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Abstract

Online circulation, diversity of content in video-on-demand (VOD) catalogs, and 
access to markets are increasingly relevant research subjects. Netflix, Amazon, 
and many other VOD platforms have an important role to play in making content 
available, but little is known about circulation patterns that have developed in 
the online market. This paper draws on an empirically rich analysis of online 
film availability on nineteen VOD platforms in Germany to develop discussions 
about circulation patterns. The study finds that the market for VOD platforms 
has become fragmented, with the effect that some VOD platforms have changed 
business models, distribution strategies, and content selections, and therefore 
reshaped circulation patterns. Analytically, the study argues that it has become 
challenging to think about online availability through binary logics of scarcity 
and abundance.

Keywords: Online distribution, VOD platforms, film availability, circulation patterns, 
content abundance

Online Platforms and Circulation Patterns for Films
Online video-on-demand (VOD) platforms are reshaping the ways that films circulate in 
national and international markets, how they are introduced and promoted to audiences 
in those markets, and how audiences engage with them. Netflix, Amazon, MUBI, and many 
other VOD platforms are part of an online market with far-reaching implications for the 
breadth of films that audiences can watch. The online market, as well as the process of online 
distribution, is often talked about positively as having an enriching impact on the availability 
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of films. The assumption is that it provides access for a wider and more diverse range of 
films than the DVD/Blu-ray market and the television market, and even more so the theat-
rical cinema market. That assumption is in various ways entrenched in some of the liberal 
principles that are associated with how the online market has proliferated itself in order to 
flourish, building on notions of limitless content abundance and audience access to films.

The prevalence of such notions of abundance and access in the online market calls for an 
analysis of the circulation of films, and the role of VOD platforms in making those films avail-
able, visible, and discoverable. VOD platforms operate as powerful gatekeepers with pro-
gramming practices that are based on the processes of selection and prioritization.2 Their 
decisions determine how films are presented on platform interfaces through strategic con-
tent placement and content recommendation, and therefore navigate audiences to some 
films in their catalogs, which are given more prominence than others. It is through such 
interventions that they are able to exert influence over patterns of audience consumption.

The development of the online VOD market and its broader impact on culture and soci-
ety are increasingly widely discussed within the disciplines of Media Industry Studies and 
Film Studies. Discussions are developing in directions such as policies and regulation, cul-
tural diversity and distribution, gatekeepers and digital disruption, and business models for 
VOD platforms.3 There is also emerging research on the circulation of audiovisual works and 
the way they are introduced and promoted on VOD platforms. Such studies revolve around 
business strategies, cross-border circulation, platform interfaces, and audience recommen-
dations through human curators and algorithm technology.4 The circulation of audiovisual 
works in such contributions is often associated with processes of power and control, par-
ticularly in relation to the perspective of a winner-takes-all economy.5

David Hesmondhalgh and Amanda Lotz employ the concept of circulation power to demon-
strate how media industry companies can manipulate processes of circulation in the online 
market.6 VOD platforms exert control over the process of enabling and disabling access to 
films, television series, and other content, while they also exert control over the process of 
making that content visible. They operate as gatekeepers whose influence on processes of 
availability and visibility can in some cases be enriching but in other cases restricting, and 
certainly have an impact on the ways that different types of audio-visual works reach audi-
ences. By filtering out audiovisual works through industrial structures of distribution and 
exhibition, they render some works more available and visible than others, and unavoidably 
create imbalances.

While academic works on the processes of online circulation have increased in recent years, 
there is still much to learn empirically about the dynamics behind that process. Given the 
continuing development of the online market, it is important to ask if well-established ana-
lytical frameworks about online circulation need to be reconsidered. The analytical discourse 
about the binary logics of scarcity and abundance has remained dominant, even though 
business models for VOD platforms have developed, diversified, and expanded, and the mar-
ket for VOD platforms has become increasingly fragmented. One important development is 
that the size of several VOD platform catalogs has changed. Netflix, for instance, has grad-
ually reduced the size of its film catalog in at least some countries since their transition to 
a subscription service, while the number of television series in their catalog increased. One 
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report, which draws on information collected by data aggregator Flixable, notes that the 
Netflix film catalog in the US market decreased from 6,755 films in 2010 to 4,010 films in 
2018, a difference of 41 percent over a period of eight years.7 Another report, which draws on 
information collected by data aggregators ReelGood and JustWatch, notes that the Netflix 
film catalog in the US market decreased from 6,494 films in 2014, to 4,335 films in 2016, and 
to 3,849 films in 2019. That again is a difference of 41 percent over a period of more than five 
years.8 If Netflix has often been talked about as providing a huge abundance of film titles, 
these developments question such descriptions.

While some platforms have decreased the size of their catalog, other platforms have increased 
the size of their catalog. MUBI is a well-known example of a subscription VOD (SVOD) plat-
form that initially operated according to the logic of exclusivity and scarcity, with a rotating 
offer of only thirty films available at any one time. However, it changed its model in May 2020 
to add a permanent collection of hundreds of classic and archive films alongside their rotat-
ing offer of thirty films.

The examples of Netflix and MUBI demonstrate that a simple opposition between scarcity 
and abundance hardly does justice to the complexities of the online film market. Rather, 
they are illustrative of the way that several VOD platforms have introduced business models 
with other approaches to film availability, content selections, and audience engagement 
in the past ten years or so. This paper analyzes the shape and structure that circulation 
patterns have taken in the online film market in Germany. The term circulation patterns 
can be broadly employed to describe how processes of access and cultural flow take shape, 
particularly with regard to distribution and exhibition. Based on an analysis of online avail-
ability in the film exhibition sector, I argue that new business models adopted by VOD plat-
forms have reshaped circulation patterns. The effect is that those platforms have redefined 
the way that on-demand culture is experienced by audiences, in terms of their expectations 
about access to films. In addition, I argue that it has become increasingly challenging to 
think about online availability through a crude binary opposition to scarcity and abundance. 
The reality is more complex and nuanced because the online market for VOD platforms has 
become increasingly fragmented.

Researching Online Availability and  
Circulation Patterns
The effect of various business models and approaches to film availability is that it is unclear 
to what extent VOD platforms engage with different types of films and which circulation 
patterns have developed. If online distribution has increased availability, we need to know 
where films are available in order to understand the implications of that availability: in terms 
of the width and stretch of film circulation, their accessibility on both transactional VOD 
(TVOD) and subscription VOD (SVOD) platforms, their inclusion in larger catalogs as well as 
smaller catalogs, and therefore their ability to reach different types of audiences. A better 
understanding of such issues would allow us to analyze what online availability for films 
means in practice and to unpack the notion of content abundance.
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The empirical examination of online availability that I develop in the following elaborates in 
various ways on other studies undertaken by academics and industry analysts. Nicolas Suzor 
et al. have analyzed the online availability of films, television series, music, and games in the 
US and Australian markets, for instance.9 Ramon Lobato and Alexa Scarlata have analyzed the 
availability (and discoverability) of Australian films and other audiovisual content on three  
VOD platforms in Australia.10 And the European Audiovisual Observatory has produced 
several reports about the availability of European films in European countries and non- 
European countries.11 While such studies are particularly useful for understanding the avail-
ability of films on individual platforms, they are less attentive to wider circulation patterns. 
The objective of this study of VOD platforms in Germany is to draw connections between 
online availability and circulation patterns. To understand circulation patterns is to analyze 
how widely films are available across a large and diverse range of VOD platforms.

Empirical research about online availability and circulation patterns is often based on quan-
titative data collection, but there are methodological challenges. First, quantitative data col-
lection is a time-consuming process because VOD platforms are not usually forthcoming in 
sharing their database. Data aggregators such as JustWatch or Lumiere VOD are useful to 
some extent, but require further testing to ensure reliability. Second, film availability in the 
online market is often subject to change, with new films appearing and others disappear-
ing, just as in the theatrical cinema market. Some quantitative studies provide what Lobato 
and Scarlata call “a static snapshot of an evolving infrastructure,” while others develop a 
time-consuming tracking study to measure availability over a specific period of time.12 Third, 
the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic has encouraged distributors to experiment with 
direct-to-VOD strategies, with some films becoming available in the online market before 
the theatrical cinema market, and others exclusively online. Given such methodological 
challenges, a case study approach is particularly useful to make research manageable and 
undertake in-depth analysis.

Research Focus
The research focus in this paper is firmly on the availability of what are sometimes called 
specialized films on VOD platforms, drawing on empirically rich data about such availability 
in the German VOD market. The concept of specialized films is employed to refer to a cat-
egory of less familiar feature films that circulate mostly beyond the mainstream, including 
independent films, art-house films, festival films, and world cinema. Specialized films are 
commercial productions that are often associated with an appreciation of their cultural, 
aesthetic, and/or social values, and their enriching contribution to the diversification of 
film culture. As such, they are roughly located between mainstream, commercial films, and 
experimental, non-commercial films. The concept of specialized films is primarily used 
within industry discourse, in the trade press and by film practitioners, and film agencies 
and funding bodies, particularly in the UK and US markets. The term also appears in aca-
demic scholarship about the film industry. Several academics, for instance, employ defini-
tions of specialized films that were introduced by the UK Film Council and the British Film 
Institute.13
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In terms of the circulation of specialized films, they are often submitted to film festivals 
in national and international markets to secure festival screenings, build up a profile, and 
generate awareness among audiences and critics. Such screenings through the film festival 
circuit support the formal distribution process, whereby distributors develop a commercial 
release strategy for other markets in the film exhibition sector, such as the theatrical cinema 
market, online market, DVD/Blu-ray market, and the television market. In national mar-
kets such as Germany and the United Kingdom, specialized films are usually first released in 
cinemas, but only few such films are able to break out of the specialized market and cross 
over into the mainstream market. Examples of such films are Green Book (2018) and Parasite 
(2019). Most specialized films (i.e., in their hundreds every year) are typically given a modest 
release on a relatively low number of cinema screens by distributors in Germany and the 
United Kingdom. Of course, there are differences in terms of the theatrical cinema release 
for specialized films across national markets or territories, but it is often argued that screen 
time and space are mainly allocated to mainstream films.14 Given such challenging circum-
stances for specialized films in the theatrical cinema market, this study sets out to analyze 
how widely they circulate in the online market.

Online availability and circulation patterns are analyzed from the perspective of VOD 
platforms that operate in Germany. According to the revenue estimates for 2020 by data 
aggregator Statista, Germany was the largest market for VOD platforms in Europe and the 
fourth largest market worldwide — behind the United States, China, and Japan.15 Statista also 
estimates that SVOD and TVOD platforms in Germany accounted for €1.4 billion in VOD 
revenues in 2020. As in most markets worldwide, Germany comprises a range of national- 
oriented platforms such as Maxdome, Videoload, and Realeyz, as well as global and transna-
tional platforms such as Netflix, Amazon, MUBI, and Disney+. The combination of global and 
national players in the German market is important for the reliability and generalizability of 
this study.

The umbrella term online VOD platform is employed throughout the various sections of 
the paper for reasons of clarity. It is most closely related to the TVOD and SVOD platforms 
that are analyzed in relation to film availability. Online VOD platforms are also more broadly 
referred to as Internet-distributed video services, particularly in media industry studies.16

Methodological Approach
The study is informed by a self-produced database with information about a sample of 150 
specialized films on nineteen VOD platforms in the German market. This allows for an empir-
ically rich case study, whereby the value is in the scope and depth of circulation patterns.

In order to identify a meaningful sample of 150 specialized films, I  focused on films sup-
ported by Creative Europe, the flagship institution for film in Europe. Creative Europe pro-
vides financial support for European films that qualify for their funding programs, but many 
of those films can also be described as specialized films. In particular, their “distribution 
selective” program is relevant because it is designed for sales agents and distributors who 
want to enhance the circulation of European films across European countries.17
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The preparatory groundwork for the database involved firstly identifying all European 
films that were funded through the distribution selective program in the period between 
2011 and 2018 (208 films in total). The next step involved an assessment of which of those 
films could reasonably be described as specialized.18 A sample of 150 specialized films was 
identified in this way. The distribution selective program works with specific criteria for 
distributors across Europe. One criterion, for instance, is that German distributors can 
be awarded funding only for non-German (European) films. In terms of the full sample of 
150 specialized films, German distributors received distribution selective funding for 117 
specialized films (78%).19 Another criterion of the distribution selective program is that 
German productions can be awarded only to non-German distributors. There are eleven 
specialized films (7%) in the sample with a lead production company from Germany.20 For 
the remaining twenty-two specialized films in the sample, German distributors acquired 
fifteen specialized films (10%) without funding from the distribution selective program, 
while seven films (5%) were not acquired by German distributors for a theatrical cin-
ema or online release in the German market.21 In terms of the full sample of 150 spe-
cialized films, it is also worth noting that 27 films were made with a German (minority)  
co-producer involved.22

There is a wide variety of specialized films included in the analysis. Their cultural perfor-
mance ranged from critically acclaimed films that won the Palme d’Or Cannes Film Festival 
prize, such as Amour (2012), I, Daniel Blake (2016), and The Square (2017), to other films that 
were able to travel and develop a profile through the festival circuit, to films that generated 
less awareness. In addition, their commercial performance in cinemas ranged from films 
that performed well in most distribution territories, to films that performed modestly in 
most distribution territories, to films that were not given a theatrical cinema release in most 
distribution territories. On the other hand, the sample of specialized films is limited because 
it is heavily Eurocentric, with few productions that were made in collaboration with copro-
duction partners from other regions of the world.

The resulting database of 150 specialized films was supplemented with information about 
the availability of these films across TVOD and SVOD platforms in Germany and the extent 
to which individual VOD platforms engage with these films. Research was conducted in 
July  2020, during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Germany. While German 
distributors developed direct-to-VOD release strategies for some specialized films in that 
period, such strategies were not developed for films included in the sample of 150 specialized 
films. Data about online availability was collected from Lumiere VOD and JustWatch, data 
aggregators that work with a large number of platforms to make information about online 
availability publicly accessible.23 Based on their data in July 2020, it became clear that the 
online availability of the 150 films in the sample was spread over 25 VOD platforms.24 The 
scope of VOD platforms was subsequently sharpened by applying two criteria: every plat-
form was required to be operational during the period of research from July 2020 to Febru-
ary 2021, while providing access to a minimum of seven specialized films (5%) of the sample.25 
A broad range of nineteen VOD platforms remained included in the analysis, of which fifteen 
were TVOD platforms and four were SVOD platforms. They included popular global SVOD 
platforms such as Netflix and Amazon Prime Video, as well as transnational VOD platforms 
and single-nation VOD platforms.
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The subsequent sections of this paper provide insight into the availability and circulation 
in Germany of the sample of 150 specialized films. How widely do these films circulate on 
German VOD platforms? Which VOD platforms stand out in terms of providing access 
for those films? And what is the relationship between the availability of those films in the 
online market and their performance in cinemas? It is through such questions that we 
can begin to understand how liberal principles of access and choice have developed in 
the online market, and how they relate to the specificities of market fragmentation and 
the binary logic of abundance and scarcity. This also allows us to ask questions about cir-
culation power, the role of gatekeepers, and licensing deals that shape and structure film 
circulation patterns.

Circulation Patterns: How Widely Are  
Specialized Films Available?
The starting point of the empirical analysis revolves around the straightforward ques-
tion: how widely are specialized films available on VOD platforms in Germany? Because 
this analysis is based on a sample of 150 specialized films, it is not designed to make gen-
eralizations for all specialized films on VOD platforms. It is designed instead to identify 
circulation patterns in a period of market fragmentation. Insight is first provided about 
availability across nineteen VOD platforms in Germany. Figure 1 demonstrates that those 
platforms as a whole provide access to a relatively high number of 124 specialized films 
(83%) from the sample of 150 specialized films. While most such films are thus available to 
audiences on VOD platforms, the online market clearly does not provide unlimited access 
or endless choice.
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Figure 1. The availability of 150 specialized films across 19 VOD platforms in Germany, July 2020.
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Why is it not possible to access all specialized films online in Germany? Paul McDon-
ald, Courtney Brannon Donoghue, and Timothy Havens describe media distribution as a 
“complex site of power, privilege, and gatekeeping.”26 It is through gatekeeper networks 
that decisions are made about the availability and visibility of individual films, with the 
release traditionally beginning in the theatrical cinema market. This process is organized 
through gatekeepers such as sales agents and distributors, who “filter out and narrow 
access through decentralized decision-making at national and international levels.”27 The 
online gatekeeper network is arguably more complex because various forms of online 
distribution have developed, including direct distribution and self-distribution. And new 
types of gatekeepers have appeared, with content aggregators and powerful SVOD plat-
forms such as Netflix operating as distributors. Some films are distributed through all 
players in the gatekeeper network, involving sales agents, distributors, content aggrega-
tors, and VOD platforms.28 But for other films alternative arrangements may be in place, 
including direct relationships between producers and VOD platforms; between sales 
agents and VOD platforms; between distributors and VOD platforms; or between content 
aggregators and VOD platforms. Such different arrangements make it difficult to gen-
eralize about distribution strategies for enabling or disabling online access, and about 
processes of online rights management and licensing deals that impact on online avail-
ability and visibility. What these various gatekeeper arrangements and industry prac-
tices demonstrate is that online distribution is a mediated process rather than being 
structured through processes of open and unfiltered access; or to put it differently, 
processes of mediation determine the scope and stretch of circulation patterns in the  
online market.

It is unclear how such gatekeeper arrangements for online film availability developed in the 
first waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. On the one hand, online viewing became an increas-
ingly popular activity when cinemas closed during lockdowns. That could have provided an 
opportunity for gatekeepers to enhance online access for their films. On the other hand, the 
growing popularity of online viewing does not necessarily mean that the number of films in 
VOD catalogues increased.

In terms of the analysis of circulation patterns, it is possible to make specific associations 
between specialized films and VOD platforms. Figure  2 demonstrates on how many VOD 
platforms such films are available in Germany. The scale of availability for each of those films 
varies between one and thirteen platforms. A  large number of 110 specialized films (89%) 
are available on 5 or more platforms, demonstrating that they circulate widely and provide 
audiences with several online viewing options. Seventy-two of those films are available on 
between seven and ten platforms, while sixteen films are available on as many as eleven to 
thirteen platforms. On the other hand, there are a low number of fourteen specialized films 
(11%) that are available on between one and four platforms, and five of those films are availa-
ble on only one platform.29 These various observations then provide a clear indication of the 
scope and stretch of circulation patterns. The analysis explores circulation patterns further 
in the two sections that follow. First, it identifies circulation patterns across various cate-
gories of VOD platforms. Second, it explores how circulation patterns for specialized films 
in the online market are associated with their commercial performance in the theatrical 
cinema market.
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Specialized Films on Individual VOD Platforms
Online availability and circulation patterns are reliant on the particular business models, 
content selections, and other strategies developed by TVOD and SVOD platforms. TVOD 
platforms in particular offer online distribution opportunities. They generate revenues from 
individual online transactions, whether a one-off rental fee or purchase, which they then 
share on an agreed basis with rights holders. There is a great deal of variation between dif-
ferent types of TVOD platforms. Some of them offer access to many specialized films, while 
others are more selective; and some of them work with collections of specialized films that 
remain available for several years or even longer, while others work with collections of spe-
cialized films that rotate more often or change completely from time to time.

In terms of SVOD platforms, it is more common that they pay upfront licensing fees to acquire 
films. Such licensing fees usually require substantial financial investment, particularly for 
the most powerful SVOD platforms with relatively large catalogs. But even for such power-
ful SVOD platforms, the effect of upfront license fees is that their film catalogs are smaller 
than the largest TVOD platforms. There is also the dynamic between content rotation and 
long-term availability. SVOD platforms are mostly known for their emphasis on rotation, 
but some powerful SVOD platforms like Netflix are also investing substantial financial cap-
ital in in-house, original productions that become and remain exclusively available on their 
platforms.

With the different licensing arrangements between TVOD and SVOD platforms in mind,  
Figure 3 demonstrates to what extent individual platforms in Germany engage with the sam-
ple of 124 specialized films. Three categories of platforms (appearing in blue, yellow, and 
green) can be identified in particular. Most specialized films are available on the following 
five TVOD platforms that form the first category: Amazon Prime Video (114 films), YouTube 
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Figure 2. Online circulation patterns for 124 specialized films in Germany, July 2020.
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(112 films), Google Play (109 films), iTunes (102 films), and Magenta TV (96 films), with each of 
them appearing in blue in Figure 3. What is typical here is that Amazon, YouTube, Google, 
and iTunes are all companies with international operations, while Magenta TV is a powerful 
telecommunications company with operations in Germany and Austria.

Each of those five platforms provides access to a large proportion of the full sample of 124 
specialized films, with 92 percent available on Amazon Prime Video, 90 percent on YouTube, 
88 percent on Google Play, 82 percent on iTunes, and 77 percent on Magenta TV. There is 
also much overlap between the specialized films available on those platforms. If we take the 
ninety-six films available on Magenta TV, for instance, we can see that seventy-nine of those 
films (82%) are also available on Amazon Prime Video, YouTube, Google Play, and iTunes.30 If 
we draw a further comparison, we can see that the 79 films also represent the majority (64%) 
of all 124 specialized films online.

It is thus relatively easy for rights holders to enable access to the five platforms in this cat-
egory, even though specialized films are often also available on a range of other platforms.

The second category of VOD platforms includes the four TVOD platforms, Maxdome (eighty-
one films), Rakuten (seventy-two films), Videobuster (sixty-five films), and Chili (forty-nine 
films), with each of them appearing in yellow in Figure 3. Maxdome and Videobuster operate 
in Germany and Austria, Chili in Europe, and Rakuten internationally. While those platforms 
don’t provide access to as many specialized films as the largest TVOD platforms in the first 
category, they do provide wider access for a selection of films that are also available on 
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Figure 3.  Three categories of VOD platforms in Germany, ordered by the availability of specialized films, 
July 2020.

Notes: In order to distinguish between TVOD platforms and SVOD platforms, the asterisk symbol (*) is assigned to SVOD 
platforms. Amazon and SKY appear twice in this figure because they provide a transactional offer (Amazon and SKY) and a 
subscription offer (Amazon* and SKY*). KOD is an abbreviation for the platform Kino on Demand and Magenta is an abbrevia-
tion for Magenta TV.
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platforms in the first category, and that explains why some films end up on a large number 
of platforms. If we look at the eighty-one films available on Maxdome, it becomes clear that 
sixty-two films (77%) are available on all five platforms in the first category. Other platforms 
in the second category also have high levels of similarity with platforms in the first category: 
Rakuten provides the same access for sixty of seventy-two films (83%), Videobuster for fifty- 
three of sixty-five films (82%), and Chili for thirty-four of forty-nine films (69%). On the other 
hand, there is variation between platforms in the second category in terms of the films that 
they select. If we take the forty-nine films available on Chili, we can see that only sixteen 
films (33%) of those films are also available on Maxdome, Rakuten, and Videobuster.31 Rather 
than providing access to the same films, this suggests that their content strategies are more 
selective.

The third and last category that can be identified in Figure  3 includes both TVOD and 
SVOD platforms. This category comprises a larger number of ten platforms (of which six 
are TVOD and four SVOD), which appear in green in Figure  3. Some are international 
operators, in which the provision of film content in Germany is just a small part of their 
overall business offer. That includes SKY (TVOD), SKY Ticket (SVOD), Amazon (SVOD), 
Netflix (SVOD), and Microsoft. Others are much smaller and often specific to Germany 
and Austria. That includes Pantaflix, Flimmit, Kino on Demand, Joyn (SVOD), and Alles 
Kino. The availability of specialized films on the ten platforms in the third category is rel-
atively low. Pantaflix provides access to thirty films, SKY to twenty-nine films, Flimmit to 
twenty-three films, Amazon (SVOD) to nineteen films, Kino on Demand to sixteen films, 
and Joyn (SVOD) to thirteen films. The remaining four platforms provide access to less 
than ten films each: Netflix, Microsoft, and Alles Kino (nine each), and Sky Ticket (SVOD) 
with just seven films. Despite their relatively low engagement with specialized films, col-
lectively they still provide access to 89 of the 124 specialized films (72%) available online. 
Their selections are thus spread across a wide range of specialized films. While some 
platforms select some of the same films as the others, there can also be huge differences 
between them. There is, for instance, little overlap between Amazon’s SVOD offer and 
Netflix, with Victoria (2015) being the only specialized film available on both SVOD plat-
forms. Further, the specialized films available on TVOD platforms Kino on Demand and 
Microsoft do not overlap at all. It is also worth noting that there is little overlap between 
SKY’s TVOD and SVOD platforms, with only two of the same specialized films available on 
both platforms.

Because the film selections made by platforms in the third category are more diverse, they 
provide online access for some films that are unavailable on platforms in the first and sec-
ond category. There are four cases where films are available on just one platform: Tabu 
(2011) on Pantaflix, Sister (2011) on Pantaflix, In the Fog (2011) on Pantaflix, and Nocturama 
(2016) on Netflix. On the other hand, the remaining eighty-five films on show on platforms 
in the third category are also available on platforms in the first and/or second category, 
which suggests that their contribution to the online market for such films revolves around 
making specialized films available on a larger number of platforms. The dynamic between 
providing access on a large number of platforms and providing limited access is of course 
subject to change. Clearly, more films become exclusively available on some VOD platforms 
due to investments in in-house, original productions. Although that development does not 
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really come forward in this analysis, it has already affected circulation patterns for special-
ized films on platforms like Netflix, and that will continue to affect circulation patterns for 
such films in the next few years.32

Overall, the three categories of platforms are associated with different circulation patterns 
for specialized films. These circulation patterns can be analyzed in relation to assump-
tions about content abundance. The first category exemplifies the logic of abundance, 
although not to the extent of providing unlimited availability, access, or choice. But the 
second and third categories demonstrate that the meaning of the concept of abundance is 
more complex than often assumed. We could hardly say that Netflix (category three) with 
a catalog of thousands of films is not at all associated with the logic of abundance, but the 
contrast with platforms in category one is clear. It thus seems problematic to use a single 
concept of abundance to describe the often quite different content strategies and selec-
tions of the companies that might be seen as making an abundance of film titles available 
to audiences.

Specialized Films in Cinemas and Online
Having analyzed online circulation patterns, the study will now explore how these patterns 
compare to the circulation of films in the theatrical cinema market. The performance of 
films in cinemas often impacts on their performance in subsequent release markets. As trade 
observer Geoffrey Macnab notes, the theatrical cinema market is traditionally regarded as 
the “engine that drives the ancillary sales.”33 To what extent, then, do specialized films benefit 
from theatrical cinema exhibition? And what is the relationship between the performance 
of films in cinemas and the number of platforms on which they are available in the online 
market? On the one hand, films become more attractive for platforms if they perform well in 
cinemas, with the effect that they circulate more widely in the online market. On the other 
hand, there are also opportunities for less marketable films to gain access to a relatively high 
number of platforms.

We can first establish how the availability of specialized films in the theatrical cinema 
market relates to the online market. This analysis is based on additional data provided 
by The German Association for Film Distributors about the theatrical release of films in 
German cinemas, including their box-office performance and the number of screens on 
which they were shown at the widest point of release.34 From the sample of 124 special-
ized films available in the German online market, a large number of 120 films were first 
released in German cinemas. On the basis of those 120 films, it is possible to analyze 
associations between the commercial performance of specialized films in cinemas and 
the range of platforms on which they are available. In order to do this, the sample of 
120 specialized films was narrowed to the 30 best-performing films (with cinema reve-
nues above €650,000), and the 30 lowest-performing films (with cinema revenues below 
€100,000). Beyond their performance in cinemas, the difference between the categories 
is also noticeable in terms of the scale of their release: the 30 best-performing films were 
shown on between 59 and 400 screens at the widest point of release in Germany, while 
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the 30 lowest-performing films were shown on between 19 and 80 screens at the widest 
point of release.

In terms of online availability and circulation patterns, Figure 4 confirms that there is 
a relationship between the cinema release and the online release, demonstrating that 
the best-performing films in cinemas (appearing in pink) are more often available on 
a higher number of platforms than the lowest-performing films (appearing in green). 
That is of course not a surprising observation in itself, but it allows for more insight into 
circulation patterns. Of the thirty best-performing films, the majority (twenty-eight 
films) were available on more than six platforms. In fact, their availability is particularly 
concentrated around some of the highest categories: eight films are available on ten 
platforms, four on eleven platforms, and five on twelve platforms. Well-performing films 
in cinemas are thus likely to circulate on a large number of VOD platforms. By compar-
ison, online availability of the thirty lowest-performing films in cinemas is spread over 
a greater range of platforms, with nine films available on less than six platforms, thir-
teen on six to eight platforms, and only eight on more than eight platforms. Circulation 
patterns for this category of films are thus more fluid and elastic than the thirty best- 
performing films.

Implicit in arguments about the relationship between box-office performance and online 
availability are industrial operations of circulation power. The fact that the best-performing  
films are able to secure wider access suggests that they are supported by distributors  
with a larger number of VOD platforms in their networks. To that extent, processes of film 
circulation in the online market are a consolidation of power dynamics established in the 
theatrical cinema market, the DVD and Blu-ray market, and the television market.

Figure 4.  Online circulation patterns, based on commercial cinema performance, July 2020.



54

Media Industries 9.2 (2022)

Conclusions
While VOD platforms continue to strengthen the market for online viewing of films, televi-
sion series, and other content, discussions about online circulation, diversity of content in 
VOD catalogs, and access to markets will undoubtedly receive more traction. This paper has 
demonstrated that the online market has helped the nature of film distribution to evolve, 
according to different circulation logics and patterns. Those developments are associated 
with the process of market fragmentation. As a consequence, it is far too crude to rely on 
a simple binary opposition between abundance and scarcity. The situation for specialized 
films is far more complex. Online access and availability are now based on a blending of dif-
ferent business models, distribution strategies, and content selections.

Looking at the scope and stretch of online circulation patterns of specialized films sug-
gests that we need further research about the operations of circulation power and online 
distribution processes. To understand circulation power involves first of all analyzing how 
films become available. That requires acquiring a deeper understanding of gatekeeper 
arrangements between sales agents, distributors, content aggregators, and VOD plat-
forms to reveal the motivations behind the process of making films available and visible. 
But with the market for VOD platforms becoming more fragmented and changing release 
strategies for films, there are also more challenges to acquire a comprehensive insight 
into gatekeeper arrangements and licensing deals that shape and structure film circula-
tion patterns.
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