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ABOUT THE STUDY

Documentary has long enjoyed a vibrant space in the global media ecology, and 
the marketplace for creative nonfiction storytelling continues to expand around 
the world. Despite an expansive landscape for documentary filmmakers and 
audiences, challenges persist. It’s difficult to make a sustainable living in documentary 
filmmaking, full editorial freedom to tell boundary-pushing stories can be elusive, 
and distribution in a consolidated commercial global media system is increasingly 
difficult. The struggle for diverse representation among documentary storytellers 
requires constant scrutiny and intentional effort. As viewers continue to discover 
documentary storytelling across various platforms, and as new filmmakers enter the 
craft, tracking industry professionals’ perspectives and lived experiences is a vital 
pursuit. This study is motivated by these ideas and imperatives.

In 2016, in collaboration with the International Documentary Association (IDA), the 
Center for Media & Social Impact identified a need to understand documentary 
trends, as well as the motivations, concerns, and perspectives of documentary 
industry professionals and makers at a moment of transition and opportunity. Sparked 
by this need and curiosity, we launched a pilot phase of this research in 2016, which 
was released at the 2016 IDA Getting Real convening. A 2018 version, which focused 
on U.S.-based documentary professionals, launched at the 2018 IDA Getting Real 
convening. In 2020, the State of the Documentary Field study expanded to include 
a broader snapshot of documentary professionals around the world. The 2020 
study was the first research to reveal trends and experiences of contemporary 
documentary professionals based in the United States and around the world, 
although we note the overrepresentation of U.S. respondents given our institutional 
home and access in the United States. The 2026 version of this report presents 
global findings (inclusive of U.S. data) and U.S. findings as distinct sections, given the 
study’s origin, execution and funding in the United States.

Originally crafted by CMSI with feedback from the International Documentary 
Association, the study was informed by insights and questions from documentary 
professionals who were consulted in several waves of research. The study is designed 
to understand documentary industry members’ perspectives and lived experiences 
based on four key themes:

THE DOCUMENTARY FIELD IN 2026: 
OPPORTUNITY & CHALLENGE

STUDY OVERVIEW & OBJECTIVES
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For the 2026 report, CMSI collected survey responses between March and May 
2025. Respondents’ participation was voluntary, and personally-identifiable 
information was not collected. The survey was anonymous and confidential, and 
internet protocol information was not collected through the online survey platform. 
No financial incentives were offered or given. American University’s Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) reviewed and approved the research protocol, and the authors—
trained university researchers required to indicate regular research ethics training 
certification (CITI)—captured and analyzed the data. The survey was hosted online 
on American University’s Qualtrics platform.

To assure robust participation from documentary film professionals, CMSI worked 
with an impact producer, Alice Quinlan of Red Owl Partners, to identify and invite 
additional documentary groups and communities to participate in outreach; these 
groups notified their members and strongly encouraged participation in the survey 
through email lists and social media promotion. For international outreach, CMSI 
collaborated with Doc Society to engage with the international documentary 
community and invite respondents to participate. Note that the survey was made 
available to all documentary professionals around the world who wished to 
participate. The 2026 study was generously funded by the Perspective Fund.

(To see key highlights, see the separate “The State of the Documentary Field 2026:  
15 Key Highlights” report, available on cmsimpact.org.)

DOCUMENTARY MOTIVATIONS, OPPORTUNITIES & CHALLENGES

DOCUMENTARY & FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

DOCUMENTARY CAREER SUSTAINABILITY, ECONOMICS & FUNDING

DOCUMENTARY DISTRIBUTION & PLATFORMS
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These survey findings are based on the perspectives of 820 documentary industry 
professionals.1 The survey was designed to assess two groups of documentary 
professionals and makers: 

•	 The sections with “Documentary Professionals” in the title reveal the 
major findings of the survey based on all respondents. Based on a filter 
question that asked respondents to indicate their “primary position” in 
documentary, this section of questions offered opportunities for all self-
described members of the documentary profession to respond. This 
group of respondents included those who identified their primary role as 
directors, producers, editors, directors of photography, as well as nonprofit 
professionals, impact producers or strategists, film festival professionals, 
broadcasters, professors, and funders.  
 

•	 The sections labeled “Documentary Makers” include responses to 
additional economic questions asked of those professionals who identified 
themselves primarily as “directors” or “producers,” given that these roles 
allow a full understanding of the key creative, business decision-making, 
and full economics of their individual films. (Note that this study does not 
make the claim that roles like editor, cinematographer and sound mixer are 
not “makers,” but this designation simply allows the researchers to gather 
reliable and precise information from the film’s decision-making roles about 
the full economic realities of their films, which the other roles typically 
may not have as fully or readily). In this way, we were able to ascertain 
film economics information and other insights from decision-making 
documentary filmmakers who have this information to share about their 
individual films and film experiences. In total, 544 respondents identified 
themselves as primarily “directors” or “producers.”2

Note: In past research, the report broke down all findings by gender identification 
and broad racial identification. This year, the study did not find meaningful 
distinctions among these categories, so reported findings apply to all respondents.

1 � The total of “820” is the total possible respondents. Because some respondents skipped some questions, despite our best efforts 

to discourage this practice (directed in the survey introduction text), the exact number of people who answered varies from 

question to question, but not in a way that is systematically meaningful. In total, 820 people completed at least some questions 

in this survey.

2 � About 544 directors and producers reliably answered these “primary makers” questions. Again, because each question was not 

set up as “must respond,” there is some naturally occurring variation in the number of “maker” respondents for each individual 

question, as expected.

REPORT FORMAT: “DOCUMENTARY 
PROFESSIONALS” & “DOCUMENTARY 
MAKERS” 
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STATE OF THE GLOBAL 
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OVERVIEW OF GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY 
PROFESSIONALS IN THIS STUDY

83%
United States

17%
International3

Residency
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

3 � International details by country appear on page 9.
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1%
Portugal

1%
Philippines

5%
Mexico

1%
Georgia

16%
United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland

1%
Islamic Republic of Iran

2%
Netherlands

2%
Taiwan

1%
Trinidad and Tobago

1%
Norway

2%
Bangladesh

1%
Bosnia and Herzegovina

8%
Brazil

1%
Hong Kong (S.A.R.)

2%
Chile

2%
Spain

5%
France

1%
Finland

2%
Colombia

2%
Malaysia

1%
South Korea

1%
Pakistan

4%
India

1%
Egypt

15%
Canada

1%
Hungary

2%
Sweden

2%
Turkey

1%
United Arab Emirates

1%
Kenya

2%
Germany

1%
Belgium

6%
Australia

1%
Guatemala

2%
China

2%
South Africa

3%
Italy

1%
Costa Rica

2%
Denmark
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12%
25 to 34

1%
18 to 24

38%
35 to 49

15%
65+

35%
50 to 64

63%
Women

32%
Men

4%
Nonbinary

1%
Prefer to self-describe

Gender Identity of Global Documentary Professionals
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Age of Global Documentary Professionals
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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22%
Yes

70%
No

8%
Prefer Not to Say

95%
No

2%
Yes

3%
Prefer Not to Say

Transgender Identity of Global Documentary Professionals
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

LGBTQ+ Orientation of Global Documentary Professionals
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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67%
White or Caucasian or 
European American

13%
Asian or Asian American

10%
Black or African American

8%
Hispanic or LatinX/Latino 

or Spanish Origin

5%
Some Other Race, Ethnicity, 

or Origin

5%
Prefer Not to Answer

3%
Arab or Middle Eastern or 

North African

2%
Indigenous or First Nations 

or American Indian or 
Alaska Native

0.1%
Native Hawaiian or Pacific 

Islander

Race and Ethnic Identification of Global Documentary Professionals4

GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

4 � The race and ethnicity question was asked in a “select all that apply” format to accommodate individuals who identified in multiple ways. All 

responses selected are reflected in the race and ethnicity chart, resulting in the pie total exceeding 100%. The 66% reflects the total number 

of respondents who selected “White, Caucasian, or European American” (n=533). Only 66% of respondents were classified as “White” (n=526) 

for the collapsed binary chart because individuals who selected White along with other racial and ethnic categories were coded as BIPOC. 

Similarly, the percentage placed in the BIPOC category (34%) may appear smaller than expected based on the race and ethnicity table because 

individuals with multiple BIPOC identities were counted as one BIPOC individual. The binary variable was used for all cross-tabulations.
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66%
White

34%
BIPOC

BIPOC and White: All Global Documentary Respondents
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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5%
High School Graduate 
(High School Diploma or 
Equivalent Including GED)

0.4%
Less Than High School 
Degree

46%
Bachelor’s Degree in 
College (4-Year)

26%
Master’s Degree

15%
MFA

6%
Doctoral Degree

2%
Professional Degree (JD, 

MD)

16%
Yes

79%
No

5%
Prefer Not to Say

Disability Identification of Global Documentary Respondents
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Education of Global Documentary Respondents
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Do you identify as a person with a disability?

What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree  
you have received?
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58%
Learned on the Job

17%
Self-Taught

10%
Related Postgraduate 

Education

6%
Related Undergraduate/

College Education

4%
Attended Short Course or 

Workshop

5%
Other

40%
Yes

2%
Prefer Not to Say

58%
No

Most Valuable Job Training in Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Caregivers to Adults
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How would you describe your MOST valuable job training in documentary?

In the last 12 months, have you provided unpaid care to a relative or friend 18 years or older 
to help them take care of themselves?
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31%
Yes

68%
No

1%
Prefer Not to Say

45%
Yes

54%
No

2%
Prefer Not to Say

Household Wage Earner Support
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Caregivers to Children Under 18
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In the last 12 months, have you provided unpaid care to a relative or friend under the age of 
18 to help them take care of themselves?

Does another person in your household work for a salary or wage that helps to support you 
financially?
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10%
0 - 4 Years

15%
5 - 9 Years

23%
10 - 14 Years

33%
More Than 20 Years

19%
15 - 20 Years

Years Working in Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How many years have you worked in the documentary field?
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38%
Director

33%
Producer

0.1%
Broadcaster

0.3%
Audio Technician

0.4%
Sales Agent

1%
Professor

0.4%
Composer

1%
Distributor

7%
Editor

7%
Other

4%
Employee of Film-Related 

Organization

3%
Impact Strategist/

Producer

1%
Funder

2%
Cinematographer

1%
Archival Researcher

2%
Film Festival Professional

1%
Writer

Primary Positions in the Documentary Field
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In documentary, which category describes your primary position?



2026 STUDY OF DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS
COMPLETE DATA FOR GLOBAL AND U.S. RESPONDENTS 19

44%
Documentary Film/TV

4%
Advertising (Commercials 
or Branded Content)

12%
Nonprofit Organization 

(Film-Related)

14%
Other

1%
Unscripted or Reality TV

2%
Scripted Film/TV

5%
Nonprofit Organization 

(Not Film-Related)

4%
For-Profit Organization/

Company (Not Film-
Related)

5%
For-Profit Organization/
Company (Film-Related)

10%
Educator (Professor or 

Teacher)

Primary Source of Income
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which best describes your primary source of personal income?
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25%
Documentary Film/TV

6%
Educator (Professor or 
Teacher)

4%
For-Profit Organization/
Company (Film-Related)

2%
For-Profit Organization/
Company (Not Film-
Related)

9%
Nonprofit Organization 
(Film-Related)

5%
Advertising (Commercials 
or Branded Content)

13%
Other

28%
No Secondary Source of 

Income

2%
Unscripted or Reality TV

4%
Scripted Film/TV

3%
Nonprofit Organization 

(Not Film-Related)

Secondary Source of Income
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which best describes your secondary source of personal income?
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GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS: 
EXPERIENCES & OPPORTUNITIES

40%
I Support Myself Primarily 
Through Documentary 
Work

18%
I Do Not Depend on 

Documentary Work At All 
to Make A Living

12%
Documentary Is Incidental 
to the Way I Make a Living

31%
Documentary is Important 
in the Mix of Ways I Make 

a Living

How important is income from documentary work to your livelihood  
(including contract work and technical services)?

Importance of Documentary Income to Livelihood
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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20%
All (100%)

19%
Most (76 - 99%)

9%
A Good Deal (51 - 75%)

16%
None (0%)

25%
Not Much (1-25%)

12%
Some (26 - 50%)

Over the last year, what percentage of your personal gross income came from documentary 
work, as an estimate?

Percentage of Gross Annual Income from Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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What kinds of documentary productions have you worked on within the last two years? 
[Select all that apply.]

Independent 
Documentaries 
- Independent 

Producer  
(I Own Rights)

I Have Not Worked 
on a Documentary 
Production in the 

Last Two Years

Commissioned 
Limited Series 
- Independent 

Producer Selling 
Full Projects

Independent 
Documentaries 
- Work For Hire 
Producer (the 

Director/Someone 
Else Owns Rights)

Commissioned 
Limited Series - 
Work For Hire, 

Showrunner, Series 
Producer, Other 

Type Of Producer

68%

54%

8%

14%

7%

Types of Recent Documentaries
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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Which statement best reflects your perspectives about opportunities for documentary 
makers and professionals, over the past two years?

Which statement best reflects your perspectives about opportunities for documentary 
makers and professionals from underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, over the  
past two years?

Great Deal More 
Opportunities

Same  
Opportunities

More  
Opportunities

Fewer  
Opportunities

1%
6%

17%

77%

Great Deal More 
Opportunities

Same  
Opportunities

More  
Opportunities

Fewer  
Opportunities

4%

25% 22%

49%

Perceptions About Documentary Opportunities (past 2 years)
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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Which statement best reflects your perspectives about opportunities for documentary 
makers and professionals for women-identifying documentary makers and professionals, 
over the past two years?

Great Deal More 
Opportunities

Same  
Opportunities

More  
Opportunities

Fewer  
Opportunities

3%

14%

36%

47%

What is it about documentary work that you find most meaningful?

Positive Impact 
on Social Issues

Artistry 
and Artistic 
Expression

Professional 
Community

Independent 
Creative Voice

Investigative 
Work

Other

45%

23%

6%

26%

10%
3%

Most Meaningful Part of Documentary Work
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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Greatest Challenges Facing Documentary Today
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

What is the greatest challenge facing the documentary field today? 

47%

2%

15%

0.4%

27%

0.4%

3%

5%

Getting Funding to Make Documentaries

Diversity, Equity, and Representation in 
Documentary

Getting Distribution for Documentary Films

Security and Safety for Documentary Makers

Making a Living in Documentary Work

Legal Challenges Facing Documentary 
Makers

Censorship or Suppression of Human Rights 
or Political Films

Other
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Format and Distribution: Perceptions of Greatest Future Opportunity
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In terms of format and distribution, to what extent do you feel these offer positive future 
opportunities for documentary? (% who said “a great opportunity.”)	

16%

18%

20%

18%

11%

6%

28%

25%

7%

14%

25%

17%

9%

45%

Podcasting

Social Media (Instagram, Facebook, TikTok)

Film Festivals (Physical)

Feature-Length Documentaries

TV Distribution (Broadcast, Cable)

Theatrical Distribution (Physical, Not 
Festivals)

Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, 
Bookstores, Cultural Organizations)

Short-Form Documentaries

Interactive Documentary (Including VR)

Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

Documentary Series

Streaming Networks Distribution

Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festivals)

Grassroots/Community Screenings
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Perceptions of Greatest Future Economic Opportunity
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In terms of economics, to what extent do you feel these areas offer positive future 
opportunities for documentary? (% who said “a great opportunity.”)

6%

4%

5%

6%

8%

13%

7%

9%

4%

7%

Crowd-Funding

Investment Financing

Funding From Recoupable Grants

Shared Advertising Revenue

Commissioned Work From Nonprofit 
Organizations

Funding From Foundation and Nonprofit 
Grants and Sources (Non-Recoupable)

Commissioned Work From Film Studios or TV 
Networks

Funding From Corporate Sources

Subscription-Based Funding

Commissioned Work From For-Profit 
Companies



2026 STUDY OF DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS
COMPLETE DATA FOR GLOBAL AND U.S. RESPONDENTS 29

GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY MAKERS  
(DIRECTORS & PRODUCERS):  
EXPERIENCES & OPPORTUNITIES

What topics have you covered in your films over the past two years? [Select all that apply.] 

Documentaries Produced So Far
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

8%

17%

13%

82%

39%

41%

13%

47%

20%

19%

Corporate Issues or Commercialism

Scientific

Other

Social Issues & Human Rights

Culture/Arts

Biographical

Politics and Government (Including Political 
Figures)

Sports

Historical

Nature

Music

54%
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How many documentaries have you made in your career?  [Select all that apply.] 

1 or More Very 
Short-Form (1-9 

Minutes)

1 Full-Length 
Film (Half-Hour, 
Hour, or Feature 

Length)

5-10 Full-Length 
Films

1 or More Shorts 
(10-20 Minutes)

2-4 Full-Length 
Films

More Than 10 
Full-Length Films

19% 19%
22%

35% 35%

15%

How would you primarily characterize your most recent documentary in terms of length?

Most Recent Documentary Film Length
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

11%
Hour (44-60 Minutes)

11%
Half-Hour (22-30 Minutes)

10%
Short (10-20 Minutes)

7%
Very Short (1-9 Minutes)

6%
Multi-Part Series

55%
Feature-Length (Theatrical, 

90 Minutes)
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How long did you work on your most recent documentary, in total? (Makers Only)

Thinking of yourself as a documentary maker, what primary description would you use of the 
ones presented here? (Makers Only)

Amount of Time Spent Making Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Filmmaker Self-Description: Social Issue or Entertainment
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

51%
1-5 Years

15%
6 Months To 1 Year

7%
Less Than 6 Months

22%
5-10 Years

5%
More Than 10 Years

71%
Social Issue Advocate 
Filmmaker

6%
Investigative Filmmaker

24%
Entertainment Storytelling 

Filmmaker
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How would you best characterize your approach as a documentary maker?  
I want: (Makers Only)

To Connect 
People to Each 
Other and to 

Issues That Matter 
in Their Lives

To Reveal 
Complex Facets 

of an Issue

To Persuade 
and Promote 
a Perspective 
About an Issue

To Expose Facts 
and Realities That 

are Hidden or 
Unknown

To Express an 
Artistic Vision

To Understand 
the World and 
See It Clearly

32%

19%

5%

18%
10%

17%

Social Change Motivation with Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)



2026 STUDY OF DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS
COMPLETE DATA FOR GLOBAL AND U.S. RESPONDENTS 33

GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY MAKERS: 
THE ECONOMICS & DISTRIBUTION OF 
DOCUMENTARY FILMMAKING

Who was responsible for selling or licensing your most recent film to a distributor?  
(Makers Only)

Film Licensing Experience for Most Recent Film
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

43%
Myself

19%
Sales Agent

22%
Film Did Not Get Sold/

Licensed (It Was Self-
Distributed)

16%
Some Other Way
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How was your most recent documentary distributed? [Select all that apply.] (Makers Only)

Distribution for Most Recent Film
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

39%Speaking Engagements

21%Subscription Streaming Video On Demand (e.g., Netflix, Amazon 
Prime)

36%Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, Bookstores, and 
Cultural Organizations)

11%DVD Sales (Other, Not Educational)

44%Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

5%Cable or Satellite Video On Demand Service (e.g., Time Warner, 
DIRECTV, DISH)

38%Public Television (e.g., National or Local Affiliates, Streaming)

6%NGO Sponsorship or Licensing

68%Film Festivals (Physical)

22%Transactional Streaming Video On Demand (e.g., iTunes, Amazon, 
VHX, Vimeo)

60%Grassroots & Community Screenings (e.g., Bookings By Colleges and 
Other Groups; Impact Screenings, On-Demand In-Person Screenings)

3%Corporate Sponsorship or Licensing (Including Branded Content)

26%Theatrical distribution (Physical, Not Festival)

18%Educational Distribution (DVD)

8%Cable Television (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

8%Social Media Platform (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok)

7%Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festivals)

31%Educational Distribution (Streaming)

6%Airline

3%News Brand (E.g., New York Times, Atlantic, Guardian)

9%Other
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Film Format Plans for the Future
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which statement reflects your documentary production plans in terms of format? (Makers 
Only) (% who said “I have produced this already and plan to continue to do so”)

47%

31%

4%

13%

16%

15%

28%

23%

10%

23%

Short-Form Documentaries

Branded Documentaries (Sponsored by a 
Nonprofit)

Virtual Reality/Interactive Documentaries

Podcasts

TV Commercials

Web-Only Documentaries

Multi-Part Documentary Series

Branded Documentaries (Sponsored by a 
Company)

Other

Scripted Films or TV Programs
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Distribution Future Plans
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which statement best reflects your documentary distribution plans for the future?  
(Makers Only) (% who said “I have distributed this way already and hope to do so again”)

84%Film Festivals (Physical)

44%Transactional Streaming Video On Demand (e.g., iTunes, Amazon, 
VHX, Vimeo)

77%Grassroots and Community Screenings (e.g., Bookings by Colleges 
and Other Groups)

15%Corporate Sponsorship or Licensing (Including Branded Content)

47%Theatrical Distribution (Physical, Not Festival)

40%Educational Distribution (DVD)

30%Cable Television (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

12%Social Media Platform (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok)

60%Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

19%Cable or Satellite Video On Demand Service (e.g., Time Warner, 
DIRECTV, DISH)

63%Public Television (E.g., National or Local Affiliates)

17%NGO Sponsorship or Licensing

26%Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festival)

56%Educational Distribution (Streaming)

22%Airline

11%News Brand (e.g., New York Times, Atlantic, Guardian)

62%Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, Bookstores, and 
Cultural Organizations)

30%DVD Sales (Other, Not Educational)

40%Subscription Streaming Video On Demand (e.g., Netflix, Amazon 
Prime)

6%Other
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Did your most recent film include community screenings as part of your intentional outreach 
campaign? (Makers Only)

Did you work with an impact producer or public engagement consultant on your most recent 
film? (Makers Only)

Community Screenings for Most Recent Film
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Work with Impact Producer for Most Recent Film
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

77%
Yes

23%
No

28%
Yes

72%
No
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Fair use is the right to use copyrighted material without permission or payment when you 
are repurposing material and using an appropriate amount for your new purpose. Does this 
match your understanding of fair use?

Have you used fair use in any of your last three documentaries? (Makers Only)

Leveraging Fair Use in Most Recent Film
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

63%
Yes

23%
Not Sure

23%
No

78%
Yes

19%
No

3%
Not Sure
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Main Source of Funding for Most Recent Film
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How would you characterize each source of funding to produce your most recent 
documentary? (Makers Only) (% who said “main source of funding”)

21%

4%

1%

31%

4%

3%

8%

7%

2%

18%

4%

8%

13%

10%

3%

1%

Personal Finances (Your Own Money)

Corporate Funding

Social Media Network (e.g., Facebook, 
Instagram, TikTok)

Grants (Non-Recoupable From Foundations, 
Government, Nonprofit)

Streaming Network (e.g., Netflix, Amazon)

Cable TV Network (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

Crowdfunding (e.g., Kickstarter)

Household Finances (Includes Spousal 
Income)

Film Studio (e.g., Sony, Fox)

Individual Donors (Not Crowd-Sourced)

Recoupable Grants

Individual Investments to Be Repaid (Not 
Crowd-Sourced)

Broadcast TV Network (e.g., PBS, NBC, ABC, 
Fox, CBS)

Nonprofit Organization (Not Academic)

Academic Institution

News Brand (e.g., New York Times, Atlantic, 
Guardian)



2026 STUDY OF DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS
COMPLETE DATA FOR GLOBAL AND U.S. RESPONDENTS 40

How much of your own money did you spend on your most recent documentary project? 
(U.S. dollars) (Makers Only)

Describe the amount of revenue from your most recent documentary project? (Makers Only)

Amount of Personal Money Spent Making Most Recent Film
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Revenue from Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

30%
$500 or Less

23%
$501 - $4,999

14%
$20,000 - $49,999

13%
$50,000 or More

20%
$5,000 - $19,999

56%
The Film Did Not Make 
Any Revenue

13%
The Film Made Enough 

Revenue to Cover Unpaid 
Production Costs and 

Make a Profit

31%
The Film Made Enough 

Revenue to Cover Unpaid 
Production Costs
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Main Revenue Source from Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How would you characterize each source of revenue made from your most recent 
documentary project? (Makers Only) (% who said “main source of revenue”)

5%

7%

3%

2%

3%

2%

12%

2%

2%

7%

6%

1%

1%

5%

5%

1%

5%

1%

1%

2%

Film Festivals (Physical)

Speaking Engagements

Transactional Streaming Video On Demand (e.g., iTunes, Amazon, 
VHX, Vimeo)

Grassroots and Community Screenings (e.g., Bookings by Colleges and 
Other Groups; Impact Screenings, On-Demand In-Person Screenings)

Corporate Sponsorship or Licensing (Including Branded Content)

Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

Educational Distribution (DVD)

Cable Television (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

Social Media Platform (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok)

Theatrical Distribution (Physical, Not Festival)

Cable or Satellite Video On Demand Service (e.g., Time Warner, 
DIRECTV, DISH)

Public Television (E.g., National or Local Affiliates, Streaming)

NGO Sponsorship or Licensing

Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festival)

Educational Distribution (Streaming)

Airline

News Brand (e.g., New York Times, Atlantic, Guardian)

Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, Bookstores, and 
Cultural Organizations)

DVD Sales (Other, Not Educational)

Subscription Streaming Video On Demand (e.g., Netflix, Amazon 
Prime)

Other

1%
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Main Income Source from Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Thinking about personal income from your most recent documentary work, how would you 
characterize each source of income? (Makers Only) (% who said “main source of income”)

32%

5%

22%

4%

4%

5%

3%

6%

Paid From The Producer’s Line Item in Film 
Budget

Recoupment of Personal Financing (Money 
Put in by Producer or Director)

Paid From the Director’s Line Item in the 
Film Budget

Speaking or Appearance Fees Associated 
With the Film

Paid From the Producer’s Line Item in the 
Outreach/Impact Budget

Net Profit Participant From the Film Sales 
Revenue

Paid From the Director’s Line Item in the 
Outreach/Impact Budget

Production Company Fees Paid Out to 
Company Principals
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For your most recent documentary project, choose the option that most accurately describes 
your salary. (Makers Only)

Describe the amount of revenue from your most recent documentary project? (Makers Only)

Salary from Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Personal Income Amount from Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

36%
I Did Not Receive Any 
Salary

24%
I Received Some (Less 
Than 50% of My Expected 
Salary)

24%
I Received All (100% of my 

Expected Salary)

17%
I Received Most (Between 

51 - 99% of my Expected 
Salary)

57%
Less Than $25,000

1%
More Than $225,000

23%
$25,001 to $75,000

13%
$75,001 to $125,000

4%
$125,001 to $175,000

2%
$175,001 to $225,000
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Which statement best characterizes your payment experience on your most recent 
documentary? (Makers Only)

Amount of Time Working on Most Recent Documentary Without Pay
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

6%
I Spent More Than 10 
Years Working Without Pay

14%
I Spent 5 to 10 Years 
Working Without Pay

38%
I Spent 1 to 5 Years 
Working Without Pay

9%
I Spent Less Than 6 Months 

Working Without Pay

16%
I Was Paid the Entire Time

17%
I Spent 6 Months to 1 Year 

Working Without Pay
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THE GLOBAL POLITICS OF DOCUMENTARY: 
CENSORSHIP, FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION  
& ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

In the last two years, have you faced any direct or indirect censorship or suppression efforts 
related to your work? (not including self-censorship) (Makers Only)

Direct or Indirect Censorship or Suppression
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

24%
Yes

76%
No
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Sources of Censorship/Suppression
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

From what type of source did you experience censorship/suppression?  
[Select all that apply.] 

38%

14%

20%

28%

27%

22%

7%

24%

24%

Government (Including Government Laws, Offices or 
Individuals)

Commercial Distributors and Streaming Platforms (Including 
Television Stations, Movie Theaters, Netflix, Hulu, Disney, 

Amazon, and Other Distributors Who Usually Pay Money for 
Filmmakers To Make or Screen Their Film)

Local Community Organizations or Nonprofits

Other

Sales Agents

NGOs or International Nonprofits

Non-Commercial Distributors (Including Public Media, 
Community Screening Venues, Libraries, and Other Non-

Commercial Distributors)

Philanthropic Funders, Donors, Organizations, or Equity 
Investors

Other Filmmakers Or Producers On Your Film Team
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Were these censorship/suppression efforts related to… [Select all that apply.]
(If “yes” selected in “censorship” question)

In the last two years, have you engaged in self-censorship in your documentary work? 
(*Self-censorship is defined here as “any restriction that was carried out by you personally 
in limiting or restricting your own creative expression—including limiting potentially 
objectionable beliefs, opinions, storylines, and preferences—in order to prevent any 
negative reaction to that expression.”) (Makers Only)

The Production of 
the Work

The Reach or 
Publicity of the 

Work

Something ElseThe Distribution 
of the Work

The Impact Goals 
After the Work

65%

27%

15%

43%

28%

Focus of Censorship/Suppression
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Self-Censorship/Suppression In Last Two Years
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

26%
Yes

74%
No
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How would you characterize the level of influence that self-censorship had over your work 
and creative expression? (If “yes” selected in “censorship” question)

Influence of Self-Censorship on Work & Creative Expression
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

55%
Self-Censorship Influenced 
My Work More Than Any 
External Censorship/
Suppression Influence

28%
Self-Censorship and 

External Censorship/
Suppression Influenced My 

Work Equally

18%
External Censorship/

Suppression Influenced My 
Work More Than Any Self-

Censorship
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Sources Contributing Most to Self-Censorship
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which of the following sources most contributed to your self-censorship? [Select all that 
apply.] (If “yes” selected in “self-censorship” question)

54%

21%

23%

20%

15%

45%

19%

23%

Reaction of Political or Government Actors

Reaction of Other Journalists And 
Filmmakers

Reaction of Commercial Distributor

Reaction of Commercial Funder

Reaction of Religious Actors

Reaction of Philanthropic Funders, Donors, 
Organizations, or Equity Investors

Reaction of Non-Commercial Distributor 
(Including Public Media)

Something Else
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How do you feel about censorship and suppression efforts (related to the documentary 
industry in the countries where you work) over the last two years? (Makers Only)

Did you use any artificial intelligence (AI) tools in your most recent documentary work?
(Makers Only)

Opinions about Censorship/Suppression Efforts Over Past Two Years
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Use of AI Tools in Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

71%
It Has Gotten Worse

1%
There Is Less Censorship 
Today Than There Used 

to Be

14%
I Don’t Have an Opinion 

on This

15%
It Is the Same as It’s Always 

Been

23%
Yes

77%
No
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Type of AI Use in Most Recent Documentary
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

To what capacity have you used AI tools in your work? [Select all that apply.]
(If “Yes” selected for “used AI” question)

3%

24%

25%

15%

5%

31%

43%

27%

33%

74%

22%

To Protect the Identities of Sources

To Help With Audio Mixing Work (Including 
Automated Mixing)

Other

To Fact-check and In Disinformation Analysis

To Learn More About My Audiences

To Help With Video Editing Work (Including 
Automating Routine Editing Work, Creating 
Slow-Motion Effects, Resolution Upgrades, 

and Other AI-Assisted Editing Tools)

To Research Certain Topics (Including 
Support For Archival Search Work)

To Produce Video/Visual Content in 
Filmwork (Including Using AI-Generated 

Images and Video In Film)

To Brainstorm Story Ideas

To Transcribe Interviews or Transcribe Audio 
Files Into Searchable Text

To Help With Logging
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Do you think AI tools create more opportunities or challenges for filmmakers?
(Makers Only)

Opinion About Opportunities/Challenges of AI Tools
GLOBAL DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

14%
More Opportunities

49%
They Create an Equal 
Amount Of Challenges and 
Opportunities

24%
More Challenges

14%
I Don’t Know



STATE OF THE U.S. 
DOCUMENTARY FIELD 
(U.S. DATA)

P A R T  T W O
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OVERVIEW OF U.S. DOCUMENTARY 
PROFESSIONALS IN THIS STUDY

Primary U.S. State of Residence
ALL STATES (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Washington, D.C.

Illinois

Colorado

Maine

Arizona

Kansas

Florida

Massachusetts

Alaska

Iowa

Connecticut

Maryland

Arkansas

Kentucky

Georgia

Minnesota

Missouri

California

Louisiana

Hawai’i

1%

4%

2%

1%

1%

0.2%

2%

4%

0.3%

1%

1%

3%

0.3%

0.3%

1%

1%

31%

1%

0.3%

0.3%
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0.3%Nebraska

1%Rhode Island

1%North Carolina

0.3%

0.3%

Vermont

Wyoming

2%New Jersey

0.2%Tennessee

0.2%Oklahoma

2%

2%

Washington

Guam

0.3%Nevada

0.3%South Carolina

1%Ohio

1%

0.3%

Virginia

Puerto Rico

1%New Mexico

2%Texas

1%Oregon

0.2%West Virginia

Wisconsin

28%New York

1%Utah

2%Pennsylvania

1%
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Age of U.S. Documentary Professionals
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Gender Identity of U.S. Documentary Professionals
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

1%
18 to 24

12%
25 to 34

36%
35 to 49

36%
50 to 64

15%
65+

63%
Women

32%
Men

4%
Nonbinary

1%
Prefer to Self-Describe
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LGBTQ+ Orientation of U.S. Documentary Professionals
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Transgender Identity of U.S. Documentary Professionals
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Do you consider yourself a member of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and 
other Sexual and Gender Identities (LGBTQ+) community?

Do you identify as transgender?

22%
Yes

70%
No

7%
Prefer Not to Say

2%
Yes

95%
No

3%
Prefer Not to Say
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Race and Ethnic Identification of U.S. Documentary Professionals
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which category or categories describe you (race, ethnicity, national identity)? [Select all 
that apply.]

70%
White or Caucasian or 
European American

13%
Asian or Asian American

11%
Black or African American

7%
Hispanic or LatinX/Latino 

or Spanish Origin

3%
Arab or Middle Eastern or 

North African

2%
Indigenous or First Nations 

or American Indian or 
Alaska Native

0.2%
Native Hawaiian or Pacific 

Islander

5%
Some Other Race, Ethnicity, 

or Origin

4%
Prefer Not to Answer
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BIPOC and White: U.S. Documentary Respondents
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Disability Identification of U.S. Documentary Respondents
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Do you identify as a person with a disability?

67%
White

33%
BIPOC

79%
No

17%
Yes

5%
Prefer Not to Say
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Education of U.S. Documentary Respondents
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have 
received?

5%
High School Graduate 
(High School Diploma or 
Equivalent Including GED)

0.1%
Less Than High School 
Degree

47%
Bachelor’s Degree in 
College (4-Year)

25%
Master’s Degree

17%
MFA

4%
Doctoral Degree

2%
Professional Degree (JD, 

MD)
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Caregivers to Adults
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Most Valuable Job Training in Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How would you describe your MOST valuable job training in documentary?

In the last 12 months, have you provided unpaid care to a relative or friend 18 years or older 
to help them take care of themselves?

60%
Learned on the Job

17%
Self-Taught

9%
Related Postgraduate 

Education

6%
Related Undergraduate/

College Education

2%
Attended Short Course or 

Workshop

5%
Other

40%
Yes

58%
No

2%
Prefer Not to Say



2026 STUDY OF DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS
COMPLETE DATA FOR GLOBAL AND U.S. RESPONDENTS 62

Caregivers to Children Under 18
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Household Wage Earner Support
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In the last 12 months, have you provided unpaid care to a relative or friend under the age of 
18 to help them take care of themselves? 

Does another person in your household work for a salary or wage that helps to support you 
financially?

45%
Yes

54%
No

2%
Prefer Not to Say

30%
Yes

70%
No

1%
Prefer Not to Say
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Years Working in Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How many years have you worked in the documentary field?

10%
0 - 4 Years

15%
5 - 9 Years

22%
10 - 14 Years

20%
15 - 20 Years

34%
More Than 20 Years
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Primary Positions in the Documentary Field
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In documentary, which category describes your primary position?

37%
Director

32%
Producer

0.2%
Broadcaster

0.3%
Audio Technician

0.3%
Sales Agent

1%
Professor

1%
Composer

1%
Distributor

8%
Editor

8%
Other

4%
Employee of Film-Related 

Organization

3%
Impact Strategist/

Producer

1%
Funder

2%
Cinematographer

0.3%
Archival Researcher

2%
Film Festival Professional

1%
Writer
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U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS: 
EXPERIENCES & OPPORTUNITIES

Primary Source of Income
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which best describes your primary source of personal income?

5%

5%

10%

1%

5%

43%

12%

5%

14%

2%

Advertising (Commercials or Branded 
Content)

For-Profit Organization/Company (Not 
Film-Related)

Educator (Professor or Teacher)

Unscripted or Reality TV

Nonprofit Organization (Not Film-Related)

Documentary Film/TV

Nonprofit Organization (Film-Related)

For-Profit Organization/Company (Film-
Related)

Other

Scripted Film/TV
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Secondary Source of Income
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which best describes your secondary source of personal income?

5%

2%

7%

2%

3%

25%

9%

4%

12%

29%

3%

Advertising (Commercials or Branded 
Content)

For-Profit Organization/Company (Not 
Film-Related)

Educator (Professor or Teacher)

Unscripted or Reality TV

Nonprofit Organization (Not Film-Related)

Documentary Film/TV

Nonprofit Organization (Film-Related)

No Secondary Source of Income

For-Profit Organization/Company (Film-
Related)

Other

Scripted Film/TV
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Importance of Documentary Income to Livelihood
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Percentage of Gross Annual Income from Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How important is income from documentary work to your livelihood (including contract work 
and technical services)?

Over the last year, what percentage of your personal gross income came from documentary 
work, as an estimate?

39%
I Support Myself Primarily 
Through Documentary 
Work

30%
Documentary Is Important 
in the Mix of Ways I Make 
a Living

13%
Documentary Is Incidental 
to the Way I Make a Living

18%
I Do Not Depend On 

Documentary Work At All 
to Make a Living

All  
(100%)

A good deal  
(51 - 75%)

Not much  
(1 - 25%)

Most  
(76 - 99%)

Some  
(26 - 50%)

None  
(0%)

21%
18%

8%

24%

13%
16%
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Types of Documentaries Worked On
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Perceptions About Documentary Opportunities
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

What kinds of documentary productions have you worked on within the last two years? 
[Select all that apply.]

Which statement best reflects your perspectives about opportunities for documentary 
makers and professionals, over the past two years?

Independent 
Documentaries 
- Independent 

Producer (I Own 
Rights)

Commissioned 
Limited Series 
- Independent 

Producer Selling Full 
Projects

I Have Not Worked 
On a Documentary 
Production in the 

Last Two Years

Independent 
Documentaries 
- Work For Hire 
Producer (The 

Director/Someone 
Else Owns Rights)

Commissioned 
Limited Series - 
Work For Hire, 

Showrunner, Series 
Producer, Other 
Type of Producer

68%

56%

9% 7%
15%

17%
Same Opportunities

6%
More Opportunities

77%
Fewer Opportunities

0.3%
Great Deal More 

Opportunities
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What statement best reflects your perspectives about opportunities for documentary makers 
and professionals from underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, over the past two years?

Which statement best reflects your perspectives about opportunities for women-identifying 
documentary makers and professionals, over the past two years?

24%
More Opportunities

23%
Same Opportunities

4%
Great Deal More 
Opportunities

50%
Fewer Opportunities

13%
More Opportunities

36%
Same Opportunities

3%
Great Deal More 
Opportunities

48%
Fewer Opportunities
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Most Meaningful Part of Documentary Work
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Greatest Challenge Facing Documentary Today
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

What is it about documentary work that you find most meaningful? 
(% who indicated “most meaningful”)

What is the greatest challenge facing the documentary field today? 

Positive Impact 
on Social Issues

Artistry 
and Artistic 
Expression

Professional 
Community

Independent 
Creative Voice

Investigative 
Work

Other

45%

26% 22%

5%10%

38%

Getting Funding to Make Documentaries

Diversity, Equity, and Representation in 
Documentary

Getting Distribution for Documentary Films

Security and Safety for Documentary Makers

Making a Living in Documentary Work

Legal Challenges Facing Documentary 
Makers

Censorship or Suppression of Human Rights 
or Political Films

Other

47%

2%

16%

0.3%

27%

0.3%

2%

5%
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Format and Distribution: Perceptions of Greatest Future Opportunity
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In terms of format and distribution, to what extent do you feel these offer positive future 
opportunities for documentary? (% who said “a great opportunity”)

17%

18%

19%

17%

10%

5%

28%

26%

6%

14%

24%

17%

9%

45%

Podcasts

Social Media (Instagram, Facebook, TikTok)

Film Festivals (Physical)

Feature-Length Documentaries

TV Distribution (Broadcast, Cable)

Theatrical Distribution (Physical, Not 
Festivals)

Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, 
Bookstores, Cultural Organizations)

Short-Form Documentaries

Interactive Documentary (Including VR)

Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

Documentary Series

Streaming Networks Distribution

Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festivals)

Grassroots/Community Screenings
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Perceptions of Great Future Economic Opportunity
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

In terms of economics, to what extent do you feel these areas offer positive future 
opportunities for documentary? (% who said “a great opportunity”)

6%

4%

5%

6%

8%

12%

7%

9%

4%

7%

Crowd-Funding

Investment Financing

Funding From Recoupable Grants

Shared Advertising Revenue

Commissioned Work From Nonprofit 
Organizations

Funding From Foundation and Nonprofit 
Grants And Sources (Non-Recoupable)

Commissioned Work From Film Studios or TV 
Networks

Funding From Corporate Sources

Subscription-Based Funding

Commissioned Work From For-Profit 
Companies
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U.S. DOCUMENTARY MAKERS  
(DIRECTORS & PRODUCERS):  
EXPERIENCES & OPPORTUNITIES

Documentaries Produced So Far
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

What topics have you covered in your films over the past two years? [Select all that apply.] 
(Makers Only)

9%

16%

14%

80%

55%

41%

42%

14%

49%

17%

20%

Corporate Issues or Commercialism

Scientific

Other

Social Issues & Human Rights

Culture/Arts

Biographical

Politics and Government (Including Political 
Figures)

Sports

Historical

Nature

Music
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Documentary Length of Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How many documentaries have you made in your career? [Select all that apply.]  
(Makers Only)

How would you primarily characterize your most recent documentary in terms of length? 
(Makers Only)

1 or More Very 
Short-Form (1-9 

Minutes)

1 Full-Length 
Film (Half-Hour, 
Hour, or Feature 

Length)

5-10 Full-Length 
Films

1 or More Shorts 
(10-20 Minutes)

2-4 Full-Length 
Films

More Than 10 
Full-Length Films

21%

36%

21% 21%

36%

14%

Very Short (1-9 
Minutes)

Half-Hour (or 22-
30 Minutes)

Feature-Length 
(Theatrical, 90 

Minutes)

Short (10-20 
Minutes)

Hour (or 44-60 
Minutes)

Multi-Part Series

8% 10% 12%

53%

11% 6%
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What kinds of documentary productions have you worked on within the last two years? 
[Select all that apply.]

Documentary Format of Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Independent 
Documentaries 
- Independent 

Producer (I Own 
Rights)

Commissioned 
Limited Series 
- Independent 

Producer Selling Full 
Projects

I Have Not Worked 
on A Documentary 
Production in the 

Last Two Years

Independent 
Documentaries 
- Work For Hire 
Producer (The 

Director/Someone 
Else Owns Rights)

Commissioned 
Limited Series - 
Work For Hire, 

Showrunner, Series 
Producer, Other 
Type of Producer

68%

56%

9% 7%

15%
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How long did you work on your most recent documentary, in total? (Makers Only)

Social Issue or Pure Entertainment
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Amount of Time Spent Making Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Thinking of yourself as a documentary maker, what primary description would you use, of the 
ones presented here? (Makers Only)

51%
1-5 Years

15%
6 Months To 1 Year

6%
Less Than 6 Months

22%
5-10 Years

6%
More Than 10 Years

69%
Social Issue Advocate 
Filmmaker

27%
Entertainment Storytelling 

Filmmaker

5%
Investigative Filmmaker
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How would you best characterize your approach as a documentary filmmaker? I want: 
(Makers Only)

What motivates you to work in documentary? (Makers Only) (% who said “a primary 
motivation”) 

Social Change Motivation with Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Awards and Public 
Recognition

Impact on Social 
Issues

Creative Form of 
Storytelling Art

Investigating and 
Exposing a Societal 

Problem

Telling Stories in a 
New Way

3%

36%

58% 58%

41%

17%
To expose facts and 
realities that are hidden or 
unknown

32%
To connect people to 
each other and to issues 
that matter in their lives

5%
To persuade and promote 

a perspective about an 
issue

10%
To express an artistic 

vision

18%
To reveal complex facets 

of an issue

18%
To understand the world 

and see it clearly
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U.S. DOCUMENTARY MAKERS: 
THE ECONOMICS & DISTRIBUTION OF 
DOCUMENTARY FILMMAKING

Who was responsible for selling or licensing your most recent film to a distributor?  
(Makers Only)

Film Licensing Experience for Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

44%
Myself17%

Sales Agent

16%
Some Other Way

23%
Film Did Not Get Sold/

Licensed (It was Self-
Distributed)
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Distribution for Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How was your most recent documentary distributed? [Select all that apply.] (Makers Only)

42%Speaking Engagements

21%Subscription Streaming Video on Demand (e.g., 
Netflix, Amazon Prime)

37%Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, 
Bookstores, and Cultural organizations)

12%DVD Sales (Other, Not Educational)

45%Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

5%Cable or Satellite Video on Demand Service (e.g., 
Time Warner, DIRECTV, DISH)

34%Public Television (e.g., National or Local Affiliates, 
Streaming)

6%NGO Sponsorship or Licensing

69%Film Festivals (Physical)

23%Transactional Streaming Video on Demand (e.g., 
iTunes, Amazon, VHX, Vimeo)

61%Grassroots and Community Screenings (e.g., Bookings 
by Colleges and Other Groups)

4%Corporate Sponsorship or Licensing (Including 
Branded Content)

22%Theatrical Distribution (Physical, Not Festival)

21%Educational Distribution (DVD)

7%Cable Television (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

8%Social Media Platform (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, 
TikTok)

7%Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festival)

33%Educational Distribution (Streaming)

6%Airline

3%News Brand (e.g., New York Times, Atlantic, Guardian)

9%Other
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Film Format Plans for the Future
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which statement reflects your documentary production plans in terms of format?  
(% who said “I have produced this already and plan to continue to do so”) (Makers Only)

76%

31%

4%

14%

17%

33%

29%

24%

5%

22%

Short-Form Documentaries

Branded Documentaries (Sponsored by a 
Nonprofit)

Virtual Reality/Interactive Documentaries

Podcasts

TV Commercials

Web-Only Documentaries

Multi-Part Documentary Series

Branded Documentaries (Sponsored by a 
Company)

Other

Scripted Films or TV Programs
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Distribution Future Plans
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which statement best reflects your documentary distribution plans for the future?  
(% who said “I have distributed this way already and hope to do so again”) (Makers Only)

84%

44%

77%

15%

44%

41%

29%

12%

60%

17%

60%

18%

25%

56%

21%

12%

62%

31%

38%

3%

Subscription Streaming Video on Demand (e.g., Netflix, Amazon Prime)

Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, Bookstores, and Cultural 
organizations)

DVD Sales (Other, Not Educational)

Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

Cable or Satellite Video on Demand Service (e.g., Time Warner, DIRECTV, 
DISH)

Public Television (e.g., National or Local Affiliates, Streaming)

NGO Sponsorship or Licensing

Film Festivals (Physical)

Transactional Streaming Video on Demand (e.g., iTunes, Amazon, VHX, 
Vimeo)

Grassroots and Community Screenings (e.g., Bookings by Colleges and 
Other Groups; Impact Screenings, On-Demand In-Person Screenings)

Corporate Sponsorship or Licensing (Including Branded Content)

Theatrical Distribution (Physical, Not Festival)

Educational Distribution (DVD)

Cable Television (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

Social Media Platform (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok)

Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festival)

Educational Distribution (Streaming)

Airline

News Brand (e.g., New York Times, Atlantic, Guardian)

Other
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Did your most recent film include community screenings as part of your intentional outreach 
campaign? (Makers Only)

Did you work with an impact producer or public engagement consultant on your most recent 
film? (Makers Only)

Work with Impact Producer for Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Community Screenings for Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

77%
Yes

23%
No

77%
Yes

23%
No



2026 STUDY OF DOCUMENTARY PROFESSIONALS
COMPLETE DATA FOR GLOBAL AND U.S. RESPONDENTS 83

Have you used fair use in any of your last three documentaries? (Makers Only) 

Leveraging Fair Use in Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

83%
Yes

16%
No

1%
Not Sure
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Main Source of Funding for Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How would you characterize each source of funding to produce your most recent 
documentary? (Makers Only) (% who said “main source of funding”)

21%

5%

0.3%

31%

5%

3%

8%

7%

2%

21%

3%

8%

12%

11%

3%

1%

Personal Finances (Your Own Money)

Corporate Funding

Social Media Network (e.g., Facebook, 
Instagram, TikTok)

Grants (Non-Recoupable from Foundations, 
Government, Nonprofit)

Streaming Network (e.g., Netflix, Amazon)

Cable TV Network (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

Crowd Funding (e.g., Kickstarter)

Household Finances (Includes Spousal 
Income)

Film Studio (e.g., Sony, Fox)

Individual Donors (Not Crowd-Sourced)

Recoupable Grants

Individual Investments to be Repaid (Not 
Crowd-Sourced)

Broadcast TV Network (e.g., PBS, NBC, ABC, 
CBS)

Nonprofit Organization (Not Academic)

Academic Institution

News Brand (e.g., New York Times, Atlantic, 
Guardian)
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How much of your own money did you spend on your most recent documentary project?  
(U.S. dollars) (Makers Only)

Describe the amount of revenue from your most recent documentary project. (Makers Only)

Revenue from Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Amount of Personal Money Spent Making Most Recent Film
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

22%
$501 - $4,999

29%
$500 or less

15%
$20,000 - $49,999

21%
$5,000 - $19,999

13%
$50,000 or more

57%
The film did not make any 
revenue

31%
The film made enough 

revenue to cover unpaid 
production costs

12%
The film made enough 

revenue to cover unpaid 
production costs and 

make a profit
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Main Revenue Source from Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

How would you characterize each source of revenue made from your most recent 
documentary project? (Makers Only) (% who said “main source of revenue”)

Speaking Engagements

Subscription Streaming Video on Demand (e.g., Netflix, Amazon Prime)

Non-Theatrical Virtual Screenings (Museums, Bookstores, and Cultural 
organizations)

DVD Sales (Other, Not Educational)

Film Festivals (Virtual/Online)

Cable or Satellite Video on Demand Service (e.g., Time Warner, 
DIRECTV, DISH)

Public Television (e.g., National or Local Affiliates, Streaming)

NGO Sponsorship or Licensing

Film Festivals (Physical)

Transactional Streaming Video on Demand (e.g., iTunes, Amazon, VHX, 
Vimeo)

Grassroots and Community Screenings (e.g., Bookings by Colleges and 
Other Groups; Impact Screenings, On-Demand In-Person Screenings)

Corporate Sponsorship or Licensing (Including Branded Content)

Theatrical Distribution (Physical, Not Festival)

Educational Distribution (DVD)

Cable Television (e.g., HBO, MSNBC)

Social Media Platform (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok)

Theatrical Distribution (Virtual, Not Festival)

Educational Distribution (Streaming)

Airline

News Brand (e.g., New York Times, Atlantic, Guardian)

Other

5%

7%

3%

2%

1%

2%

10%

1%

1%

4%

7%

1%

3%

6%

5%

0.3%

1%

6%

1%

1%

4%
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Main Income Source from Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Thinking about personal income from your most recent documentary work, how would you 
characterize each source of income? (Makers Only) (% who said “main source of income”)

30%

5%

22%

5%

5%

5%

4%

6%

Paid From Producer’s Line Item in Film Budget

Paid From the Recoupment of Personal Financing 
(Money Put in by Producer or Director)

Paid From the Director’s Line Item in the Film Budget

Speaking or Appearance Fees Associated With the 
Film

Paid From the Producer’s Outreach/Impact Budget

Net Profit Participant From Film Sales Revenue

Paid From the Director’s Line Item in the Outreach/
Impact Budget

Production Company Fees Paid Out to Company 
Principals
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For your most recent documentary project, choose the option that most accurately describes 
your salary. (Makers Only)

In total, how much money did you personally get paid – as income, not reimbursement for 
costs – from your most recent documentary? (Estimate the gross amount, not net after taxes, 
with currency calculation to U.S. dollars.) (Makers Only)

Personal Income Amount from Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Salary from Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

25%
I Received Some (Less 
than 50% of my Expected 
Salary)

36%
I Did Not Receive Any 
Salary

15%
I Received Most (Between 

51 - 99% of my Expected 
Salary)

23%
I Received All (100% of my 

Expected Salary)

56%
Less Than $25,000

2%
More Than $225,000

23%
$25,001 to $75,000

13%
$75,001 to $125,000

5%
$125,001 to $175,000

2%
$175,001 to $225,000
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Which statement best characterizes your payment experience on your most recent 
documentary? (Makers Only)

Amount of Time Working on Most Recent Documentary Without Pay
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

6%
I spent more than 10 years 
working without pay

14%
I spent 5 to 10 years 
working without pay

38%
I spent 1 to 5 years 
working without pay

16%
I spent 6 months to 1 year 

working without pay

10%
I spent less than 6 months 

working without pay

16%
I was paid the entire time
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THE POLITICS OF U.S. DOCUMENTARY: 
CENSORSHIP, FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION  
& ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

In the last two years, have you faced any direct or indirect censorship or suppression efforts 
related to your work (not including self-censorship)? (Makers Only)

77%
No

23%
Yes

Direct or Indirect Censorship or Suppression
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)
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Sources of Censorship/Suppression
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

From what type of source did you experience censorship/suppression? [Select all that 
apply.] (If “yes” selected for “censorship” question)

36%

26%

21%

28%

8%

17%

24%

28%

24%

Government (Including Government Laws, Offices or 
Individuals)

Commercial Distributors and Streaming Platforms (Including 
Television Stations, Movie Theaters, Netflix, Hulu, Disney, 

Amazon, and Other Distributors Who Usually Pay Money For 
Filmmakers to Make or Screen Their Film)

Local Community Organizations or Nonprofits

Other

Sales Agents

NGOs or International Nonprofits

Non-Commercial Distributors (Including Public Media, 
Community Screening Venues, Libraries, and Other Non-

Commercial Distributors)

Philanthropic Funders, Donors, Organizations, or Equity 
Investors

Other Filmmakers or Producers On Your Film Team
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Were these censorship/suppression efforts related to … [Select all that apply.]
(If “yes” selected for “censorship” question)

In the last two years, have you engaged in self-censorship in your documentary work? 
(*Self-censorship is defined here as “any restriction that was carried out by you personally 
in limiting or restricting your own creative expression—including limiting potentially 
objectionable beliefs, opinions, storylines, and preferences—in order to prevent any 
negative reaction to that expression.”) (Makers Only)

Focus of Censorship/Suppression
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Self-Censorship/Suppression In Last Two Years
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

The Production of 
the Work

The Reach or 
Publicity of the Work

Something  
Else

The Distribution of 
the Work

The Impact Goals 
after the Work

65%

44%

29%

15%

29%

28%
Yes

72%
No
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How would you characterize the level of influence that self-censorship had over your work 
and creative expression? (If “yes” selected for “self-censorship” question)

Influence of Self-Censorship on Work & Creative Expression
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

54%
Self-Censorship Influenced 
My Work More Than Any 
External Censorship/
Suppression Influence28%

Self-Censorship And 
External Censorship/

Suppression Influenced My 
Work Equally

18%
External Censorship/

Suppression Influenced My 
Work More Than Any Self-

Censorship
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Sources Contributing Most to Self-Censorship
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Which of the following sources most contributed to your self-censorship?  
[Select all that apply.] (If “yes” selected for “self-censorship” question)

51%

21%

26%

21%

15%

47%

19%

21%

Reaction of Political or Government Actors

Reaction of Other Journalists and 
Filmmakers

Reaction of Commercial Distributor

Reaction of Commercial Funder

Reaction of Religious Actors

Reaction of Philanthropic Funders, Donors, 
Organizations, or Equity Investors

Reaction of Non-Commercial Distributor 
(Including Public Media)

Something Else
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How do you feel about censorship and suppression efforts (related to the documentary 
industry in the countries where you work) over the last two years? (Makers Only)

Did you use any artificial intelligence (AI) tools in your most recent documentary work?
(Makers Only)

Use of AI Tools in Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

Opinions about Censorship/Suppression Efforts Over Past Two Years
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

23%
Yes

77%
No

74%
It Has Gotten Worse

12%
It Is the Same as It’s Always 

Been

0.3%
There Is Less Censorship 
Today Than There Used 

to Be

13%
I Don’t Have an Opinion 

on This
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Type of AI Use in Most Recent Documentary
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

To what capacity have you used AI tools in your work? [Select all that apply.] 
(If “yes” selected for “AI use” question)

100%

28%

16%

27%

30%

4%

42%

24%

32%

31%

73%

To Protect the Identities of Sources

To Help With Audio Mixing Work (Including 
Automated Mixing)

To Transcribe Interviews or Transcribe Audio 
Files Into Searchable Text

To Fact-check and in Disinformation Analysis

To Help With Video Editing Work (Including 
Automating Routine Editing Work, Creating 
Slow-Motion Effects, Resolution Upgrades, 

and Other AI-Assisted Editing Tools)

To Research Certain Topics (Including 
Support For Archival Search Work)

To Produce Video/Visual Content in 
Filmwork (Including Using Ai-Generated 

Images and Video In Film)

Other

To Brainstorm Story Ideas

To Learn More About My Audiences

To Help With Logging
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Do you think AI tools create more opportunities or challenges for filmmakers?
(Makers Only)

Opinion About Opportunities/Challenges of AI Tools
U.S. DOCUMENTARY DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

15%
More Opportunities

50%
They Create an Equal 
Amount Of Challenges and 
Opportunities

23%
More Challenges

13%
I Don’t Know
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