

13 Quantum of Solace UK/USA 546 Sony Pictures Based on Ian Fleming novels

14 Charlie and the Chocolate Factory UK/USA 473 Warner Bros Novel by Roald Dahl

15 Die Another Day UK/USA 432 MGM/UA Based on Ian Fleming novels

16 The Chronicles of Narnia:
Prince Caspian UK/USA 420 Disney Novel by CS Lewis

17 The Golden Compass UK/USA 365 New Line Novel by Philip Pullman

18 Wanted USA 345 Universal Graphic novel by Mark Millar

19 Bridget Jones: The Edge of Reason UK/USA 261 Universal Novel by Helen Fielding

20 Borat: Cultural Learnings of America USA 259 20th Century Original screenplay by
for Make Benefit Glorious Nation Fox Sacha Baron Cohen, Peter Baynham,
of Kazakhstan Anthony Hines and Dan Mazer

Source: UK Film Council RSU.
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Of the 31 films from the top 200 based on UK stories and characters, the majority (71%) were based on novels by
authors such as JRR Tolkien, JK Rowling, CS Lewis, Ian Fleming, Roald Dahl, Helen Fielding, Philip Pullman, HG Wells,
Brian Aldiss and Patrick O’Brian (Master and Commander) (Figure 7.1). The international popularity of UK comedy
writing was highlighted by the success of original screenplays for Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make
Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan, Johnny English, Love Actually, Mr Bean’s Holiday and Wallace & Gromit: 
The Curse of the Were-Rabbit. Films based on graphic novels by UK writers, such as Wanted, Constantine and 
The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, had a major global impact, as did the computer game Tomb Raider in its 
two film spin-offs. The musical Mamma Mia! started life as a UK stage production in 1999, with the songs of ABBA
woven into a story written by British playwright Catherine Johnson. The 2008 film release was one of the highest
grossing of the year, earning $585 million worldwide.

7.2 UK actors
UK acting talent is widely recognised as being among the best in the world and more than half (108) of the top 200
films at the international box office since 2001 have featured British actors in either lead/title roles (29) or in the
supporting cast (79). The prominent role played by UK actors in many of the major blockbusters of the last decade is
reflected in Figure 7.2 which shows the top 12 British actors based on appearances in the 200 highest-grossing films
released globally since 2001. Orlando Bloom, Ian McKellen and Christopher Lee have featured in some of the biggest
franchises in cinema history such as Lord of the Rings, Pirates of the Caribbean, X-Men and the Star Wars prequels.
New entries this year include Michael Caine (thanks largely to his role as Alfred in The Dark Knight), Daniel Craig 
(Bond and The Golden Compass) and Colin Firth, who played a supporting role in the highest grossing UK box office
hit of all-time, Mamma Mia!

Figure 7.1 Origin of UK story material in the top 200 films at the international box office, 2001–2008
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