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This article analyzes one key characteristic shared by a growing number of industries. Specifically, their prod-
ucts and services are continuously monitored and evaluated by local third-party ratings systems. In this
study, we focus on understanding the local drivers of restrictive age-based ratings in the motion picture in-
dustry and the effect of local ratings on a movie's performance at the box office. The results show that there is
a significant negative relationship between restrictive ratings and opening weekend box-office performance.
However, we find no significant effect with respect to cumulative box-office performance. In the second part
of the study, we focus on the local regulatory system's role as a key driver of restrictive age-based ratings in
the motion picture industry. Interestingly, the results suggest that the composition of the board that rates the
movie plays a key role. Including pediatrics, psychology, or sociology experts in the evaluation board instead
of only parents or laypeople has a strong effect and tends to lead to more lenient rating behavior. In addition,
we find that larger ratings boards tend to be more restrictive than smaller ones and that industry represen-
tation is not necessarily associated with less restrictive ratings. Countries with cultures characterized as un-
certainty avoidant, collective, and feminine also seem to be most lenient in their ratings. The implications of
the results are discussed from both international marketing and public policy perspectives.
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1. Introduction

One of the key emerging challenges for managers of global products
and services lies in the fact that national third-party ratings agencies
evaluate their product before public consumption. Industries in which
products are normally evaluated for public safety and protection (e.g.,
industries in which warning labels are issued) include the following:
ethical drugs, food, financial services, motion pictures, music lyrics,
computer games, automobiles, electrical appliances, toys, and construc-
tion materials.

Third-party ratings systems have unique features and serve differ-
ent purposes across industries. Often the ratings are designed to pro-
vide information to the public and to enable informed decision
making by individual consumers. For example, in the toy industry,
ratings may be designed to help parents prevent children from swal-
lowing toys. In the healthcare industry, ratings may provide informa-
tion about the risks of certain medical prescriptions to various types
of patients, such as pregnant women. In the motion picture industry,
rating systems can be traced to the beginning of the 20th century and
are often the focal point of discussions about censorship, free speech,
bad taste, and public health. These issues led to the creation of the
motion picture industry's age-based ratings system (‘rating system’

hereafter), which is one of the most visible, well-known and used sys-
tems in the world (Leone & Houle, 2006). Understanding the roles of
rating systems in industry-specific contexts will significantly contrib-
ute to knowledge development, as marketers in the motion picture
industry face unique challenges and unanswered questions regarding
the role of third-party movie ratings in the context of movie develop-
ment and marketing decisions (Eliashberg, Elberse, & Leenders,
2006).

To date, one research stream on entertainment-related ratings has
mainly focused on the effects of specific content on vulnerable groups
in areas such as pediatrics and communication (e.g., Walsh & Gentile,
2001). Other researchers, such as De Vany andWalls (2002), indicated
that R-rated movies underperform on all metrics, including box-office
receipts. They argued that Hollywoodmakes toomany R-ratedmovies
(see Medved, 1992). Most research to date has focused on the U.S.
market and employed the U.S. rating as a covariate to explain and pre-
dict the box-office performances of movies. However, to our knowl-
edge, a gap still exists in our understanding of how movie ratings are
generated and how they affect movie-going behavior and commercial
performance on a global basis.

In this partially exploratory study, we start with the premise that
the effects of a movie's ratings on its box-office performance are
not straightforward because different forces are at play. On the one
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Table 1
Highest grossing movies in the U.S. in 2008.

2008 box office
(US$M)

Rating

The Dark Knight $531.0 PG-13
Iron Man 318.4 PG-13
Indiana Jones and The Kingdom of The Crystal Skull 317.1 PG-13
Hancock 227.9 PG-13
Wall-E 223.8 G
Kung-Fu Panda 215.4 PG
Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa 177.0 PG
Twilight 176.9 PG-13
Quantum of Solace 166.8 PG-13
Dr. Seuss' Horton Hears A Who 154.5 G
Sex and the City 152.6 R
Mamma Mia! 144.1 PG-13
Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian 141.6 PG
The Incredible Hulk 134.8 PG-13
Wanted 134.5 R
Get Smart 130.3 PG-13
Four Christmases 118.2 PG-13
Juno 112.0 PG-13
Tropic Thunder 110.5 R
Bolt 109.9 PG

Table 2
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hand, restrictive ratings may reduce the movie's market potential, as
the movie is suitable for fewer consumers. This effect is called the
tainted fruit effect. On the other hand, restrictive ratings provide addi-
tional information about the movie and evoke reactance behavior
against restrictions that can lead to higher demand for these movies.
This effect is called the forbidden fruit effect. Hence, the effects of
movie ratings can be both positive and negative. Moreover, the
drivers of restrictive ratings are not straightforward. Although a
movie's characteristics (e.g., violence, nudity and sex) may seem like-
ly to affect its rating, we still do not understand their relative impact
on movie ratings. Ratings are established locally, and different coun-
tries have different regulatory systems that generate these ratings.
Thus, in addition to questions on the effects of third-party movie eval-
uations on box-office performances, questions on the methods by
which these evaluations are established have not been addressed in
the extant literature. In this study we examine the following ques-
tions. What are the key drivers of a movie's rating in a local market?
To what extent is the same movie evaluated differently in various
local markets around the world? Can these differences be explained?
What roles do the characteristics of a movie, the regulatory context,
and the national culture play in generating the movie's rating?

The main contributions and conclusions of our study are as fol-
lows. First, we find that in a cross-national dataset of nine countries,
the aggregate effect of restrictive movie ratings on demand is nega-
tive only for the opening weekend. Second, we observe differences
in the restrictiveness of the ratings across countries. Specifically, the
U.S., the U.K. and Australia are the most restrictive, and France,
Spain and Italy are the most lenient. With respect to the drivers of
these ratings, we find that violence, gore, and sex tend to be strong
catalysts of restrictive ratings in movie industries around the world.
Moreover, the local regulatory system and the local culture also play
an important role in explaining the differences between movie rat-
ings in different countries. Board composition is also associated with
more restrictive ratings, especially if laypeople are involved. The
size of the evaluation board matters as well. Larger boards tend to
rate movies more restrictively. Hence, in the context of international
marketing research, our study addresses the paucity of research on
regulatory systems in general. Finally, we demonstrate how local cul-
tural characteristics, such as uncertainty avoidance, masculinity, and
individualism, combined with other drivers affect the restrictiveness
of the ratings system.

In the U.S., the movie industry's ratings system is an example of a
voluntary system with an independent board of parents that has
evolved since 1922 and employs laypeople to enact the board's eval-
uations.2 From the public's standpoint, the rating has informational
value in that it indicates what the public can expect from the movie
experience and which audience demographics best fit the movie's
content. From a marketing standpoint, the system may pose a chal-
lenge because it may reduce the potential audience. For example, in
the U.S., the NC-17 rating is called “box-office poison” (Guardian Un-
limited, July 9th 1999). In addition, a restrictive rating may cause
trade-offs between artistic quality and commercial profitability
(Medved, 1992).

As can be seen from Table 1, there are indications that R-rated
movies generate less receipts at the U.S. box office. For instance, of
the top 20 grossing films in 2008, only three movies were R-rated,
2 In the U.S., the ratings board consists of women and men representing a range of
racial and employment backgrounds. Their main goal is to evaluate movies and provide
parents and moviegoers with advance information on films. In doing so, the ratings
board enables moviegoers to determine which movies they will allow their children
to watch. The MPAA ratings system originated from the filmmakers' community to
preempt government regulation (Peacock, 2001). Its ratings are as follows: G (for gen-
eral audiences), PG (parental guidance suggested), PG-13 (parents strongly cau-
tioned), R (restricted), and NC-17 (no one 17 and under is admitted). Not every
movie has to be submitted to the ratings board. However, movies that are not rated
(NR) do not run in mainstream cinemas.
and none of them were in the top 10. In addition, there are variations
in the movie rating systems utilized by different countries. In the U.S.,
the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) is responsible for
rating movies. In the U.K., movie ratings are provided by the British
Board of Film Classification (BBFC), and in Germany, these ratings are
enacted by the Voluntary Self-Regulation of the Film Industry (FSK). Al-
most all countries have their own ratings agencies that are involved in
many different types of media. Table 2 illustrates the differences in
the ratings for the movies Godzilla and My Best Friend's Wedding in
three countries (i.e., U.S., Australia, and Sweden). Appendix 1 shows
the minimum ages recommended by the rating systems in different
countries.

At first glance, local movie evaluation/rating systems clearly ap-
pear to have different reactions to movies that contain certain charac-
teristics, such as violence, sex, and gore. In our study, we do not
explicitly focus on the question of whether certain countries are
more lenient to attributes such as violence and nudity. Instead, we
adopt a broader perspective and focus on the drivers (i.e., movie in-
gredients, institutional board characteristics, and cultural characteris-
tics) and effects of the restrictiveness of ratings on the demand for and
the performances of movies. Thus, by studying movies that go
through different ratings processes, we can learn about the effects
of these processes and the methods by which these processes can
be potentially managed.

The calls for both more and less restrictive ratings have been re-
curring topics in public policy circles. For example, the British parlia-
ment urged the BBFC to toughen its stand on violence in movies and
video games (Variety, 2008). Our study offers important insights into
how one can exercise some indirect control over movie ratings with-
out directly interfering with the ratings board's decisions. Because
Example of the differences in age ratings in different countries for the same movie.

Movie Country Rating Age

Godzilla US PG13 13
Godzilla Aus PG 10
Godzilla Swe 11 11
My Best Friend's wedding US PG13 13
My Best Friend's wedding Aus M 15
My Best Friend's wedding Swe Btl All

Note: ‘Age’ is the minimum recommended age for watching the movie without
supervision.
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direct interference tends to provoke questions about censorship, we
show how one may changemovie rating system outcomes by restruc-
turing the ratings boards.

2. Relevant literature, conceptual framework,
and research hypotheses

Given the increasing reach and influence of the media, its direct
link to democracy and freedom of speech, and the growing amount
of harmful and offensive material published by the media, the
media has a long tradition of balancing commerce and public respon-
sibility. According to some media representatives and scholars, the
rating system achieves its purpose. However, others claim that the
system is not working (Garry & Spurlin, 2007).

Although the potentially negative effects of media on children
have received attention in areas such as pediatrics and communica-
tion research (e.g., Bushman & Stack, 1996; Christenson, 1992;
Walsh & Gentile, 2001), only a few studies have addressed the role
and effects of age-based ratings on movie-going behavior from an
international marketing perspective. Several descriptive and pre-
dictive studies have employed MPAA ratings as one possible deter-
minant of the success of movies (e.g., Sawhney & Eliashberg 1996;
Neelamaghan & Chintagunta, 1999; Ravid, 1999). These studies
typically find that the G, PG, and, to a lesser extent, PG13 ratings
are associated with better performance metrics, such as domestic
box-office ticket sales, video revenues, and return on investment.
These types of movies may exhibit superior performances because
more people can watch movies with lenient ratings. In the same
spirit, De Vany and Walls (2002) analyzed whether Hollywood studios
produce too many R-rated movies. They found that slates emphasizing
movies with restrictive ratings may be costly to the studios in terms of
revenues, return on production costs, and profits. In another study,
Bagella and Becchetti (1999) found that the most restrictive Italian rat-
ing, which was measured as a binary variable, had no significant effect
on theater admissions (VM18, see Appendix 1).

2.1. The consequences of movie ratings

Third-party product evaluations and movie ratings are publicly
communicated to the product's consumers, such as target audiences
and parents. Christenson (1992) tested the effect of the U.S. recording
industry's ratings on the attitudes of children. A group of middle
school students gave lower evaluations to music albums whose
covers had advisory labels indicating explicit lyrics, which implies
that the album should only be bought by mature audiences. The chil-
dren also reported less interest in buying these types of albums. This
phenomenon has been called the ‘tainted fruit’ effect (Bushman &
Stack, 1996; Christenson, 1992; Grier, 2001). In general, the tainted
fruit theory posits that “warning labels should decrease the attrac-
tiveness of a given product because the product might harm the con-
sumer” (Bushman, 1998). Earlier studies on warning labels on
products such as alcohol and tobacco have shown that the labels' ef-
fectiveness varies but that warning labels can effectively stimulate
safe behaviors, especially in familiar product categories in which the
cost of compliance is low (Argo & Main, 2004). The tainted fruit effect
may be especially strong in the motion picture industry because the
largest demographic of moviegoers is families with children under
12 years old (MPAA audience study 2004). Hence, if a media product
receives a more restrictive rating and if a tainted fruit effect exists,
then the product will be consumed by less people (i.e., only those
who consider it appropriate) and its business performance will be
lower compared with a media product with broad appeal. Thus, we
state our null hypothesis as follows:

H1(0). The relationship between the restrictiveness of a movie's rat-
ing and the commercial performance of the movie is negative.
Having stated the null hypothesis, we must analyze the alternative
hypothesis. In contrast to the tainted fruit effect, a forbidden fruit effect
may also exist. According to reactance theory (Brehm, 1966), if a per-
son's freedom to behave in a particular setting is threatened, then the
person will experience an unpleasant motivational state in which he
or she is pressured to re-establish the lost freedom. Hence, consumers
may respond to a restrictively rated product as if it was a forbidden
fruit (Bushman & Cantor, 2003; Bushman & Stack, 1996; Klein, 1993;
Pechmann & Shih, 1999). For example, a statement such as “This Prod-
uct is for Adult Users Only” may stimulate young people to consume it
because they seek to simulate adult behavior. Scholars have tested the
forbidden fruit theory in different settings, including restroom graffiti,
anti-smoking warnings, fat food warnings, drinking legislation, and
media products (e.g., Bushman & Cantor, 2003; Pechmann & Shih,
1999). For media products such as movies, an adolescent below the
recommended age may resist the restriction and actually be tempted
to watch it instead. Morkes, Chen, and Roberts (1997) studied the ef-
fects of different types of audience restrictions, including MPAA movie
ratings, on adolescents. The researchers asked their respondents to
read brief descriptions of movies, which were randomly labeled
with an MPAA classification, and then rate the attractiveness of the
movies. The researchers found that the adolescents' desires to see
the film increased as the rating's restrictiveness increased. In partic-
ular, boys seem to experience high levels of reactive behavior
(Brehm & Weinraub, 1977; Bushman & Cantor, 2003).

The forbidden fruit and tainted fruit effects are likely to be com-
plemented by a range of other forces that ultimately result in a net
ratings effect within a local market. Ratings are likely to provide a
cue to moviegoers about the movie's content and the attractiveness
of the movie. Half of the tickets in the U.S. are sold to audiences be-
tween 12 and 29 years old (MPAA audience study 2004). Some por-
tion of the tickets may have been purchased by audience members
for whom the movie is not recommended. Garry and Spurlin (2007)
showed that many young moviegoers can and do see inappropriate
films in the cinema, even in countries with considerable legislation
and enforcement mechanisms to prevent such behavior. The percent-
age of moviegoers who ignore ratings is much higher for children in
public schools (71%) than for children in private schools (29%).
Hence, we formulate the alternative hypothesis as follows:

H1(A). The relationship between the restrictiveness of a movie's rat-
ing and the commercial performance of the movie is positive.

In the next section, we discuss the antecedents of the local ratings.

2.2. The antecedents of ratings

In addition to investigating the consequences of age-based ratings on
the commercial performances of movies in different countries, market-
ing researchers andmanagers must understand the drivers of these rat-
ings. From a public policy standpoint, for example, third-party rating
systems are important for consumer protection, and their effectiveness
can be enhanced if one understands their antecedents.

2.2.1. The characteristics and ingredients of movies
The process of rating movies entails the evaluation of their ingre-

dients. Movie ingredients are used for creating entertainment experi-
ences as well as for artistic and esthetic expression, but they may be
hazardous to the public or to certain vulnerable groups. Risky ingredi-
ents are classified in categories such as ‘violence’, ‘sex’, nudity, and
‘language’ by ratings agencies. These categories constitute creative el-
ements that may be beneficial to a movie's storyline and desirable to
certain audiences, but these elements may also cause potential harm
or disruption to adolescents whomay imitate the “real-world” behav-
ior that they see in the movie. In particular, violence and its effects on
society have received the most attention and publicity. Previous
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studies have estimated that children watch 21–23 h of television per
week on average, and from cartoons alone, children may watch 200
violent incidents per week. In addition, children may view 16,000
simulated murders and 200,000 violent acts by the time that they
complete elementary school (Caron, 2001; Federal Communications
Committee, 2003). Controversial elements, such as violence, are
often augmented with potentially less harmful elements, such as
rough humor and sensuality. Sex also plays an important role as a con-
troversial ingredient because it may relate to real-life issues, such as
teen pregnancies. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2. The presence of risky ingredients in movies is associated with
more restrictive ratings for movies.
2.2.2. The characteristics of local evaluation boards
During a typical evaluation process, themembers of the national rat-

ings board view a movie, discuss it, and vote on the film's rating. If the
movie's distributor is not satisfied with this rating, he or she can re-
edit the film and re-submit it. However, distributors who do so face
strong resistance from the creative community (i.e., director, actors,
and actresses) and often face a costly delay in the movie's premiere.
The ratings boards generally aim to reflect the norms of society, and
the board members often collect local feedback (e.g., complaints and
surveys) from the public to fine-tune their judgments.

We focus on three key characteristics of the ratings board: (1) its
composition in terms of experts versus laypeople (i.e., novices),
(2) the extent of industry representation within the board, and (3) its
size.

Prior researchers have extensively studied the differences in risk as-
sessment between experts and laypeople (e.g., Fischhoff, Lichtenstein,
Slovic, Derby, & Keeney, 1981). The research has shown that experts
do not necessarily assess risks better than laypeople, even if both are
presented with the same available data. One reason is that many con-
troversial issues force experts tomove beyond the limits of the available
data and convert their incomplete knowledge into judgments by falling
back on intuitive processes and rules of thumb similar to those
employed by laypeople.

Previous research has also shown that laypeople tend to be more
cognitively involved in issues related to their self-interests and the in-
terests of people with whom they empathize. As a layperson's level of
personal interest in a topic or event increases, he or she thinks more
about the issue as well. People work hard to form opinions on topics
signifying positive or negative outcomes that are relevant to their
personal interests (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981, 1986). As a result, cogni-
tively involved people are likely to perceive more types of risks and
frame these risks as losses (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973). We expect
to see similar behavior in the case of movie ratings if parents make
up parts of the ratings boards. In addition, people who are highly in-
volved in an issue tend to see all topic-related arguments as impor-
tant (Heath & Douglas, 1990). In Karger and Wiedemann's (1997)
environmental risk assessment study, they stated the following:
“Laypeople have a ‘worst-case’ scenario in mind. Furthermore, lay-
people are quite sure of their assessment.” The evidence also sug-
gests that during criminal trials, laypeople who are acting as jurors
tend to respond emotionally to various facts and, consequently,
impose stiffer punishments than professionals. Moreover, during
criminal trials, professional judges tend to be more lenient in the
court than the laypeople who are acting as jurors (Institute for
Security Studies, 2000). Based on the above information, we hy-
pothesize the following:

H3. The presence of laypeople in an evaluation board is associated
with more restrictive ratings.

Another characteristic of evaluation boards that may drive differ-
ences in ratings is the extent to which industry representatives are
involved in the rating process. Interestingly, the degree of industry
representation varies in motion picture industries around the world.
In some countries (e.g., Australia, Hong Kong, and Italy), the industry
is not involved with any ratings boards. In the U.S. and the U.K., there
is some degree of industry representation because the ratings are pro-
vided by industry-backed organizations, such as the MPAA and BBFC,
respectively. In Germany, some members of the ratings boards are
appointed by the industry. Because economic considerations drive
most industries, including the mainstream movie industry, industry
representation is likely to lead to more lenient evaluations that do
not ‘taint the fruit’ and, thus, exclude too many moviegoers.

H4. Industry representation in ratings boards is associated with more
lenient ratings.

The third characteristic of evaluation boards over which countries
often differ is the size of the board. Prior researchers have extensively
studied howdecisionmakers shift toward risk seeking or risk avoidance
(Crott & Zuber, 1983; Myers & Lamm, 1976; Stoner, 1961; Sunstein,
2000). Both shifts increase in amplitude with group size (Vidmar &
Burdeny, 1971). However, whether the decision makers shift toward
risky or safe depends on the situation. The study by Reynolds, Joseph,
and Sherwood (2009) is particularly relevant to our context. They
found that decision makers are less risk-averse in making decisions
for themselves and more risk-averse in making decisions that affect
others. Hence, we expect evaluation board members to be generally
cautious, and we predict that this tendency is stronger for larger
boards. In larger ratings boards, negative information is also likely
to receive more weight than positive information (Rozin & Royzman,
2001), and the board members may identify more controversial as-
pects in a movie. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

H5. Larger evaluation boards are associated with more restrictive
ratings.
2.2.3. The characteristics of the local culture
Research on international marketing has always been an active

area of academic study. In the media space, global consumer seg-
ments are beginning to emerge. Nowadays, advances in communi-
cation technology are shrinking distances and exposing consumers
to a myriad of different influences beyond their national borders.
As a result, many studies have attempted to identify global con-
sumer segments based on demographical characteristics, such as
age, gender, and buying power (Douglas & Craig, 1997). For exam-
ple, global teens are being increasingly regarded as similar in
terms of clothing, music and media consumption (Kjeldgaard &
Askegaard, 2006). However, prior studies also suggest that distinct
cultural traits underlie systematic differences in consumer behav-
ior, especially in consumer responses to new products (Stremersch
& Tellis, 2004).

This section explores the relationship between a country's culture
and its local ratings boards. Hofstede (2001) defines national culture
as the collective programming of the mind, and he shows that culture
comprises the following components: masculinity, individualism, un-
certainty avoidance, power distance, and time orientation. These di-
mensions have been widely employed in the international marketing
literature, and they have been expanded and validated in numerous
studies (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005).We did not employ cultural differ-
ences to study the effects of the ratings across countries because we
conceptualized culture as a driver of the rating rather than amoderating
variable (i.e., a construct that affects the relationship between the rating
and a movie's performance). There are two reasons for utilizing such a
conceptualization. First, culture and ratings are not independent of
each other. The raters who comprise the evaluation board are part of
the same culture as the moviegoers, and they constantly receive feed-
back from society through surveys and complaints. Second, even if



Table 3a
Release patterns of movies in the sample.

Country 1–4 weeks
in theaters

4–8 weeks
in theaters

8–12 weeks
in theaters

N12 weeks
in theaters

Average number of
weeks in theaters
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one assumes independence,we donot have sufficient knowledge at this
point to convincingly formulate hypotheses concerning themoderating
impact of general cultural characteristics on the relationship between
ratings and demand.3

In theory, the decision to restrictively rate a movie relates to the
probability that adolescents will exhibit risky behaviors and the con-
sequences of these behaviors on society (Grier, 2001;Walsh & Gentile,
2001). In practice, these decisions may relate to social norms regard-
ing ‘normality’ and ‘good taste’ as well as the factors endangering
the youth and society. In accordance with this goal, many ratings
boards host periodic discussions on censorship. Here, we include
those Hofstede's (2001) cultural dimensions that are most closely re-
lated to risk perceptions and risk attitudes.

One cultural dimension that fits our criteria is ‘uncertainty avoid-
ance’. Uncertainty avoidance refers to the extent to which the mem-
bers of a culture feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations
(Hofstede, 2001). In uncertainty-avoidant cultures, risk-taking be-
havior is limited to known risks. The impact of violent movies is
hard to assess and since the consequences of risky behavior can be se-
vere (e.g., potential school shootings), we expect countries with
higher levels of uncertainty avoidance to contain a more conservative
population and thus the ratings to be less restrictive because these
communities are less at risk.

Another relevant cultural dimension is ‘individualism’. Individual-
ism pertains to societies in which the ties between individuals are
loose, and people are generally expected to look after themselves and
their families (Hofstede, 2001). Because individualism is associated
with entrepreneurship and risk-taking in general and because individu-
alistic communities are more prone to risky behavior, we conjecture
that individualism is associated with more restrictive ratings.

Finally, the degree to which a country's culture can be characterized
as masculine may drive a board's rating decisions as well. Masculinity
has received some attention in the areas of violence and sex in motion
pictures but not in the rating process per se (Powrie, Davies, & Babington,
2004). Masculinity refers to the roles of men and women in social
groups, especially in the middle class. In masculine countries, men
are expected to be assertive, competitive and tough (Hofstede, 2001,
p. 280, Hoppe, 1998). More masculine societies (e.g., Spain and Italy)
tend to place greater value onwealth, success, ambition, material things,
and achievement, whereas more feminine societies (e.g., Sweden) tend
to place greater emphasis on people, helping others, preserving the envi-
ronment, and equality (Hofstede, 2001; Lynn, Zinkhan, & Harris, 1993;
Steenkamp, Hofstede, & Wedel, 1999). Hence, in masculine countries,
the public at largemay bemore prone to controversial behavior. Accord-
ingly, we expectmoremasculine countries to bemore restrictive in their
rating decisions, as shown by the following hypothesis:

H6(0). Restrictive ratings are more prominent in masculine countries
and individualistic countries. Additionally, lenient ratings are more
prominent in countries marked by high levels of uncertainty avoidance.

In addition to the risk perspective that motivates H6(0), we also
argue that each ratings board is influenced by the underlying culture
such that the board reflects the same values and beliefs as the citizens
in the country. Therefore, in a more risk-averse country, the board may
be more conservative as well, and the ratings handed out by the board
will be restrictive.We can apply the same reasoning to the other cultural
3 For example, one might expect that in ‘masculine’ countries, restrictive ratings lead
to higher box-office ticket sales because ‘masculine’ audiences prefer this type of mov-
ie. However, when we ran an exploratory analysis on our dataset, we did not find a sig-
nificant interaction between masculinity and the rating on either the opening weekend
box-office sales or the cumulative box office sales. Similar exploratory analyses with
respect to the other cultural characteristics indicated that no clear pattern in the rela-
tionship exists between ratings and movie attendance across cultures.
variables (i.e., ratings board characteristics) to derive different conjec-
tures. Based on this reasoning, we propose an alternative hypothesis:

H6(A). Restrictive ratings are more prominent in feminine countries
and collective countries. Additionally, restrictive ratings are more
prominent in countries marked by high levels of uncertainty avoidance.

3. Data, variables, and analytical approach

3.1. Data

We collected data on movie ratings, evaluation systems, national
cultures, and box-office performances from April 1996 to the end of
2000 in the following nine countries: Australia, France, Germany,
Hong Kong, Italy, Spain, Sweden, the U.K., and the U.S. The countries
were selected based on the availability of the local box-office data
and ratings data. Additionally, the countries needed to maintain the
same evaluation system during the data collection period. For exam-
ple, we did not include the Netherlands because of the changes to its
ratings system during the period of the study.

The movies included in the database represent mainstream
movies that were primarily produced by Hollywood studios and re-
leased by major global distributors and their labels. The movies in
our data are distributed as follows: Columbia 13%, Disney 10%,
DreamWorks 6%, Fox 13%, MGM 3%, Miramax 8%, New Line 8%, Para-
mount 11%, Polygram 5%, Universal 9%, and Warner Bros 12%. The
movies' theatrical runs were substantially longer in U.S. theaters
than elsewhere (See Table 3a).

Excluding marketing costs, the average budget of the movies in
the sample was $55 million. The most prominent genres were
drama (38%), action (36%), and comedy (33%), and the least popular
genres were romance (21%), sci-fi (10%), and horror (7%). A complete
list of the movies can be obtained from the authors.

3.2. The dependent variables

3.2.1. Opening weekend and cumulative box-office performances
The box-office performance of each movie in each country was

measured in U.S. dollars. We measured the opening weekend and
the cumulative box-office performances of all of the movies in the
countries. These performance measures were compiled from the
Showbizdata.com and VNU/ACNielsen databases. To adequately com-
pare the movie's performance across the different countries, we nor-
malized the dependent variables. For the opening weekend box-office
receipts, the normalization is done by calculating the total receipts
generated by the top ten movies in each weekend, and identifying
the maximum ticket sales across all weekends in our 1996–2000
time period. This can be viewed as the best performing national
weekend. By this approach, we derive for any given movie a relative
demand share measure (DSH), which is comparable across different
countries. This approach also reduces the need for incorporating a
Australia 52.4% 30.5% 8.9% 8.2% 4.86 (3.6)
France 63.1% 27.9% 6.5% 2.5% 4.28 (3.2)
Germany 54.7% 31.6% 10.8% 2.9% 4.94 (3.9)
Hong Kong 75.6% 22.8% .8% .8% 3.59 (2.4)
Italy 52.7% 37.3% 5.5% 4.5% 4.74 (3.6)
Spain 46.3% 35.0% 14.6% 4.1% 5.61 (4.2)
Sweden 43.0% 27.1% 18.7% 11.2% 6.84 (5.6)
U.K. 48.9% 34.8% 13.3% 3.0% 5.40 (3.9)
U.S. 5.2% 18.9% 21.7% 54.2% 14.64 (7.9)

Note: Data is from Showbizdata.com. The standard deviations are in parentheses.
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broad range of country-related controls in the analyses (such as cine-
ma density). The demand share variable is given by:

DSHOij ¼
ðOpening weekendÞ box office receipts of movie i in country j

Maximum box office weekend receipts ðtop 10Þ in country j during data collection
:

ð1Þ

The same procedure was used to develop a normalized cumulative
box office measure (DSHCij). The cumulative box office receipts of
movie (i) were divided by the maximum cumulative box office of
any movie in that country in the period of study.

3.3. The independent variables

3.3.1. Screens
Researchers have shown that the number of screens on which a

movie plays in its opening weekend indicates the amount of money
spent on marketing and explains the movie's performance to a signifi-
cant degree (Elberse& Eliashberg, 2003; Eliashberg et al., 2006; Gemser,
Leenders, & Wijnberg, 2008; Karniouchina, 2011; Litman, 1983). We
obtained our data on the number of opening screens in the different
countries from the Showbizdata.com and VNU/ACNielsen databases.
Based on the local capacity, we normalized the number of screens dur-
ing the openingweekend in a fashion similar to the demand share vari-
ables. We performed the normalization by identifying the weekend in
which the ten best-performing movies utilized the highest number of
screens. We used the weekend with the most screens allocated to the
top ten as the base. Called Screen Share (SSH), this variable is used to
measure the push to distribute and market the movie in the local
market.

3.3.2. Age-based ratings
We obtained the age-based ratings systems of the movies released

in the different international markets from the local ratings boards. Be-
causemost ratings systems utilize an age-based cut-off point, we coded
the movie ratings corresponding to the recommendedminimum age at
which point adolescents can watch the movie without being accompa-
nied by their parents. Our coding scheme (see Appendix 1) allowed us
to perform comparisons across the countries. In the scheme itself, a
lower score indicates a less restrictive rating by the evaluation board.
For validity testing, we also coded the rating as a dummy (0= ‘all
ages’ and 1= ‘not for all ages’).

3.3.3. Movie characteristics
We compiled a list of movie ingredients from the MPAA database

(see www.MPAA.org.) and used this information as a rough proxy for
the content of the movie. A score of ‘1’ on an ingredient variable de-
notes the presence of the ingredient. Each movie can contain multiple
ingredients. The MPAA considers a wide range of ingredients, but not
all of them are stated in each movie and in our study. We included an
ingredient if it appeared in at least 5 movies. These ingredients and
the number of movies containing them (in parentheses) were the fol-
lowing: language (150), violence (93), sex (66), thematic elements
(25), nudity (20), sensuality (18), drugs (16), (rough) humor (16),
and gore (10).

3.3.4. Ratings board characteristics
We obtained the compositions of the ratings board from publica-

tions available at the local ratings boards' offices and from local
guidelines regarding the formation of the board in each country. In
particular, we directly measured the average size (labeled ‘Size’) of
the board by the average number of people who had been serving
on the board over time. We used a dummy variable to code for
whether experts are included in the board (Expert= ‘0’ if not includ-
ed; Expert= ‘1’ otherwise). We also captured the degree of industry
representation in the board (‘Indrep’) such that Indrep= ‘0’ if no rep-
resentatives were present and Indrep= ‘1’ otherwise (i.e., the
representatives are either directly or indirectly on the board or are
represented only in the appeal processes).

3.3.5. Cultural characteristics
The national index scores for Hofstede's cultural characteristics,

especially masculinity, individualism, and uncertainty avoidance, are
available for all countries whose movies are investigated by this
study (see Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). For validation
purposes, we also collected the national index scores from other stud-
ies, such as Hoppe (1998).

3.3.6. Control variables
We included several control variables for this study. First, we mea-

sured star power (e.g., Karniouchina, 2011) by log-transforming the
ranking of the highest ranked actor on Premiere's list of global star
power, which ranks the 100 most powerful actors in film. For exam-
ple, the actor with the highest star power had a star power variable
with a score of ‘0’ (log(1)). The actors and actresses not on the list
were assigned a score of log (100). We compiled the movies' budgets
and genres from IMdB. The budget was again log-transformed. We
opted to utilize non-exclusive genre dummies, as a movie can have
multiple genres. Table 3b provides some key descriptive statistics.

The table shows that the U.S. had the largest number of movies in
the dataset for two possible reasons. First, because no box office data
were available for some movies outside the U.S., we could not include
them. Second, other missing data points may have caused U.S. movies
to be overrepresented in our dataset. The descriptive statistics show
that the U.S. had the most restrictive ratings (i.e., a mean age cut-off
at 14.14 years old) and that France and Italy were the most lenient
in their movie ratings (i.e., mean age cut-offs at 1.55 and 2.69, respec-
tively). However, the ratings averages are not based on equal samples
of movies, and we only have limited data for certain countries, such as
Italy (n=26). The average size of the board was the highest in the
U.S. (11) and relatively small in Sweden (2) and the U.K. (2). Some
countries relied only on laypeople as raters (e.g., Germany), whereas
other countries included experts (e.g., France and Italy). In four coun-
tries (e.g., France), the industry exerted some type of influence on the
rating process. The average budget of the movies in the U.S. sample
was slightly lower than the budgets of the movies in the other coun-
tries, and the U.S. actors' star power ranks were somewhat higher
than those of the other countries.

3.4. Analysis

To test the hypotheses concerning the consequences of the ratings
systems, we use a log-linear multi level model. Our logistic formula-
tion considers the DSH variables, which lie between 0 and 1, and
can accommodate an S-shaped functional form (Dekimpe, Francois,
Gopalakrishna, Lilien, & Van den Bulte, 1997). The model was linear-
ized and specified for both DSHO (i.e., opening weekend box-office
sales) and DSHC (i.e., the cumulative box-office sales). For a movie
(i) in a particular country (j), we calculate the following model:

ln DSHij=1−DSHij

� �
¼ αi þ β1 SSHij þ β2 Ratingij þ β3 Star poweri þ β4 Budgeti
þβ5 Actioni þ β6 Comedyi þ β7 Dramai þ β8 Horrori
þβ9 Romancei þ β10 Sci−fii þ e2ij

ð2Þ

where:

αi ¼ αþ u2i:

To test the antecedents of the local ratings, we constructed a linear
multilevel model with a movie-specific intercept. The local rating was
the dependent variable, and the movie's ingredients, the characteris-
tics of the local board, and the characteristics of the local culture

http://www.MPAA.org


Table 3b
Key descriptive statistics.

Aus Fra Ger Hon It Spa Swe UK US

Variable
Mean ratings classification 12.99 1.55 10.76 10.38 2.69 7.70 10.61 12.81 14.14

Board variables
Presence of experts No Yes No No Yes No No No No
Industry representation 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 1
Average size of the board 5 7 7 9 7 7 2 2 11

Cultural variables
Masculinity 61 43 66 57 70 42 5 66 62
Individualism 90 71 67 25 76 65 71 89 91
Uncertainty avoidance 51 86 65 29 75 86 29 35 46

Other variables
Screen share (SSH) .07 .08 .08 .10 .07 .09 .06 .09 .07
Starpower (rank) 69 64 67 65 61 67 61 66 76
Budget (Million $) 52 56 55 57 56 55 56 53 46
Action .34 .42 .34 .41 .38 .34 .37 .35 .26
Comedy .34 .33 .36 .29 .28 .33 .35 .33 .40
Drama .38 .36 .37 .33 .42 .41 .37 .38 .40
Horror .07 .08 .08 .10 .08 .07 .07 .07 .05
Romance .23 .17 .21 .19 .19 .23 .22 .21 .21
Sci-fi .10 .11 .11 .11 .11 .11 .09 .11 .07
Number of movies in the sample 157 93 136 73 26 122 107 135 227
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were the independent variables. For a movie (i) in a country (j), we
construct the following model:

Ratingij ¼ γi þ β11 Violencei þ β12 Sexi þ β13 Drugsi þ β14 Nudityi þ β15 Humori
þβ16 Languagei þ β17 Gorei þ β18 Thematici þ β19 Sensualityi
þβ20 Expertj þ β21 Indrepj þ β22 Sizej
þβ23 Masj þ β24 Indivj þ β25 Uncerj þ e3ij

ð3Þ

where:

γi ¼ γþ u3i:

In both Eqs. (2) and (3), eij ~N (0, σe
2) and ui ~N (0, σu

2). As is typ-
ical with hierarchical linear models, ui is assumed to be independent
of the residuals eij. We present the results in the following section.
Table 4
The relationship between the age rating and the movie's performance (i.e., opening weeke

Opening weekend t-va

B

Intercept −4.652⁎⁎⁎ −1
Rating −.049⁎⁎⁎ −1
Screens (SSH) 15.596⁎⁎⁎ 1
Starpower (rank) −.097⁎ −
Budget .205⁎

Action .303⁎

Comedy .226⁎

Drama .202
Horror .812⁎⁎⁎

Romance .275⁎

Sci-fi .367⁎

−2RLL=1765 (opening weekend)a

Variance parameter estimate (S.E.):
σ u2i

2 =.21 (.03); Wald Z=5.2⁎⁎⁎

σ e2ij
2 =.39 (.02); Wald Z=18.2⁎⁎⁎

p⁎⁎⁎b .001 (two-tailed), p⁎⁎b .01 (two-tailed), p⁎b .05 (two-tailed).
a −2RLL=1815 (opening weekend) if the rating variable was not included, which indic
4. Results

4.1. The consequences of the movies' ratings

Table 4 presents the results of the estimated parameters ofmodel (2).
We employed a restricted (or residual) maximum likelihood (REML)
procedure to estimate the model. REML is commonly used to estimate
multilevel models (Hox, 2002; Wuyts, Stremersch, Van den Bulte, &
Franses, 2004). The metric −2RLL captures the model fit.

The restrictiveness of the rating indicates that a negative and
significant coefficient exists for the opening weekend's demand
share model (β2=−.049, t=−10.76, pb .001) but that a non-
significant coefficient exists in the cumulative demand share
model (β2=.005, t=.77 p=.44). To test the sensitivity of the
estimates, we conducted an analysis by removing the U.S. from
the dataset. In the smaller sample of the remaining eight coun-
tries, the coefficient of the opening weekend's demand share
was similar (β2=−.051, t=−10.20, pb .001), but the coefficient
nd's and cumulative demand share).

lue Cumulative box-office t-value

B

2.05 −6.122⁎⁎⁎ −10.26
0.76 .005 .77
9.98 17.594⁎⁎⁎ 14.91
2.26 −.091 −1.36
2.44 .422⁎⁎⁎ 3.29
2.35 −.139 −.70
1.94 .405⁎ 2.25
1.83 .016 .09
4.03 .288 .92
2.19 .491⁎⁎ 2.54
2.31 .139 .56

−2RLL=2415 (cumulative box-office)
Variance parameter estimate (S.E.):
σ u2i

2 =.51 (.09); Wald Z=5.3⁎⁎⁎

σ e2ij
2 =.89 (.05); Wald Z=18.0⁎⁎⁎

ates a better fit for the full model.
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of the cumulative demand share was again insignificant (β2=
−.011, t=−1.52, p=.13)). We also used the binary rating variable
(i.e., 0= ‘all ages’ and 1= ‘not all ages’) instead of the continuous rating
variable. The coefficient of the dummy variable was still negative and
highly significant for the opening weekend share (β2 (dummy)=
−.61, pb .001) but not for the cumulative box office share (β2
(dummy)=−.09, p=.19). Adding country dummies did not alter any
of these results. In a single level regression, the Variance Inflation Fac-
tors (VIF) for all of the variables ranged from 1 to 1.5, except for budget,
which had a VIF of 1.8. All of the VIFs are acceptable, and we found no
signs ofmulticollinearity by using Belsley, Kuh, andWelsch (1980) con-
dition index.

The budget and screen share variables generally show a positive
association with performance, and the lower ranked actors are neg-
atively related to performance. Based on these findings, we do not
reject H1(0), where the opening weekend's demand share is used
as a performance measure, in favor of H1(A). That is, the data pro-
vide support for the tainted fruit theory when a movie's box-office
performance is measured by the opening weekend's box office
receipts.
4.2. Different ratings systems for the same movie in different countries

We are also interested in the extent to which the ratings of the
same movie vary across different countries. To explore this question
more closely, we match the sample of movies shown in the U.S. and
those shown in other countries while using the U.S. ratings as the
benchmark in each pair of countries. Table 5 reveals some interesting
insights.

As stated previously, a lower rating implies a more lenient evalua-
tion. The table shows that the differences in the ratings of the same
movie between the U.S. and the other countries are significant and
that all non-U.S. countries tend to be more lenient relative to the U.S.,
with the largest differences occurring between the U.S. and France
(14.04 vs. 1.55), the U.S. and Italy (14.54 vs. 2.69), and the U.S. and
Spain (13.87 vs. 7.70).We further reduce the sample ofmatchedmovies
to include only the movies with runtimes (i.e., length of the movie in
minutes) in the non-U.S. market that are identical to those in the U.S.
and thereby better control for their content. Our results show that sim-
ilar differences exist for these movies as well.

The French system has a history of providing lenient ratings,
especially for local movies that are often subsidized for cultural
Table 5
Comparing the age rating across countries (pairwise with the U.S.).

Samples matched on movie titlea F-value

US Aus
13. 94 (N=156) 13.07 (N=156) F=3.67 (p=.056)
US Fra
14.04 (N=93) 1.55 (N=93) F=466.24 (p=.000)
US Ger
13.87 (N=136) 10.76 (N=136) F=31.14 (p=.000)
US Hon
14.58 (N=73) 10.38 (N=73) F=44.16 (p=.000)
US It
14.54 (N=26) 2.69 (N=26) F=93.65 (p=.000)
US Spa
13.87 (N=122) 7.70 (N=122) F=74.74 (p=.000)
US Swe
14.23 (N=107) 10.61 (N=107) F=39.49 (p=.000)
US UK
13.91 (N=135) 12.81 (N=135) F=4.17 (p=.042)

a We checked for the possible effects of language dubbing. We deleted all movies
that have ‘language’ as an ingredient that may have been dubbed in the foreign coun-
try. This additional restriction on the sample did not result in substantial differences in
the results for any of the comparisons.
purposes. Interestingly, in early 2000, a lenient rating on the
movie Baise-moi, which had obtained a ‘16’ rating, triggered a
broad discussion in France. Many argued that the movie should
be X-rated because of its pornographic content and violence.
The newspaper Le Monde called the movie ‘sick’, whereas others
argued that the low-budget movie, which was shot without artifi-
cial lighting, was highly artistic.

The lenient ratings system in Spain may be related to the ad-
verse effects of the dictatorship and heavy censorship that existed
in the country until 1975. Most Spanish citizens are against censor-
ship of any kind and prefer personal responsibility and liberalism.
For example, cinemas in Spain rarely ask for age identification,
which may explain the lenient ratings system in Spain. We found
lenient ratings systems in certain continental European counties
in accordance with the findings of a study conducted on behalf of
the European Commission (Olsberg/SPI & KEA, 2003). In general,
Anglo-American countries seem to be more restrictive. For exam-
ple, in Australia, the restrictive ratings board censored the movie
Hannibal. However, censorship cases in the U.K. have been rare
(Variety, 2008).

To obtain additional insight with regard to a country's level of
restrictiveness, we compared the proportion of movies that is
rated “for all ages” across the countries in our study. In a pairwise
comparison with the US, this analysis also shows that the U.S. is
restrictive relative to other countries, as only 4% of American
movies are rated “for all ages”. In comparison, Australia (7%), the
U.K. (7%), Hong Kong (9%), Sweden (9%), Germany (10%), Italy
(19%), Spain (40%), and France (66%) all exhibited higher percent-
ages of movies rated “for all ages”. Except for the differences be-
tween the U.S. and Australia as well as the U.S. and the U.K., all
of the other differences are significant (pb .10). When we explore
the use of the more restrictive categories (e.g., “for ages 14 and
higher”), we learn that the Anglo-American countries are again
the most restrictive, as more than 50% of the movies are rated
“for ages 14 and higher”. In comparison, Spain (14%), France
(24%), and Germany (30%) all exhibited lower percentages of
movies rated “for ages 14 and higher”. The pair-wise comparison
between Spain and France is significant (pb .10), which shows
that the Spanish system is especially averse to restrictions for
young adults. This finding may again be related to the country's
history of censorship. In sum, we note that the U.S., the U.K., and
Australia have the most restrictive ratings systems and that France,
Spain, and Italy have the most lenient ratings systems in our sam-
ple. In the next section, we will systematically study certain char-
acteristics of ratings boards that relate to the ratings systems in
the various countries.
4.3. The antecedents of ratings systems

Table 6 presents the coefficients estimated for the model de-
scribed in Eq. (3).

Among the parameters of movie ingredients, violence shows
the most positive association with restrictive ratings (β11=3.03,
pb .001). The presence of sex and gore are also significantly asso-
ciated with restrictive ratings. Interestingly, we find that (rough)
‘humor’ (β15=−1.20, p=.07) and ‘sensuality’ (β19=−1.75,
pb .05) have negative associations with restrictive ratings. This
finding suggests that certain types of rough humor and sensuality
may be viewed by some ratings boards as harmless and perhaps
even beneficial for younger viewers. This result raises the ques-
tion of why ‘beneficial’ ingredients (e.g., educational and artistic
elements) are not included in the ratings criteria. In other indus-
tries (e.g., the pharmaceutical industry), the benefit (i.e., efficacy)
of the product is always weighed against its cost (i.e., side
effects).



Table 6
Movie-, evaluation board-, and cultural drivers of the age rating, as specified in Eq. 3.

Independent variable Hypoth Coeff. (B) t-value

Intercept 2.95⁎⁎⁎ 4.65

Movie's ingredients
Violence H2 3.03⁎⁎⁎ 6.83
Sex H2 1.67⁎⁎⁎ 3.26
Drugs H2 1.47 1.66
Nudity H2 1.32 1.85
Humor (rough) H2 –1.20 −2.05
Language H2 .83 1.81
Gore H2 2.58⁎⁎ 2.65
Thematic elements H2 −.32 −.46
Sensuality H2 −1.75⁎ −2.19

Board characteristics
Experts H3 −8.31⁎⁎⁎ −21.89
Industry representation H4 .38 1.17
Board size H5 .21⁎⁎⁎ 5.29

Cultural characteristics
Masculinity H6 .02⁎⁎⁎ 3.75
Individualism H6 .08⁎⁎⁎ 11.60
Uncertainty avoidance H6 −.05⁎⁎⁎ −7.35
−2RLL=5806
Variance parameter estimate (S.E.): σ u3i

2 =7.09 (.92); Wald Z=7.71⁎⁎⁎

Variance parameter estimate (S.E.): σ e3ij
2 =9.76 (.47); Wald Z=20.8⁎⁎⁎

p⁎⁎⁎b .001 (two-tailed), p⁎⁎b .01 (two-tailed), p⁎b .05 (two-tailed).
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The other results in Table 6 provide general support for the hy-
potheses. The inclusion of experts in the board is significantly associ-
ated with more lenient ratings (β20=−8.31, t=−21.89, pb .001).
Larger boards are also associated with more restrictive ratings
(β22=.21, t=5.29, pb .001). Additional analyses with different
models showed that there is no support for an inverted U-shaped re-
lationship between board size and restrictive ratings.

We found that the degree of industry representation is not associ-
ated with the ratings systems (β21=.38, t=1.17, pN .24).4 All of the
VIFs in the estimated single level regression are less than 1.9, with
condition indexes less than 21 (Belsley et al., 1980). These results in-
dicate that multicollinearity is not a concern. In sum, we find empiri-
cal support for H2, especially for violence, sex, and gore. Additionally,
we find support for H3 and H5 but not for H4.

Table 6 shows that uncertainty avoidance and individualism have
the strongest relationship with the restrictiveness of the ratings sys-
tem. Cultures that have high levels of uncertainty avoidance tend to
be less restrictive in their movie evaluations (β25=−.05, t=
−7.35, pb .001). Hofstede (2001, p.174 and p.199) discusses several
examples in other areas that are in accordance with this finding. For
example, Hofstede's analysis across 14 Western European Countries
showed that speed limits on the highway are more lenient in coun-
tries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance. In our study, individ-
ualism and, to a lesser extent, masculinity are positively associated
with more restrictive ratings ((β24=.08, t=11.6, pb .001) and
(β23=.02, t=3.75, pb .001), respectively). These findings show
that the public may be more at risk in these communities, though
we cannot observe the underlying mechanism. Thus, H6(0) is not
rejected in favor of H6(A).

We conducted several robustness checks. First, we included cine-
matic characteristics, such as genre, into our analysis. However, we
found that the movies' ingredients are more strongly associated with
the rating and that the genres did not obtain significant coefficients.
Similar results were also found when we used Hoppe's (1998) national
4 In addition, we considered separate dummies that measure different types of in-
dustry representation. Examples include whether industry representation exists only
in the appeals process (Dumrep1) and whether industry can select the board's mem-
bers (Dumrep2). The results were again not significant.
index scores. We also deleted the cultural variables and added each
country's economic and demographical variables to the model. These
additional models showed the same pattern of coefficients in terms of
magnitude, sign, and significance as the model with the movies' ingre-
dients and characteristics of the ratings boards. Finally, we included
the U.S. rating as a predictor of the ratings in the other countries.
Again, this finding did not substantially alter the results.

5. Summary and discussion

As more attention is given to customer protection in markets
around the globe, rating systems are becoming an important factor
that need to be considered bymarketingmanagers. In this explorato-
ry study, we developed and tested a framework for examining the
antecedents and consequences of local age-based ratings systems
in the motion picture industry. Our results suggest that movie
ratings can play a significant role in determining a movie's commer-
cial success around the world, especially during the opening
weekend. Our explanations are related to the audiences' tainted
fruit behaviors and to the notion that movies with more restrictive
ratings may be less attractive to certain (i.e., infrequent) moviegoers,
such as families.

Interestingly, our study does not show that restrictive ratings have
similarly negative effects on a movie's cumulative box office perfor-
mance. More research is needed to understand how the tainted fruit
effect is complemented by the forbidden fruit effect over time and
how other factors may eliminate the negative performance effect
generated in the first weekend. However, we believe that our findings
provide a first step to understanding the marketing implications of
these systems with regard to aggregate demand.

Our results also indicate that ratings vary across countries, even
when we control for some cutting (possible editing) and local adapta-
tion of movies. In addition, our study provides insights into the local
drivers of the rating processes of the highly restrictive boards. The
characteristics of the rating organization (e.g., its size and the involve-
ment of experts or laypeople) drive the leniency or restrictiveness of
the ratings system is in a given country.

Moreover, our analyses of the effects of the ratings and their
drivers yield interesting insights into each country's underlying
culture. We see that uncertainty-avoidant cultures tend to be less
restrictive, whereas masculine and individualistic countries are
more restrictive. These findings are in accordance with the hypothesis
that citizens are less at risk in uncertainty avoidant cultures and more
at risk in masculine and individualistic countries. However, we
cannot rule out other underlying mechanisms that may drive these
cultural effects.

5.1. Conclusions and future research

In this study, we conducted several sensitivity analyses and
employed different variables, measures, and models to validate our
results. However, given the cross-sectional approach undertaken in
this study, we cannot conclude that restrictive ratings have a negative
causal effect on a movie's box-office performance. More experimental
and longitudinal research is needed in this regard.

Our results show that certain cultural variables play an important
role as drivers of a rating, but we cannot rule out other relationships
and effects that may result from cultural differences. For example,
more research is needed to examine the role of enforcement mecha-
nisms (e.g., closing a theater's doors to underage moviegoers) and the
perceptions of the relations between ratings and censorship in certain
countries (e.g., Spain). We also observe a negative relationship
between the restrictiveness of a movie's rating in a given country
and its opening weekend box-office performance in the same
country. However, we cannot observe the detailed mechanisms that
enhance or diminish a movie's box-office performances in a given
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country. Although our hypotheses hold to a large degree, alternative
explanations (e.g., the effect of ‘good taste’) cannot be ruled out. Ad-
ditionally, given our initial approximations of each movie's ingredi-
ents, we cannot rule out that the performance-diminishing effect of
the restrictive ratings is caused by less demand for certain ingredients
instead of the rating per se.

Finally, we need to acknowledge some limitations of our study.
First, our sample consists of a limited number of typical Hollywood
productions. This sample allowed us to compare the movies while
still obtaining different ratings for the movies in different countries.
In addition, the U.S.-centric nature of the dataset is in accordance
with the dominant position of American movies in the global mar-
ket. However, this sample also limits our findings to these types of
movies. Second, although our overall sample size is quite reasonable
and comparable with those of other studies, the data at the country
level is not sizeable enough to produce a hierarchical estimation or
detailed insights in terms of the country-by-country effects of
ratings. Third, we focused on national box-office data. Instead,
using segment-level data (e.g., certain age groups) would allow
one to answer important questions. For example, does a restrictive
rating lead to different effects in different segments? What part of
the effect is due to a ‘forbidden fruit’ effect? These questions are
important, and they can be addressed with more appropriate data
that may become available in the future. For instance, if more theater
owners follow GKC Theatres' experiment of allowing non-accompanied
teenagers to watch R-rated movies by showing a parent-approved pass
card (Dennis, 2004), then the resulting datawill be of great use to future
studies.
Country Organization Local
ratings

Minimum
age

Australia The Office of Film and Literature
Classification

G 0
PG 10
M/MA 15
R 18

France Ministry of Culture U 0
−12 12
−16 16
−18 18

Germany Freiwillige Selbstkontrolle der
Filmwirtschaft

U 0
6 6
12 12
16 16
18 18

Hong Kong Television and Entertainment
Government Authority

I 0
IIa 10
IIb 13
III 18

Italy Governmental Organization T 0
VM14 14
VM16 16
VM18 18

Spain Governmental Organization T 0
7 7
13 13
18 18

Sweden Statensbiografbyrå (SBB) Btl 0
7 7
11 11
15 15

U.K. The British Board of Film Classification U 0
PG 10
12 12
15 15
18 18

U.S. Motion Picture Association of America G 0
PG 10a

PG13 13
R 17

aPG ratings typically do not specify a cut-off age. However, telephone interviews
suggest that the local boards employ the age of 10 as a practical benchmark (AUS,
UK, US).
5.2. Implications for international marketing in the motion picture
industry

Movie producers and marketers who work in global industries
in which movies are evaluated by local third-party evaluation sys-
tems should recognize the tradeoff between the product's appeal
and its potential evaluation. The effects of ratings are measurable,
and ratings can, to some extent, be managed indirectly. For
example, an appropriate international business strategy may
require film producers to adapt their movies to local conditions
and edit their films by cutting different versions of the product.
In the home entertainment sector, different versions of DVDs
already exist, with different directors' cuts as well as different
scenes and endings.

In addition, our study clarifies whether producers should appeal
a local board's rating decision. As far as completed movies are con-
cerned, executives are aware that appeals can be lengthy and costly
and that they should be considered only in situations in which a
negative rating will strongly affect the commerciality of the product.
Our study shows that the relation between restrictive ratings and
long-term negative commercial implications is unclear. However,
we do find that restrictive ratings have a negative effect on a film's
box-office performance on opening weekend. Thus, the more impor-
tant the opening weekend is, the more important the rating
becomes from a commercial perspective. Given that the industry
tends to focus on the opening weekend of the movie, this finding is
significant. Of course, non-commercial factors, such as the moral
and ethical implications of broad consumption, should also be
considered seriously. In fact, ratings systems in other media and
entertainment contexts can be technologically enforced with inno-
vations such as the V-chip for television sets and restrictive search
bots for children surfing the Internet. In addition, there are software
packages that delete certain images and words from DVDs while the
DVDs are being played. More research is needed on the effects of
these technologies and their significance to marketing in the global
media.
From a public policy perspective, our results provide interesting
insights into a key question linked to rating systems in general.
What drives a ratings board to hand out restrictive ratings? Our
empirical results imply that the structure of the board can become
a policy instrument for establishing both more and less restrictive
evaluations. More specifically, if the goal is to have more restrictive
ratings, then this study suggests that the board should be large
and include more laypeople. Of course, whether the goal should
be to have more or less restrictive ratings depends on the actual
public health and safety circumstances in the specific country of
interest. Hence, the situation should be continually monitored,
and the appropriateness of the board should be periodically
reviewed.
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