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SMPTE Engineering Report

Theater Quality Evaluation Program

By Kenneth M. Mason and John P. Pytlak

A voluntary Theater Quality Evaluation Program, designed to give imme-
diate technical feedback to motion-picture theater management and help
them improve presentation quality, is proposed. Members of the Society
of Motion Picture and Television Fngineers (SMPTE) attending theaters
would fill out a comprehensive evaluation form, sharing their technical
opinions and expertise with the theater management on a confidential
basis. These subjective evaluations would be done in the course of normal
theater operation without special test films or equipment, thus allowing
broad application and reflecting day-to-day performance as the audience

experiences it.

s experts in imaging and sound
technology, members of the
SMPTE are vitally interested in opti-
mum presentation quality. The high
quality of state-of-the-art theatrical
motion-picture presentation attests to
the decades of effort by members of
this professional organization. Un-
fortunately, the quality of presentation
in many of today’s theaters falls far
short of optimum. An article entitled
“The Perils of Moviegoing” by Ron
Haver, in the May, 1981, issue of
American Film,' begins:

“Going to the movies isn’t what it
used to be. I'm not referring to the
quality of the films, but to the decline
in the quality of theater operation.”

Film critics have begun to review
not only films, but the theaters that
exhibit them. Theater owners and
newspapers frequently get letters
decrying the poor projection, distorted
sound, scratched prints, and uncom-
fortable viewing conditions that affect
even “first run” theaters. Glenn
Berggren, past chairman of the
SMPTE Theatrical Projection Tech-
nology Committee, notes in a recent
Boxoffice magazine article? that “the
public and the press are holding up a
mirror to the movie theater, and the
image is not good.”

Theater Ratings

Many in the film industry, espe-
cially on the production side, feel that
theater ratings are the answer to de-
clining theater quality. A paper by
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Claude Soulé,? Executive Director,
UNIATEC, details a rating system
used in France. Theaters that meet a
rigid set of technical specifications are
awarded a Cinema Certification Label.
Other proposed listings* would rate
theaters on a point system similar to
that of hotels and restaurants, with a
“Five Star” theater as the best. The
ratings could be used in advertising or
by film distributors and audiences in
selecting theaters. Another proposal
would be simply to make awards to the
theaters with the best conditions.
There are many serious, unanswered
questions about the fairness, legality,
and logistics of any mandatory rating
scheme. With over 17,000 theater

screens aciive in the U.S: today; there -

are certainly not enough service tech-
nicians trained, equipped, and quali-

fied to rate each theater objectiveiy on = "~
a meaningfully frequent basis. -~~~ - -~

Yet, with or without ratings, audi-
ences still want the best in picture and
sound — and know when they don’t
get it. Although they may not com-
plain, they may not come back again.
Unfortunately, theaters may not even
be aware that they are losing their
audience because of poor presentation
quality.

The Intersociety Committee

The Intersociety Committee for the
Enhancement of Theatrical Presen-
tation, chaired by former SMPTE
President Kenneth M. Mason, brings
together key people and organizations
in the motion-picture industry to “fa-
cilitate the exchange of information on
problems relating to the improvement
of motion-picture presentation in the
theater.”® Member organizations of
the Intersociety now include the

SMPTE, the Theatre Equipment As-
sociation (TEA), the Motion Picture
Association of America (MPAA), the
Association of Cinema and Video
Laboratories (ACVL), and the Na-
tional Association of Theatre Owners
{(NATO).

Through the years, other industry
representation has been welcomed to
work on specific projects; for example,
National Film Service participated in
a recent study of print damage. The
Intersociety Committee works both
behind the scenes and in very visible
ways to enhance the motion-picture
experience. By providing a forum for
producers, distributors, equipment’
manufacturers, engineers, and exhib-
itors to discuss common problems,
mutually agreeable solutions are often
found. A recent example is the ques-
tion of whether encoded stereo/optical
prints are truly compatible with mon-
aural projection equipment, or whether
dual inventories of stereco and mono
prints are necessary. More visible ac-
complishments through the years in-
cluded presentations at theater owners’
conventions; seminars on theater
sound; the educational and enter-
taining film; “Professional Projection
for the Reel People™; and support of
the comprehensive study by the
SMPTE Theatrical ProjectionTech-

-nology-Committce on-“The Whys and

Wherefores of Film Damage,” which
identified sources of print damage in
laboratories, shipping, film exchanges,
and theaters.

Theater Quality Evaluation Program

The Theater Quality Evaluation
Program grew out of discussions held
by the Intersociety Committee.
Members recognized the need to im-
prove theater quality and the imprac-
ticality of a mandatory rating scheme.
The committee noted that theaters are
often unaware of technical deficiencies
on a timely basis. Objective evalua-
tions using test films and equipment
are infrequent and costly, theater
personnel usually have little or no
technical background and are often too
busy to critically monitor picture and
sound, and general audiences rarely
make the effort to complain about

Reprinted from the July, 1983 issue of the SMPTE JOURNAL



technical deficiencies.

At the September 1, 1982, meeting
of the Intersociety Committee in New
York City, John Pytlak, Chairman of
the SMPTE Theatrical Projection
Technology Committee, proposed a
voluntary Theater Quality Evaluation
Program designed to give immediate
technical feedback to motion-picture
theaters to help them improve pre-
sentation quality.® Members of the
SMPTE attending theaters would fill
out a comprehensive evaluation form,
sharing their technical opinions and
expertise with the theater management
on a confidential basis. These subjec-
tive evaluations would be done in the
course of normal theater operations,
allowing wide application and re-
flecting day-to-day performance as the
audignce experiences it. Theaters could
encourage participation by acting on
the comments reccived and by re-
turning the cost of admission, at their
discretion.

Advantages of the Theater Quality
Evaluation Program

There are approximately 8000
members of the SMPTE in the U.S.
and Canada,” many of whom regularly
attend movies. Most are professionally
involved with some aspect of image or
sound technology and can render use-
ful subjective technical opinions on the
presentation quality of the movies they
attend. If we can encourage only 10%
of SMPTE members to attend a movie
in any given week and to participate in
a technical evaluation, over 40,000
evaluations would be returned to par-
ticipating theaters each year, thus
giving broad coverage that would be
concentrated in the most critical film
and television production centers
where many SMPTE members live
and work.

Because the evaluation is subjective,
it can be done in the course of normal
theater operations without test films
and equipment and will reflect what
the audience normally sees and hears.
Unlike some proposals for a manda-
tory rating system, the feedback would
be confidential and aimed at improv-
ing specific conditions. Discussions and
sample evaluations have shown that
theaters are much more likely to par-
ticipate in a voluntary program de-
signed to help them, rather than in a
system that forces them to publicize
faults.

Test of Program

The Theater Quality Evaluation
Program was tried in Rochester, N.Y ,
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with the cooperation of a theater cir-
cuit. Volunteers, including members of
the Rochester Section, SMPTE, at-
tended a multiplex theater and filled
out evaluation forms. Although there
were some minor discrepancies and
expressions of personal opinion, several
real problems were consistently re-
ported. The president of the theater
circuit was alerted to these problems,
which had been missed in routine in-
spections, and was able to take cor-
rective action. He felt that the techni-
cal feedback, although subjective, was
valuable. The volunteers had no diffi-
culty in filling out the evaluation
forms, and appreciated the theater’s
providing free admission for their ef-
forts.

The Evaluation Form

A master evaluation form is pub-
lished in this issue of the SMPTE
Journal (pp. 758, 759). The form may
be copied by members making evalu-
ations. The form is published on only
two pages of the Journal to offer the
possibility of copying the complete
evaluation form onto two sides of one
sheet of paper. Please retain the master
evaluation form so that you can make
future copies as necessary. Master
forms will also be published in trade
publications available to theater
owners, so that participating theaters
may also make copies available at the
box office.

The evaluation form contains over
70 questions. Most of the questions are
self-explanatory and ask for an ap-
praisal on an unnumbered scale be-
tween opposite qualities. Other ques-
tions ask for information or comments,
or for the participant to indicate where
observations were made.

Evaluators should review the form -

before watching the movie, so that they
know what is being asked. The form
may be completed after leaving the
theater. Evaluators should check only
those items they have noticed, have a
definite opinion on, and feel competent
to judge. It is not necessary to answer
all the questions — the theater is most
interested in those items significant
enough to be remembered after the
movie. If no answer is given, it implies
that the condition was acceptable.

Participating Theaters

Theater owners’ organizations such
as NATO and Exhibitors West (EW)
have indicated support of the program
and will promote participation by
member theaters. Details of the pro-
gram will also be published in theater

trade publications to encourage par-
ticipation by non-affiliated theaters.
Participating theaters will display a
placard or decal (Fig. 1) at the box
office that indicates participation and
shows where to return the completed
evaluation form and ticket stub(s).
Some theaters may even have blank
forms and pre-addressed envelopes
available at the box office, but making
your own copy ahead of time is a good
idea.

Most participating theaters will
acknowledge each completed evalua-
tion by mail. Theater owners respect
the expert opinion of SMPTE mem-
bers. However, the theater is under no
obligation to act on the comments re-
ceived.

The Role of SMPTE Members

As a member of SMPTE, your ac-
tive and continued participation in this
program is essential to its success. We
encourage you to use the evaluation
form each time you attend a movie
theater, even though you may have
only a few comments. Your evaluation
is useful — even if you help the theater
to recognize and correct only one
problem!

You can help promote the Theater
Quality Evaluation Program by using
the evaluation form at all theaters —
even those that are not participating.
As a customer, you are entitled to
comment on presentation quality. And
when you return a completed evalua-
tion form, the theater will become fa-
miliar with the program and may de-
cide to participate.

Conclusion

The Theater Quality Evaluation
Program provides all SMPTE mem-
bers ‘with an—-opportunity to-help a
conscientious motion-picture exhibi-
tion industry improve presentation
quality on an active and continuing
basis.
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