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Editorial Introduction
The New Reality for Independent Filmmakers offers 
something the other pieces in this issue do not: a view 
from the ground. Where the majority of contributions 
examine the industry from the vantage point of principle 
and pattern, Mark Litwak’s piece is addressed to practi-
tioners navigating a specific and difficult present.

That practical angle makes it a very concrete contri-
bution. Abstract analyses about disruption, windowing 
collapse, and the shift from content economics to plat-
form economics are important for understanding disrup-
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tive contexts. Litwak makes these turbulences concrete. 
The independent filmmaker who learns that their stream-
ing licence will likely yield between $1,000 and $10,000 
- and that the minimum guarantees that once cushioned 
that reality have largely disappeared – experiences the 
direct consequences of industry transformation.

It is worth pointing out Litwak’s particular position in 
the system: He comes to these insights not as a producer, 
director, or studio executive, but as an entertainment 
lawyer who has spent decades structuring and pack-
aging deals for independent filmmakers. That role sits 
at a distinctive and indispensable intersection in the 
Hollywood ecosystem.

Lawyers in Hollywood do not get much visibility with 
audiences, but they are almost always present when 
the deals gets made. In an industry built on temporary 
coalitions, informal trust networks, and the continuous 
recombination of talent and capital, legal infrastructure 
is what makes the system work. Contracts define the 
architecture of each project — who owns what, who gets 
paid when, and under what conditions creative control 
passes from one hand to another. In a world without 
stable employment relationships or permanent organi-
zational homes for most participants, the deal is the insti-
tution they must rely on. It is what holds the temporary 
organization together.

For independent filmmakers operating without 
studio backing, lawyers play an even more specific role: 
they stand between creative intent and commercial 
reality. When Litwak writes that the traditional finan-
cial models have largely disappeared, or that PVOD 
[premium video on demand] revenue may take six 
months to arrive after viewing data becomes available, 
he is drawing on knowledge that is rarely visible from 
the outside but shapes everything about what get made 
and on what terms.

The broader lesson for leaders outside Hollywood is 
not about the details of contracts, but about what lawyers 
represent in a loosely coupled ecosystem: the formal 
mechanisms that make trust scalable. Hollywood thrives 
on reputation and relationship, as several pieces in this 
DLQ issue describe. But reputation alone cannot close 
a deal, define rights, or protect a filmmaker when a plat-
form exercises its leverage. The ecosystem needs both 

In a world without stable employment 
relationships or permanent 
organizational homes for most 
participants, the deal is the institution 
they must rely on. It is what holds the 
temporary organization together.
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— the informal social capital that makes collaboration 
possible, and the legal infrastructure that makes it dura-
ble. Organizations building their own ecosystem strat-
egies often underinvest in that second layer, assuming 
that culture and alignment will carry what only clear 
agreements can.

It is from that position — closer to the deal than to the 
film set, closer to the market than to the creative vision — 
that Litwak surveys what independent filmmaking has 
become. He tells us not a story of collapse, but of radical 
complication and complexity: more paths, higher stakes, 
and very little room for the assumptions that guided the 
previous generation.

Roland Deiser, Co-publisher and Senior Editor, Developing 
Leaders Quarterly

T he independent film industry has undergone a 
seismic transformation in recent years, funda-
mentally altering how filmmakers finance, 
distribute, and monetize their work. While 

2025 has brought some encouraging signs of theatrical 
recovery, the path to profitability has become far more 
complex—and paradoxically, both more challenging and 
more opportunity-rich than ever before.

The Box Office Renaissance: Real but 
Fragile
After years of pandemic-induced decline, independent 
films experienced an apparent theatrical resurgence by 
2025. Films like Nosferatu ($181 million worldwide), A 
Complete Unknown ($140.5 million),  Anora ($57 million), 

Litwak surveys what independent 
filmmaking has become. He tells us 
not a story of collapse, but of radical 
complication and complexity: more 
paths, higher stakes, and very little 
room for the assumptions that 
guided the previous generation
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and The Brutalist ($50.4 million) proved that audiences 
will still turn out for quality independent cinema.

This represents a significant shift from 2024, when 
the independent box office shrank by more than 17%. 
Independent films’ portion of the global box office 
dropped from 21% to 18.5%, a concerning trend that 
appeared to be accelerating

However, 2025’s success stories share common traits: 
most benefited from extensive awards season campaigns, 
featured recognizable talent, and received strategic plat-
form releases from experienced distributors like Focus 
Features, Searchlight Pictures, Neon, and A24. For the 
typical first-time filmmaker without these advantages, 
the theatrical landscape remains treacherous.

The Streaming Mirage: Less Buying, More 
Building
Perhaps the most dramatic shift has been the retreat 
of major streaming platforms from aggressive indepen-
dent film acquisitions. The days of Netflix spending $15 
million on a Sundance pickup or Amazon dropping $46 
million across five festival films are largely over.

At the 2025 Sundance Film Festival—traditionally 
the epicentre of independent film dealmaking—industry 
insiders noted unusual silence during opening weekend. 
Apple and HBO Max were expected to be relatively quiet 

buyers, while Netflix focused primarily on its own origi-
nal productions. The platform released 47 English-lan-
guage Netflix Original films in 2024, supplementing 
them with volume deals from major studios rather than 
individual indie pickups.

The few major deals that did close told a story of 
selectivity and strategy. Neon’s $17 million acquisition 
of Together represented the festival’s biggest splash, but 
such deals were exceptions rather than rules. When 
streamers do buy, they are looking for specific elements: 
festival pedigree, recognizable talent, and proven 
audience appeal.

This represents a fundamental strategic shift. 
Streaming platforms have moved from a growth-at-all-
costs mentality to a profitability-focused approach. They 
are investing heavily in their own branded content rather 
than licensing independent films that do not necessarily 
drive subscriber growth or retention.

The PVOD Lifeline: The New Essential 
Revenue Stream
As theatrical windows have shortened and streaming 
acquisitions have declined, Premium Video on Demand 
(PVOD) has emerged as a critical revenue source for 
independent films—in many cases, the difference 
between profitability and loss.
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For individual filmmakers, however, not all films will 
get a theatrical or PVOD release. For Direct and VOD 
licensing, the fees tell a sobering story. Independent 
films can earn anywhere between $10,000 to $500,000 
so requiring thousands of views to generate even modest 
returns. The traditional minimum guarantee (MG) 
payments that helped filmmakers recoup investments 
have largely disappeared, replaced by a longer path to 
profitability with payments often arriving quarterly or 
even six months after viewing data becomes available.

The Window Squeeze: Racing 
Against Time
The compression of release windows has created both 
opportunities and challenges for independent filmmak-
ers. The traditional sequence—theatrical (90 days), then 
DVD (3-4 months later), then Pay TV (several months 
later), then free TV (two years later)—has collapsed 
into a far more compressed timeline. Today’s typical 
sequence looks dramatically different:

The case of Anora illustrates this new reality perfectly. 
After a 70-day theatrical window, the $6 million produc-
tion grossed just $20.4 million domestically—a respect-
able return, but not enough to reach profitability after 
marketing costs and the distributor Neon’s $18 million 
P&A (prints and advertising) and awards campaign 
budget. The film relied heavily on post-theatrical PVOD 
sales following its Oscar wins to finally break even 
and turn a profit.

As one industry insider put it: “PVOD is the key in an 
Academy window”—replacing what DVD sales provided 
two decades ago.

The economics are compelling for distributors. 
While theatrical box office is typically split about 50-50 
between studios and exhibitors, studios can keep up to 
80% of PVOD revenue. Universal’s aggressive PVOD 
programme generated $1 billion in less than three years, 
adding approximately 30% to their theatrical revenue. 
For independent films, PVOD revenue can add 44% 
more to a film’s earnings beyond theatrical rentals.

Streaming platforms have moved 
from a growth-at-all-costs mentality 
to a profitability-focused approach.
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•	 Theatrical window: Now as short as 17-45 days 
(down from 90 days)

•	 PVOD window: Begins 17-45 days after theatrical, 
typically priced at $19.99

•	 SVOD window: 45-90 days after theatrical on 
subscription platforms

•	 Traditional VOD: Shortly after 
SVOD, at $5.99-$6.99

•	 Physical media (ie DVDs): Simultaneous or 
shortly after TVOD (increasingly de-emphasized)

The average time from theatrical debut to direct-to-con-
sumer streaming has plummeted from 90 days to 30 days 
in just five years. Some films, like the thriller Compan-
ion, spent only 18 days in theatres before digital release.

This compression means independent filmmakers 
must maximize revenue from each window in rapid 
succession. There is no time to build word-of-mouth 
slowly—a film must find its audience immediately or risk 
being buried in the next wave of releases.

The Festival Paradox: Still Essential, 
Differently Valuable
Film festivals remain crucial for independent filmmak-
ers, but their role has evolved. While Sundance histori-
cally served as a launching pad for lucrative distribution 

deals, the 2025 festival saw fewer bidding wars and more 
measured acquisitions.

Interestingly, at the 2024 Sundance, 60% of indie 
films secured distribution—suggesting the right films can 
still find homes. However, the nature of those deals has 
changed. Where filmmakers once hoped for million-dol-
lar advances and worldwide rights deals, they now face 
more modest offers, revenue-sharing arrangements, and 
split-rights deals where different territories or platforms 
are licensed separately.

The festival circuit has become more valuable for 
building audience awareness, generating press cover-
age, and establishing filmmaker credentials than for 
securing immediate financial windfalls. Films that 
premiere at Venice, Cannes, or Sundance and build 
festival momentum can leverage that buzz into better 
PVOD performance and streaming deals—but the 
festival premiere itself is no longer a guarantee of 
financial success.

There is no time to build word-of-
mouth slowly—a film must find its 
audience immediately or risk being 
buried in the next wave of releases.
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The Profitability Puzzle: Multiple Revenue 
Streams Required
The harsh reality for independent filmmakers in 2025 
is that theatrical revenue alone rarely covers costs—
even for relatively successful films. Consider these 
sobering statistics:
•	 Over 90% of independent films don’t reach main-

stream theatres.
•	 In 2024, the sector represented just 18.5% of 

total box office.
•	 Streaming platforms now account for 70% of 

North American home entertainment revenue, but 
individual film payments have declined.

•	 Physical media revenue has declined to less than 
1% in 2025, down from 30% a decade earlier.

Most successful independent filmmakers now develop 
multiple revenue streams beyond traditional distribution:

•	 Theatrical + PVOD combination: Leveraging 
limited theatrical runs to drive awareness, then 
capitalizing on PVOD for primary revenue.

•	 Hybrid release strategies: Simultaneous or 
near-simultaneous theatrical and digital releases.

•	 Direct-to-consumer platforms: Self-distribution 
through proprietary platforms, retaining more 
control and revenue.

•	 Educational and institutional licensing: 
Universities, libraries, and organizations can 
provide steady income.

•	 Festival and non-theatrical screenings: 
Community screenings, churches, and special 
interest groups.

•	 Ancillary revenue: Teaching, consulting, speak-
ing engagements, and workshops based on film-
making expertise.

The festival circuit has become more 
valuable for building audience awareness, 
generating press coverage, and 
establishing filmmaker credentials than 
for securing immediate financial windfalls.
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Technology and Marketing: The New 
Equalizers
While the financial landscape has become more challeng-
ing, technological advances have democratized certain 
aspects of filmmaking and distribution. Cloud-based 
editing and collaboration tools enable remote workflows. 
Virtual production techniques have made high-quality 
content more accessible on modest budgets.

Perhaps most significantly, social media and niche 
platforms have become powerful marketing tools. Over 
80% of moviegoers now make film choices based on 
social media influence. Platforms like Letterboxd, the 
cinephile social network, have emerged as critical 
marketing channels—nearly half the audience for The 
Brutalist heard about the film through Letterboxd.

Email marketing, despite being old-school in the digi-
tal age, remains remarkably effective—outperforming 
social media by 50 times in engagement for building 
communities around films. Crowdfunding has evolved 
from purely a financing tool to a community-building strat-
egy that can provide both capital and a built-in audience.

The Distributor Dilemma: Fewer Options, 
Higher Stakes
The distribution landscape has consolidated signifi-
cantly, with fewer traditional distributors actively acquir-

ing independent films. At the same time, new players 
have emerged or stepped up their activity. MUBI, for 
instance, has become more aggressive in acquisitions, 
while companies like Neon and A24 have proven they 
can turn independent films into cultural phenomena 
with the right strategy.

However, getting picked up by a distributor is no 
longer the finish line, it is the starting line. Distributors 
now expect filmmakers to bring built-in audiences, social 
media followings, and marketing resources. The days 
when a distributor would handle everything are gone. 
Filmmakers must be partners in marketing, utilizing 
their own networks and platforms to drive awareness 
and ticket sales.

For filmmakers unable to secure traditional distri-
bution, self-distribution has become increasingly viable. 
Platforms like Prime Video Direct allow independent 
creators to sell or rent titles without set-up fees, provid-
ing valuable data about viewership and revenue. However, 
this path requires significant marketing expertise and 
resources that many filmmakers lack.

Regional and Global Opportunities: 
Looking Beyond Hollywood
One bright spot in the independent film landscape is 
the growing importance of international markets and 
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regional content. Netflix and other platforms are increas-
ingly focused on local-language content for specific 
markets, creating opportunities for filmmakers to 
develop projects with strong regional appeal that can 
then travel globally.

UK independent films, for instance, saw their world-
wide box office share increase in 2024, with films 
like Conclave, Back to Black, and One Life finding signif-
icant international audiences. The key was combining 
local authenticity with universal themes and professional 
production values.

For American independent filmmakers, this suggests 
opportunities in developing projects with strong cultural 
specificity that can resonate beyond their immediate 
market—provided they can find the right partners and 
platforms for distribution.

Financial Planning: The New Realities
The changing landscape requires independent filmmak-
ers to approach financing and budgeting with radically 
different expectations.

Production Budgets: The sweet spot for indepen-
dent films appears to be $5-10 million, with breakout 
successes like Anora ($6 million) and The Brutalist ($9.6 
million) proving films can achieve profitability at this 
scale—but only with exceptional execution and strate-
gic distribution.

Marketing Budgets: Distributors now routinely 
spend 2-3 times the production budget on P&A and 
awards campaigns. Neon spent $18 million market-
ing Anora—three times its production budget. Filmmak-
ers must factor these costs into profitability calculations 
or develop alternative marketing strategies.

Revenue Expectations: A realistic financial 
model now requires:
•	 Theatrical contributing 30-40% of total revenue
•	 PVOD providing 30-40% of revenue
•	 Streaming/SVOD licences contributing 15-25%
•	 Ancillary rights (educational, international, etc.) 

providing 10-20%

Time to Profitability: Films may take 18-24 months 
to reach profitability as revenue trickles in from vari-

Email marketing, despite 
being old-school in the 
digital age, remains 
remarkably effective—
outperforming social media 
by 50 times in engagement 
for building communities
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ous windows and territories. Filmmakers need financial 
runway and patience.

Success Stories: What’s Working in 2025 
Despite the challenges, certain approaches are 
proving successful:

The Awards Strategy: Films like Anora and The 
Brutalist leveraged festival success into Oscar campaigns, 
which drove both theatrical attendance and PVOD sales. 
This remains the most reliable path for serious dramas 
and character-driven films.

The Genre Play: Horror continues to perform 
exceptionally well for independent filmmakers. Long-
legs became Neon’s highest-grossing release in 2024 
($125 million), while The Substance achieved $77.3 
million globally for MUBI. Genre films have built-in audi-
ences and can succeed without major stars.

The Talent Showcase: Films featuring recognizable 
actors in interesting roles can break through. Nosfer-
atu benefited from Robert Eggers’ growing reputation 
and Bill Skarsgård’s name recognition, while A Complete 
Unknown leveraged Timothée Chalamet’s star power.

The Event Experience: Distributors are learning to 
‘eventize’ films—creating special screenings, Q&As, and 
theatrical experiences that justify leaving home. The 
Brutalist used intermissions and 70mm presentations 
to create must-see theatrical events.

The days when a distributor 
would handle everything are gone. 
Filmmakers must be partners 
in marketing, utilizing their own 
networks and platforms to drive 
awareness and ticket sales.
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Looking Forward: Adaptation and 
Innovation
The independent film landscape of 2026 is simulta-
neously more challenging and more opportunity-rich 
than any previous era. While the traditional path of festi-
val-to-distributor-to-theatrical-success has become far 
more difficult, new possibilities have emerged for film-
makers willing to adapt. Success requires:
1.	 Strategic thinking from conception: Understand-

ing distribution realities before cameras roll
2.	 Audience building: Cultivating communi-

ties around your work from development 
through release

3.	 Financial realism: Creating achievable 
budgets with multiple revenue streams 
planned from the start

4.	 Marketing savvy: Treating marketing as a core 
filmmaking skill, not an afterthought

5.	 Flexibility: Being willing to adapt release strate-
gies based on market response

6.	 Persistence: Understanding that profitability may 
take years and multiple projects to achieve

The filmmakers who will thrive in this environment 
are those who view themselves not just as artists but 
as entrepreneurs—combining creative vision with busi-

ness acumen, technological literacy, and audience 
engagement skills.

Independent film is not dying—it is evolving. The 
2024-2025 theatrical recovery, the emergence of PVOD 
as a viable revenue stream, and the continued appetite 
for quality storytelling all suggest the ecosystem remains 
viable. But it requires filmmakers to be more sophisti-
cated, strategic, and resourceful than ever before.

The barriers to making a film have never been lower. 
The barriers to making a living from filmmaking have 
never been higher. Navigating this paradox success-
fully will define the next generation of independent film-
makers, those who can combine artistic integrity with 
business savvy, festival recognition with audience engage-
ment, and theatrical ambition with digital-first strategies.

For those willing to adapt, the opportunities are real. 
The path is just far more complex than the one travelled 
by previous generations of independent filmmakers.

Mark Litwak is one of Hollywood’s most respected entertainment 
attorneys, named by Film Festival Today as one of the twenty-five 
most influential people in independent film. Founder of the Law 
Offices of Mark Litwak & Associates, he has structured deals on 
more than 200 feature films, authored six books, and serves as an 
adjunct professor at USC’s Gould School of Law.

This article appeared first as a blog post in November 2025 at 
www.marklitwak.com
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