
Updated August 2025 

Page 1 of 5 
 

 
 

Outdoor Movie Night 
Toolkit 

 
The City of Iowa City 

www.icgov.org/neighborhoods 

 

  

http://www.icgov.org/neighborhoods


Updated August 2025 

Page 2 of 5 
 

Plan your movie experience 

Hosting an outdoor movie night is a fun, low-cost way to bring neighbors together and build 
community spirit. This toolkit offers practical tips to help you plan a successful event with 
ease—from choosing a film to setting up equipment. Use it as a flexible guide to create a 
memorable and collaborative experience for your neighborhood. 
 

Choose a film 

When selecting a film for your event, consider your audience. It's a good idea to choose a 
movie that has broad appeal and is well-known. This can help attract more attendees and 
create a sense of excitement and anticipation for the event. It is important to ensure that the 
selected movie is appropriate for the audience and does not contain any offensive, violent, 
cruel, or crude content. 
 

Obtain proper licensing 

When hosting an outdoor movie night, you will need a movie license and must display a legal 
version of the film. This is necessary to ensure that the movie's copyright and funding are 
properly handled. Audio Cine Films and Criterion Pictures are two companies that can help 
you acquire a movie license. 
 
You will need to obtain a copy of the film you want to show, such as through a paid streaming 
service, digital download, or DVD. Test the movie on the laptop or tablet you plan to use on the 
event day to make sure everything is in order. 
 

Borrow equipment 

The City of Iowa City’s Neighborhood Outreach Program provides an outdoor screening kit to 
neighborhood associations at no charge. The kit includes an inflatable screen, HD projector, 
speaker system, and all necessary extension cords and cables for easy setup. To request the 
screening kit, please submit a reservation request using this form. 
 
Neighborhoods associations must sign a liability agreement, acknowledging responsibility for 
the kit and its contents until it is returned. Upon return, an inventory will be conducted, and any 
missing or damaged items must be reported to the city. 
 
Use of the neighborhood movie kit does not grant your association rights to display 
copyrighted material, nor does it imply approval. You must obtain proper licensing. For 
licensing options, visit www.mplc.org. 
 

Choose a theme 

To add a touch of fun, ask attendees to dress up as their favorite characters or wear pajamas! 
Organize themed activities like trivia or costume contests before the movie to engage the 
community.  

https://www.acf-film.com/en/index.php
https://www.criterionpicusa.com/
https://forms.microsoft.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=8RkGJSrIyk-qY-pDC3lhEB72wjN-_CFFqkFdVxc2TEZURTRXTVVESkhaOUFOTTc3ME9BNFlTTTZGVi4u
http://www.mplc.org/
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Coordinate event logistics 

A great movie night doesn’t just happen—it’s the result of thoughtful planning and 
collaboration. From choosing the right spot to setting a date and figuring out the snacks, every 
detail is an opportunity to include your neighbors and make the event feel like a true 
community effort. 
 

Secure a venue 

When selecting a location for your outdoor movie night, consider a space that is accessible 
and spacious enough for people to spread out comfortably. Parks are a popular choice and 
can be reserved by contacting the Parks and Recreation Department at 319-356-5100. If 
you're interested in closing off a residential street to create a festive neighborhood 
atmosphere, you’ll need to apply for a Parade and Public Assembly Permit at 
www.icgov.org/permits. You can also host the event in a neighbor’s yard or a parking lot with 
the property owner's permission. In those cases, no city permit is required. Be sure to choose 
a spot with access to electricity and any other amenities your guests may need. 
 

Set a date and time 

Realize that there is not going to be any one time that works for everyone - the best time will 
be one that works for the most people. Also, it is a good practice to choose a “rain date” if 
there is bad weather on the originally scheduled date. Make sure to effectively communicate 
with neighbors prior to the event, providing updates on any cancellations or rescheduled dates. 
 

Decide on refreshments 

When it comes to providing snacks for your guests, keep things simple with pre-packaged 
treats like popcorn, popsicles, and chips. These classic treats are easy to distribute and 
require minimal preparation. For a more communal atmosphere, consider hosting a potluck-
style event where everyone brings their favorite finger foods and desserts. Another great idea 
is to book a licensed food truck to attend your event, offering unique and delicious options like 
tacos, ice cream, or grilled cheese sandwiches. To add a touch of nostalgia, consider renting a 
cotton candy or popcorn machine from Aero Rental. 
 

Promote the event 

To generate excitement about your upcoming event, keep your neighbors informed with 
regular updates. Share important details when promoting your event, such as the date, time, 
location, and anything neighbors should bring to the event (for example, lawn chairs, blankets, 
or food). Utilize multiple channels such as social media, email lists, flyers, and community 
meetings. Don't hesitate to enlist the help of others to promote the event, such as community 
leaders, businesses, schools, and places of worship. The greater the number of people who 
know about the event, the more successful the turnout will be. 
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Recruit volunteers 

To pull off a great event, you’ll need helping hands. A neighborhood movie night is more 
enjoyable—and manageable—when responsibilities are shared. When people feel involved, 
they’re more likely to show up, pitch in, and take pride in the event’s success. 
 

Set-up team 

These volunteers are responsible for preparing the event space, marking off seating zones 
with rope or tape, hanging lights, posting directional signage, and setting up tables for the food 
station. They arrive early to ensure everything is in place before the crowd arrives. 
 

AV equipment technicians 

These volunteers also arrive early to set up and test all equipment, such as the movie screen 
and projector. They are responsible for troubleshooting any technical issues during the show. 
 

Concessions stand attendants 

These volunteers are responsible for manning the food/beverage station, keeping it clean and 
organized, and replenishing supplies as needed. 
 

Greeters 

These volunteers will welcome event attendees, assist them in finding seats, and answer any 
questions that arise during the event. 
 

Photography team 

Volunteers in this position will document important moments of the event, such as candid shots 
of people enjoying the film and posed photos. 
 

Clean-up team 

Once event concludes, these volunteers restore the location to pre-event conditions. They will 
consolidate and remove all trash to external bins, take down signs and any decorations. 
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Helpful tips 

Planning an outdoor movie night can be a fun and memorable experience for everyone 
involved. By keeping these tips in mind, you can plan an outdoor movie night that runs 
smoothly and is sure to be a hit with your neighbors. 
 

Charge devices beforehand 

Ensure all electronics like laptops, microphones, and speakers are fully powered so things 
don't die mid-event. 
 

Communicate volunteer duties  

Email volunteers their assigned tasks and expected arrival time several days before so 
everyone is prepared. 
 

Create set-up diagrams  

Map out detailed diagrams marking key areas like the screen, food table, and seating zones so 
the set-up crew arranges things properly. 
 

Remind neighbors what to bring 

In your event communication, suggest guests bring blankets, chairs, and bug spray so they 
can comfortably view the entire show. 
 

Consider accessibility  

Offer closed captioning to accommodate those who are deaf or hard of hearing. 
 

 


