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			Praise for Film Marketing and Distribution

			‘An indispensable guide for anyone beginning or furthering their expertise in the highly skilled craft of identifying, understanding and communicating with your audience through the media’ – Chris Bird, MD of Amazon Prime Video

			‘Finally, a film marketing book that doesn’t rely on outdated theory but delivers real, actionable and in-depth advice. Sadler offers a brutally honest, comprehensive look at the film marketing and distribution landscape’ – ZB Siwek, Executive Producer and Founder of Cine Circle

			‘Full of amazing insights and insider knowledge… This book is as much a love letter to our industry as it is a practical how-to guide’ – Dan Hine, Producer

			‘Brilliantly captures the modern challenges filmmakers encounter and provides realistic, proven solutions… It’s the sort of guide I wish I’d had when I first started my own journey in film production. I highly recommend it!’ – Alexandra Bentley, Producer and author of Producing Film and Television

			‘Sadler cuts through the noise with razor sharp insights into today’s distribution landscape. Thoroughly modern and brilliantly researched, it’s a must-read playbook for indie filmmakers ready to take control. Smart, practical and empowering’ – Simon Hunter, Filmmaker

			‘Sadler brings us his very personal and digestible experience of the film marketing world – with practical primary source anecdotes and examples that are a great insight into the mysteries of film marketing’ – Sol Papadopoulos, Producer at Hurricane Films

			‘An invaluable peak behind the curtain at the business of getting films seen. This book is a definitive guide on the process from finished film to getting “bums on seats” on opening night’ – Zak Brilliant, Head of Sales and Distribution at Met Film Group

			‘This book needs to be read by all wannabe filmmakers. Every University with a film course should get their students to read this. A very useful tool’ – Alan McQueen, Independent Film Producer

			‘Film marketing 101. A must-read for any filmmaker’ – Rob Wilkerson, former CEO of Target Media.

			‘From an absolute stalwart and shining light in the indie film industry, this book is a brilliant filmmaker’s guide’ – Nicola Pearcey, CEO Picnik Entertainment

			

			‘An invaluable resource for independent filmmakers looking to get their work seen in a market that’s more crowded – and more unpredictable – than ever’ – Eddie Cunningham, President at Studio Distribution Services, Universal Pictures and WarnerMedia

			‘Packed with real-world insights from a wide range of seasoned industry professionals, this book is an essential roadmap for navigating the complex world of film marketing and distribution’ – Jacqueline Quella, Producer

			‘Essential reading. The Art of War for the film marketing industry’ – Rod Smith, Producer and Senior Acquisitions Executive

			‘An invaluable companion for filmmakers, distributors large and small, and cinema operators’ – Jonny Tull, Founder/CEO of Tull Stories

			‘A must-read – both for indie filmmakers and investors’ – Gavin Poolman, Producer/ Financier
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			This book will be valuable because it will create savvier filmmakers who understand the market, not just how to improve their films but why distributors can’t take every project.

			– Damian Spandley

			INTRODUCTION

			Making a film at any budget level is a monumental achievement, but getting people to actually pay to see it is a whole other challenge. If you’re an independent filmmaker trying to figure out how to connect your work with audiences, you’re not alone – and this book is here to help. Whether your film is still in development or ready to go to market, this guide is packed with practical advice on how to navigate the ever-changing world of independent film marketing and distribution.

			While the focus here is primarily on the UK film industry – where I have spent more than 25 years collaborating with, and working for, independent distributors – I hope that the insights shared here will resonate with filmmakers worldwide. For those already in the business of movie marketing and distribution, this book might even serve as an entertaining and relatable read.

			This is not an academic piece of work, nor do I approach this subject as an academic. Instead, its origins lie in blog articles I began writing on my website and on LinkedIn after going freelance in 2018. Liberated from the constraints of corporate life, I found myself able to speak candidly about the realities of film marketing and distribution for the first time. These articles quickly gained some traction, leading to invitations to share my expertise at various independent film festivals and film schools. I collaborated with film director Simon Hunter to create a bite-sized marketing and distribution course for Raindance Film School, taught at the MetFilm School, and provided marketing input to the prestigious Inside Pictures course in 2019, among other things. 

			What started as casual online musings grew into something larger. I was buoyed by the positive responses – industry peers stopped me at events to say they had enjoyed my posts, I received numerous comments on my LinkedIn articles and received direct feedback from filmmakers who found the advice to be both practical and actionable. These encouraging words were the spark behind putting together a more comprehensive resource and this book is the result of that.

			

			Teaching ‘the business of film’ presents a unique challenge: the industry moves so quickly that even a brief absence can leave you feeling out of touch. It’s an ecosystem in constant flux, where trends, platforms and audiences evolve at a relentless pace. Compounding this is the fact that many books on the subject feel bloated with extraneous information and are often presented so dryly that they fail to capture the dynamic, high-stakes environment of the film world, certainly as I know it. 

			This book, by contrast, is intended to be grounded in the gritty realities of independent film distribution – a sector where every release feels like a fragile newborn fighting against the odds to survive. My insights don’t come from rehashing existing literature but are drawn from my own personal experiences as well as from countless hours of conversations with industry professionals, whose expertise breathes life into these pages.

			When I started my career at a major global film studio, I was privileged to work with some of the largest marketing budgets of my life. But over time, as I transitioned to smaller companies and independent films, those budgets slowly dwindled. This progression from big budgets to micro-budgets was a real eyeopener. Successfully releasing an independent film with limited resources is a steep learning curve that demands creativity, resourcefulness and an unparalleled ability to stretch every penny. It’s a skillset that I feel many who work in the larger studio system don’t necessarily fully appreciate.

			I once applied for a job at a major studio and was rejected on the grounds that I ‘lacked experience with large enough theatrical marketing budgets’. I had to resist the urge to say, ‘Try successfully launching a film with barely any money at all!’ 

			That’s a good test of a film marketer’s abilities. It’s not to diminish the complexity of blockbuster campaigns for films such as Wicked – those involve countless symbiotic moving parts – but large studio operations have entire departments dedicated to specific tasks. One team might handle third-party promotions while another focuses on premieres and yet another purely on social media management. For the independent filmmaker, however, many of these roles are often condensed into a single person – or a small, scrappy, team – juggling everything.

			In the world of independent film marketing you often find yourself wearing multiple hats, managing every aspect of a campaign hands-on with just one or two other people to support you. It’s an all-encompassing role that requires resourcefulness, versatility and an extraordinary level of energy and commitment.

			

			Every year, thousands of independent films are produced, spanning a vast spectrum of budgets and production values. Some of these are passion projects, made purely for the love of storytelling, while others are crafted more with commercial success in mind. Yet, if financial gain were the main objective, most independent filmmakers would likely choose a less arduous path to getting rich. Much like the call of the stage and a live audience for performers, the urge to tell stories audio-visually is what drives so many creators to pour their time, resources and hearts into their work. However, passion – while essential – is not always enough. Passion doesn’t translate into talent and even talent, combined with technical ability, doesn’t always translate into success. Nevertheless, these are essential building blocks for the journey.

			The harsh reality is that many independent films enter the market poorly prepared for any level of success. While some producers demonstrate a savvy understanding of market demands and craft tightly budgeted films aimed at a specific audience, even they may struggle to secure an international sales agent or an established distributor. Without these partnerships, filmmakers are often left to rely on middlemen known as ‘aggregators’, who list their films on digital and streaming platforms. While this might seem like an easy route to the market, it often leaves films languishing in a void of obscurity that it’s difficult to ever return from. Aggregators typically provide minimal marketing support, which means filmmakers must tackle the daunting challenge of driving audience visibility themselves. Being listed on a platform is one thing, but being found and watched by an audience is quite another.

			This disconnect can leave filmmakers frustrated and financially strained, despite their best efforts. Independent filmmakers must navigate an increasingly crowded market, where competition for attention is fierce and the mechanisms for discovery are often stacked against them. Understanding these challenges and addressing them with thoughtful strategies is critical to carving out even a modest level of success in today’s ever-evolving industry.

			The dream of seeing their work on the big screen often leads filmmakers to consider self-distribution – sometimes as a deliberate choice, but more often because they couldn’t secure mainstream distribution. However, a film typically needs to be commercially viable with appropriate casting and budgeting to attract a distributor. If your film has been declined, attempting self-distribution can be a challenging and disheartening path. Distributors possess a deep understanding of the market and maintain regular communication with exhibitors, so if your film doesn’t land a deal, it’s likely because it isn’t a strong enough theatrical prospect – not because the distributor made a monumental error, akin to Decca Records or EMI rejecting The Beatles.

			Filmmakers can, however, take steps during the pre-production and production windows to increase their chances of securing a sales agent, distribution deals – or even direct sales to streaming platforms. Budgeting – with market relevance – crafting a compelling title, casting strategically and selecting a commercial genre are all crucial elements in this process. While these choices are generally seen as creative ones, more commercially conscious moves towards packaging a film could be likened to ‘product development’ in any other industry and that whole process tends to fall into the hands of a dedicated marketing team.

			

			One of the key early business to business (B2B) marketing tasks that a filmmaker must consider is creating strong ‘pitching’ materials. Most writers and producers create what we call ‘pitch decks’ to present their projects to investors, sales agents and any other potential collaborators. We will cover this area in some detail, highlighting the value of setting up early film production social media profiles, creating ‘proof-of-concept’ trailers and designing ‘sales’ posters, all of which enhance a film’s saleability and marketability.

			Prepping useful marketing materials during production rather than after the fact is an essential but often neglected – or even overlooked – process. Rarely do independent film marketers receive high-quality on-set photography suitable for creating promotional materials and ultimately the main poster for the release. A photoshoot with key cast members in costume, lit professionally and with full hair and make-up styling, can be invaluable for a film’s marketing success and it’s often easier and less costly to organise than you might think.

			My biggest piece of advice to any filmmaker out there is to think about who your audience is before you shoot a single frame or even write a single word of the script. Everything starts with that question. And then there are other crucial considerations from a marketing point of view.

			You should choose a title that has good search engine optimisation (SEO) potential. You don’t want to make it hard for people to search for it online. Take lots of high-quality photos on-set. Don’t treat marketing as an afterthought. Every decision you make, from your casting to your sales artwork, should serve both the story and your audience. And remember, the best marketing is always authentic; it tells a story that should resonate – and that’s what ultimately drives audiences to watch a film.

			While I have worked at the coalface of independent film distribution for over two decades, I didn’t want this book to feature only my own thoughts and ideas, so I have called upon a network of experts to provide many additional insights. You’ll hear from seasoned industry executives, including top distributors, sales agents, festival directors, cinema exhibitors and marketing experts.

			This book will guide you through the various paths your film can take to reach an audience: from creating a meaningful festival strategy to finding and working with international sales agents and distributors. It will explore theatrical all the way through to transactional digital and streaming options, optimising each stage of the journey along the way. 

			It will also school you in tried-and-tested film marketing strategies and techniques with useful tips that you can integrate immediately into your next project. 

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1

			STARTING OUT

			I always ask the question at the script stage: ‘Who is the audience for your film?’ 

			Karina Gechtman

			ADOPT A MARKETING MINDSET

			There’s an old saying: Everyone has a book in them. But the same can’t be said for film. Writing a book is a far simpler endeavour than the monumental task of making a film. For those who do have a film within them, it’s often fuelled by an unrelenting drive to turn that vision into reality. Whether they’re low-budget guerrilla filmmakers planning to self-distribute or seasoned producers working with substantial budgets, the goal remains the same: to make the film, no matter the obstacles.

			One common challenge among filmmakers is a lack of understanding about what happens after their film is completed. Often, the entire budget is poured into the production with little consideration given to creating marketing assets. Many hope or imagine that a distributor or sales agent will take care of these aspects later – or, worse, assume that everything will magically fall into place on its own.

			Once the film is finished, the inevitable question arises: What do I do with this now? And, perhaps, more importantly: How do I get people to see it? Recouping the budget or repaying your investors is often an afterthought and yet it is the duty of the producer to see that they do exactly that. 

			Many independent filmmakers also have a limited understanding of the market and know even less about how to market their own work. Yet, I believe that a marketing mindset should be adopted from the very outset.

			If you happened to find yourself tasked with launching a new beverage brand, you’d probably first set about researching who your target audience is. You’d then assess all the potential routes to market and identify likely stockists. From there you’d calculate your production, storage and shipping costs and work out your margins. Next step would be to work with consumer focus groups to develop a pricing strategy and your brand identity and packaging. All before mapping out a comprehensive marketing and communications plan, which would then feed into a detailed five-year business plan for investors. 

			

			I’m not suggesting that you should be personally responsible for the entire marketing and release strategy for your film at the beginning of the entire process, but it’s good to acknowledge and understand that it will likely filter through these various stages as it ultimately moves towards being presented to audiences.

			Unfortunately, not every film will be commercial enough – or creatively strong enough – to find success through traditional distributors or streaming platforms. And in those cases, self-distribution, or working with aggregators, becomes necessary. But this ‘direct-to-market’ route can be a minefield littered with unreliable or, worse, exploitative partners – often eager to make a quick profit at a filmmaker’s expense. It also means that the responsibility for marketing the film could fall back on you, or at the very least you’ll have to brief someone else to do it for you.

			Making a film is already a monumental effort, so why invest so much time, money and energy only to stumble when it comes to getting the film distributed and seen? All too often, films end up falling through the cracks – sold to unpopulated platforms, dumped by indifferent distributors or never even programmed at a major festival despite their quality.

			CHOOSING THE RIGHT PARTNERS

			I’ve seen filmmakers make critical errors when choosing their sales and distribution partners, only to have their films disappear into obscurity. They might have missed playing major international festivals in exchange for going straight to a minor streaming platform for some fast money (or just some money). It can be a heartbreaking end to what would have undoubtedly begun as a labour of love. It’s all too easy to sign the first contract that comes along, especially if you’ve been waiting a long time for some traction. But a hasty decision could see your film entering the twilight zone, never to be seen again. 

			It’s hard to predict where a distribution partnership might lead, especially if you try a less tested route to market. When I was working at Warner Music Entertainment (WME) in London in 2008, the veteran British producer, Stephen Woolley, went with us to distribute his documentary feature, Sounds Like Teen Spirit. 

			The film chronicled kids and teens participating in the junior version of the Eurovision Song Contest and Woolley believed that WME – a new hybrid filmed entertainment and music division within an international record company – would be a good choice of distribution partner. I recall that the logic was that we could simultaneously promote the film’s music and soundtrack, which had commercial potential during an era when physical CDs were still strong sellers.

			

			And we did release a soundtrack CD alongside the film – an unusual move for an independent documentary feature release – and it was certainly fun putting that together, with tracks interspersed with dialogue from the film, but it ultimately wasn’t a commercial success and as such it didn’t help drive the box office. 

			Despite our inexperience as a theatrical film distributor, we executed a robust release rollout, under the close guidance of Stephen and his own in-house team. The film had a limited theatrical release nationwide, followed by the standard 17-week window before its DVD debut. 

			But, despite the investment and all the hard work, the WME division was shut down shortly after the film’s release, leaving the rights in limbo. So, ultimately, the film never received a ‘pay one’ TV deal or found its way to digital or streaming platforms, like Amazon Prime, Netflix or Apple TV. This experience is just one example of the critical importance of selecting the right distribution partner to ensure a film’s longevity and accessibility to audiences and consumers.

			WME might have been able to produce a soundtrack and have it distributed, but we lacked experience in theatrical distribution, so we had no track record with which to instil confidence in the release in the marketplace. We didn’t have our own personal relationships with exhibitors, so we had to go via a third-party salesperson. That isn’t really an issue in itself but it underscores how it might be risky to go with an outlier. The industry is quite reliant on reputation and the knowledge that you can deliver box office via strong marketing output through having a proven track record. 

			Finding the right partner is a potential midfield, but reputations matter and clearly some established names will be at the top of your list in the first place. But as potential rejections mount up, you could find yourself going further down your list and then even into completely uncharted waters. Then all you can do is practise some due diligence and research their business and try and find other filmmakers to talk to that have previously been through their doors. Ultimately, you may have to decide to trust your gut instinct and take a call on whether you still have some searching to do or whether it’s time to simply stick and make a go of it. 

			You meet all sorts in this industry. Some are real visionaries. But even the smartest people don’t always get it right. No one does. So much of this business is just taking a punt and hoping for the best. 

			Tim Murray

			

			THE LONG GAME

			It is worth contemplating that the tectonic plates of the industry will always be at risk of an unexpected shift and the model will suddenly change. Windows can shrink and formats may die. And while it is hard to always predict such things, new ways to monetise your content can also surface once paradigm shifts happen. 

			Just think of all the films that saw a second life when the DVD format first exploded on to the scene. And then, again – to a somewhat lesser extent – when digital transactional and streaming had their own breakthrough. Series such as Friends found a whole new generation to cozyup to thanks to Netflix and that would have been a substantial payday for Warner Bros – I can remember how many Friends VHS box sets were sold during the time I was a home entertainment retail buyer, let alone all the subsequent DVD box sets.

			This is why investing in your film is a long-term commitment. And, while some films might fall through the cracks, others can enjoy an incredible second and even third life due to the launch of new formats and emerging routes to market. And, in those cases, when the royalty cheques come in it will be like you just won the lottery all over again. Or you might hit the jackpot for the first time when your previously undiscovered gem suddenly finds an audience with a streamer who just did a library deal with your old licensor. Admittedly this is rare, but it can and does happen. 

			It’s a Wonderful Life is an early example of a film that was only discovered by a significant audience long after its initial cinema release, finding its long-standing popularity on television. It became a perennial staple of yuletide TV schedules after it originally faced stiff competition at the 1946 box office in the shape of William Wyler’s The Best Years of Our Lives and Powell and Pressburger’s A Matter of Life and Death. And today it enjoys strong annual theatrical business all over the country since being reintroduced to UK cinemas back in the late nineties. 

			In the UK the cult independent film Donnie Darko had a modest theatrical release through independent distributors Metrodome, but it wasn’t until the DVD was mass-produced via a budget DVD label called Prism Leisure Corporation that it hit a wide mainstream audience and became a household-name movie. 

			It also took a theatrical re-release for The Shawshank Redemption to finally find its status as one of the world’s most loved films – so there can be some hope after an initial disappointment. The same thing happened to Withnail and I and countless other ‘flops’.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			THE STATE OF THE MARKET

			I think there will always be a market for smart independent films in cinemas. Since I joined the industry, every veteran executive has been saying that cinema is dying. I think that says more about human nature than cinema admissions. 

			Jon Rushton 

			The landscape of independent film distribution is constantly evolving, but one thing remains constant – it never seems to get any easier! If anything, it gets harder. The global COVID-19 pandemic changed the trajectory of the industry, but some good things potentially came out of it – although it is probably still too early to really know that for certain. The final collapse of theatrical windows – something that distributors had been fighting exhibitors over for years – had a paradigm-shifting effect and this is something I will be exploring with various contributors to this book. 

			At the 2024 American Film Market (AFM), some of the international sales agents came up with a slogan for how the market was fairing: Survive till 25, fix it in 26. This summed up both the current difficulty and the future uncertainty. 

			THE BIRTH OF DIGITAL

			When I began working in film distribution at the end of the 1990s, the industry was also in the grip of a pivotal transition. It was the twilight of the VHS format and the early stages of the decline of video rental stores, culminating in the eventual demise of the biggest name in global video rental, Blockbuster Video. But, thankfully, the DVD format was only around the corner and it would prove to be a new dawn for the industry for nearly two decades to come. It’s hard to overstate the impact that DVD sales had on the independent film sector. Entire movies were funded on DVD sales projections alone. 

			Netflix, founded in 1997 as a US-based mail-order DVD rental service, began its journey in a relatively niche market. It would be another five years before the UK equivalent, LoveFilm, launched its own mail-order DVD rental service. LoveFilm would eventually be acquired by Amazon, laying the groundwork for what became Amazon Prime Video, where some of LoveFilm’s original team now hold senior positions, contributing to its ongoing evolution.

			

			At the time, few, if any, could have envisioned the meteoric rise of Netflix. Its transition to streaming in 2007 marked a pivotal moment, positioning it to redefine how audiences consumed entertainment. This innovation capitalised on shifting consumer habits and advancements in digital broadband infrastructure. Looking back, it’s staggering to consider Netflix’s current market dominance, a trajectory that likely haunts the dreams of ex-Blockbuster executives – especially considering Blockbuster infamously declined the chance to buy Netflix for $50 million in 2000.

			This period was one of seismic disruption in the entertainment industry. LoveFilm’s transformation under Amazon into a streaming powerhouse in 2014 illustrates how DVD rental services had to evolve or risk obsolescence. Meanwhile, Netflix expanded globally starting in 2010, coupling its streaming platform with a burgeoning investment in original content that further cemented its place in the cultural zeitgeist.

			I, too, must admit to my own scepticism as, when an ex-colleague of mine joined Netflix’s London marketing office well over a decade ago, I thought it was an odd career move. More fool me – their vision was clearly ahead of its time… and mine.

			THE RISE OF DVD – DIGITAL VERSATILE DISC

			As the video rental market dwindled, the digital versatile disc (DVD) format sparked an industry-wide boom in the ‘sell-through’ (physical formats sold to own as opposed to rent) home entertainment market. What had seemed like an impending crisis for the film industry transformed into a period of immense growth. The sheer profitability of DVD rejuvenated the market, injecting newfound value into the industry – and this surge in revenue opened the door to the financing and producing of even more films, and these movies were making investors a fast profit.

			The phrase ‘straight to video’, which once encapsulated a vision of low-budget or low-quality ‘B-movies’, was rebranded ‘direct to DVD’. What had once been the domain of video rental stores evolved into a thriving retail sales market, with national grocery chain stores becoming key outlets for low-budget independent films that had largely bypassed a theatrical release altogether.

			Additionally, more films were getting theatrical releases than ever before. What was once the relatively exclusive realm of the major film studios expanded to include more and more independent filmmakers and distributors. For over a decade, it was an exceptional boom-time for indie films.

			

			However, as the DVD market experienced gradual price erosion and eventual decline, the industry faced some significant challenges. The rise of digital ‘on demand’ formats, while initially seen as an eventual replacement for DVD, failed to fully offset the revenue loss of its declining physical cousin and eventually a void emerged in the revenue streams available for independent films – like an ominous hole appearing in the home entertainment sector’s ozone.

			Significant advances in broadband capabilities and their wider geographical reach brought about the advent of the streaming era and that only widened the void further. Transactional digital revenue opportunities contracted alongside an ever-dwindling physical market. The streaming platforms began to compete aggressively as more players entered the market, increasingly turning to producing vast amounts of high-quality original content in a bid to attract more subscribers and to retain existing ones. The era of ‘peak TV’ had arrived. 

			But this competition ultimately came at a cost. The growing trend of platform promiscuity, where consumers moved from one service to another without any real sense of loyalty, exacerbated challenges facing the industry. Subscription platforms were now locked in a relentless battle to outdo each other while simultaneously trying to avoid the dreaded subscriber ‘churn’. And for indie filmmakers, the new digital landscape became an even more complex and uncertain environment.

			When I joined the UK independent distributor Revolver Entertainment in 2010, the direct-to-DVD market was in full swing. Titles were selling weekly in their thousands and in one week a top DTV release, starring an actor such as Nicolas Cage or Antonio Banderas, could exceed sales of 20,000 units, as well as topping the video chart (in a week when a major studio’s title wasn’t debuting). The market was awash with relatively low-budget films that starred actors from a previous decade, such as the previously mentioned stars, along with other names such as Dolph Lundgren, as well as current British actors such as Danny Dyer. 

			When DVDs ruled, you knew what worked. You made a certain type of film, marketed it to a certain audience, and it would sell. 

			Tim Murray

			UK-set stories based on true-crime, such as the Essex Boys franchise movies, were also born around this time, with films such as Bonded by Blood, which sold over 35,000 copies for Revolver in its first week of release on Boxing Day in 2010. 

			

			Thirty-five thousand copies at £5 a pop is £175,000 of net distributor revenue all in one week – and week one tended to be half of month one by which time you’re up to £350,000; and then you’d expect to at least double that again in the first 12 months, so you’re talking at least £700,000. More than enough from the year one sales in one territory alone to cover the entire production budget. Not that these kind of films travelled very well outside of our borders, mind. 

			‘The UK distribution model is all over the place right now. DVD used to bring in solid, reliable money, but that’s gone and digital hasn’t stepped up to replace it. No one really knows where the money’s going to come from anymore. Home entertainment’s shaky, cinemas aren’t much better and the whole thing just feels unstable.’ 

			Tim Murray

			And then there would be all the subsequent retailer price reductions and special catalogue promotions – so films would go on to sell year-in-year-out, or at least they did during that golden period for the format in the industry. If Tesco selected your title for a high-profile catalogue promotion you could be looking at a second wave of very lucrative revenue. 

			These days, a comparable film release on the DVD format would be lucky to sell ten per cent of that volume and the digital transactional revenue wouldn’t even come close to bridging the gap. But a DVD release for anything other than a genuine box office hit is a rarity these days, as the manufacturing costs tend to outweigh the potential revenue; plus, you must also factor in the shipping costs and inevitable returns from retailers, so it’s a simple numbers game. In the UK today there is only one national high street retail chain still stocking the format and that is HMV, although you can, of course, still buy DVDs online and in a few select grocery chains such as Sainsbury’s.

			If you try searching for mid-range box office theatrical film releases on DVD from the last three to four years or so, you’ll be surprised at how many are only available digitally. Personally, I think it’s a shame and that, in the longer term, these films would have achieved a sustainable volume of sales; but for many distributors now it’s just not worth the hassle of producing them and they may wait for another label to sub-licence them for special edition releases later down the road. 

			Marketing budgets inevitably began to shrink as revenues declined. When a DVD release once had the potential to sell over 100,000 units – even up to a million in its full lifespan – a basic spend of 15 per cent of your projected net revenue (typically calculated from the first month of projected sales) bought you a lot of eyeballs in the form of paid media space. Today, independent film releases – aimed at a limited theatrical release or going direct to digital – tend to have comparatively low advertising budgets and some distributors will look to rely on PR coverage alone to drive sales. A low media spend simply means less marketing activity and promotional options, leading to less audience awareness – but we will explore what all of this means in later chapters. 

			

			THE MARKET OF TODAY

			It’s extremely useful when, in a rapidly changing market, a major report comes along to try to make sense of it all. There can be a lot of assumptions made otherwise, many of which can be misleading. So, it was great that such a report was published during the writing of this book. 

			The BFI published a report in September 2024 which they entitled: The Wider World of Film; some of the key insights of that report’s findings were:

			
					Despite growth in the forms and scale of content choice over the past decade, film viewing remains an almost universally popular and habitual activity. Overall, 95% of UK adults reported having watched a film in the past 12 months and 23% did so daily/most days.

					Digital services are now the dominant choice for film-viewing audiences, with streaming platforms being the primary destination for habitual film viewing – 43% of UK adults watch at least one film on an SVOD (streaming video on demand) platform every week. 

					Well over half of all adults in the UK had returned to the cinema since their reopening post-pandemic (60%). These returning audiences were more likely to be younger, male, from a higher socio-economic background and to have a third level qualification.

					The average number of cinema visits for cinemagoing adults over the previous 12 months was 4.5 times. When non-cinemagoing adults are included in the calculation, the number of occasions that any UK adult reported visiting the cinema dropped to 2.7 occasions.

			

			CURRENT HOME ENTERTAINMENT DATA 

			Consumer spend across visual home entertainment rose to £5.1b in 2024, the highest ever recorded figure for the sector, and the first time it has passed the £5b mark, inclusive of all SVOD, digital and disc sales, and rental (PEST, PVOD, EST, VOD, DVD, BLU-RAY, 4K UHD, rental, box set).

			EST stands for Electronic sell-through – which is a purchase transaction you own, as opposed to a rental, where you have a limited window within which to view the content. The P in PEST refers to PREMIUM in the same way it does in PVOD – which stands for Premium Video on Demand.

			

			The value of the UK screen industry grew by 4.3% to £12.4b, inclusive of SVOD, Premium AVOD, TVOD, electronic sell-through (EST), physical, cinema and pay TV.

			The total value of the UK entertainment industry rose to £30b in 2024, including Transactional, Pay TV Home Entertainment, Cinema, Games and Music.

			The total number of new releases on visual home entertainment (Disc, EST and VOD) in the UK hit 1,605 in 2024, complementing the 1,114 released in cinemas across the year.

			The total number of films released to buy or rent at home at a premium price (premium video on demand (PVOD) and/or premium EST (PEST)) went up by 15% to 62 in 2024 as audiences chose to watch films at home fresh from the cinema as soon as possible, where the average window from theatrical premier to PEST or PVOD was 40 days.

			The premium video on demand window delivered £12.8m in the UK in 2024 across 807k transactions with an average price of £15.80 while the premium electronic sell-through window delivered 1.5m transactions, at a value of £28.5m with an average unit price of £19.60.

			The total value of the digital transactional market remained stable in the UK in 2024 at a value of £381m and is set to rise by 2.4% in 2025.

			Fan favourite physical format Blu-ray 4k grew by 21% YoY in 2024, with 1.3m unit sales at a value of £30.5m, up 17.8% YoY.

			Six million UK Homes accessed a subscription video on demand (SVOD) service in 2024 with an average of 2.9 services per household in the UK, an increase of 2% YoY.

			The introduction of advertising-supported tiers across all SVOD added £400m to the consumer value of the UK home entertainment market in 2024, while the addition of advertising contributed to a 36% YoY growth for UK premium advertising-supported online video revenue (incl. hybrid SVOD advertising, premium AVOD and FAST) which rose to £1.7b.

			The most popular streaming service in the UK in 2024 was Netflix (59% – 17.3m homes), followed by Amazon Prime Video (46% –13.4m homes) and Disney+ (26% – 7.5m homes).

			There are more than 650 FAST channels in the UK across the most popular FAST-enabled services.

			The total value of the media and entertainment industry in the UK in 2024 was a staggering £30b, including transactional, pay TV home entertainment, cinema, games and music. The value of the UK home entertainment category accounted for 17% of that number and grew to £5.1b in 2024 inclusive of SVOD, PVOD and VOD, PEST and EST, DVD, BLU-RAY, 4K UHD and box sets. The total value of the UK screen sector rose to £12.4b.

			

			This growth is despite the impact of the 2023 Screen Actors Guild (SAG-AFTRA) and Writers Guild of America (WGA) strikes on the film slate at the beginning of 2024, and the subsequent delays on film and TV production. A resurging slate throughout the year ensured the UK box office rose in the final quarter of 2024, delivering a value of £145m in November 2024 across films such as Wicked, Paddington in Peru, Moana 2, Gladiator II, and Mufasa: The Lion King. The strength of the 2025 slate, which includes Bridget Jones: Mad about the Boy, Mission Impossible: Final Reckoning, Superman, Wicked: For Good, and Avatar: Fire and Ash, plays a huge part in the prediction that UK home entertainment will grow by 2.4% in value in 2025.

			The total number of films released across transactional home entertainment was 1,605, where consumers understand they can take advantage of ad-free entertainment, complementing the 1,114 films released in cinemas across the year. The total number of films released to buy or rent at home at a premium price (Premium Video on Demand (PVOD) and/or Premium EST (PEST)) went up to 62 in 2024, as audiences chose to watch fresh-from-cinema films at home as they were released on digital service providers (DSPs).

			Source: British Association for Screen Entertainment (BASE) in association with the Official Charts

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 3

			PRODUCING WITH THE MARKET IN MIND

			For whatever reason, film industry professionals tend towards pessimism. Everyone is very concerned with market trends and the overall state of the industry. In reality, all we can do is look at our own specific role and area of the market – and do everything we can to make a positive impact on the films that we work on. There are still huge opportunities out there for companies and individuals, regardless of what the larger market is doing.

			 Jon Rushton

			Creativity should also come with an understanding that films must connect with audiences. They have to resonate, because that connection is what makes the entire value chain – from filmmakers to cinemas – sustainable. 

			Anonymous Sales Agent

			Independent films are generally born out of a filmmaker’s passion for storytelling. The inspiration might stem from their own imagination, a narrative they’ve been drawn to, or material adapted from a book, poem, song or play. It could also be an original third-party script that ultimately resonated with them.

			That said, many seasoned producers and production companies approach filmmaking with a distinctly commercial perspective. They strategically create films designed to fit seamlessly into specific markets they’ve meticulously analysed. For them, the goal is clear: craft successful films that generate profits to fund future projects, sustaining their presence in the industry.

			Understanding market trends and having an intuitive sense of audience preferences are essential for maintaining a long-term career in filmmaking. However, the industry isn’t always predictable. When a sudden success story emerges, it often inspires a wave of imitations, which can lead to market oversaturation – whether it’s with similar narratives or a sudden abundance of films within a particular genre. Right now that genre is unarguably ‘elevated horror’.

			

			THE DRAFT

			Talking of imitations, there was a period in the mid-to-late 2000s when suddenly consumers – and subsequently DVD retailer buyers – wanted ‘sword and sandals’ movies, or ‘paranormal activity’ films, or whatever the latest buzz sub-genre was. This was very much an industry phenomenon at a time when the sell-through DVD market was booming and a sort of B-movie market emerged within it, where low-budget films inspired by recent successful studio hits were being semi mass-produced. 

			During this period, independent B-movies (or, in some cases, C- or D-movies!) on DVD were having their time in the sun. Having migrated from being the exclusive domain of the video rental sector, titles had swapped the shelves of Blockbuster Video and countless small indie rental stores up and down the country for the brighter shelves of Tesco, Asda and Sainsbury’s. These movies were priced at less than £10 a pop and were referred to, by us in the industry, as ‘drafting’ movies. 

			Drafting was a rather cynical but effective practice that involved seeing what movies were coming through the Hollywood studios pipeline and then making cheap ‘knock-off’ versions of them for the direct-to-DVD (DTV) market. And, for a period, it absolutely worked. 

			If there was a big Roman Empire epic coming out in cinemas then there would suddenly be a renewed interest in the genre among a certain DVD-buying demographic. So, in order to capitalise on that, some industrious producers would set about making a low-budget ‘dupe’ in time to drop it on retail shelves at a moment to coincide with the cinematic release date of its bigger (and better) surrogate brother. 

			Sometimes the films would simply echo the genre of interest, say generic shark attack movies or zombie horrors, while other films would be more specifically related to the intended drafting film. 

			A specific example of this would be the film Operation Dunkirk, which was released to coincide with the release of… you guessed it, Dunkirk! The low-budget dupe, which was made in 2017, boasts an IMDb audience score of 2.5/10 from 4,358 raters (which just goes to show how profitable it probably was if that many people have even bothered to rate it on the platform!).

			Moviemavericks.com gave the film half a star out of 4 and said of it: If you’re a fan of action or drama-based war movies, don’t ruin your palette with this stinker.

			The film was produced by The Asylum and the critic Trevor Anderson described their film as Nothing more than their usual cheap output with the sole purpose of capitalising on a name that is similar to a more expensive Hollywood flick.

			

			But, hey, the film made money and a profit, so that is something, right? It was made for a very low budget and it shows, but all credit to High Fliers Films who put a very decent piece of artwork on the DVD cover and that, as they say, is half the battle!

			INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY AND OTHER ADVANTAGES

			As independent producers, we must find ways to make films that are going to be relevant and appealing to audiences’ tastes and demands. If they are truly relevant to audiences, then it follows that they will also be relevant to sales agents, distributors and streaming platforms. But when it comes to selling an idea to a film financier, it’s far easier to grab someone’s attention when there is some in-built familiarity (and therefore saleability) to our projects. 

			Familiarity can come in several forms, including cast and any included intellectual property (IP). It can also, at least to some extent, come in the form of themes, subjects and locations. Coming to audiences cold with a completely made-up drama story built around invented characters in a made-up world is possibly the hardest pitch of them all today. 

			But if you don’t have the budget to option bestselling books, comics, plays and other established IP, characters and brands, what are you to do?

			In the independent sector, it’s much riskier. Independent producers are creating original films, which means you’re not guaranteed an audience like you would be with a sequel or a franchise. If you’re not remaking or adapting well-known properties – like novels, graphic novels or TV series – you’re starting from scratch. And often, you don’t have the budget for an A-list cast, which doesn’t help at the box office either. The reality is that independent film is a financial risk. If you’re creating something original, you must follow the rules of how audiences behave. 

			Andrew Woodyatt

			If you don’t have the funds to buy an option for an existing IP or for the rights to a well-known character, you can always look to adapt works that exist in the public domain. This is why we see so many modern takes on Shakespeare plays, Sherlock Holmes or Jane Austen novels. They are essentially free IP. 

			As long as you don’t plagiarise any of the previous film adaptations that have subsequently added their own unique aspects to these stories, you should be fine. Otherwise, you could land in hot water. So, it’s best to stick strictly to the source text and not use anything that has been added since by other writers and filmmakers. If you do go down this route, it’s definitely a good idea to get a lawyer to double-check that you’re not incurring any unwitting copyright infringements. 

			

			According to www.copyrightuser.org:

			A work – like a book, a song or a film – is in the public domain when there is no copyright attached to it. This means that you can re-use that work for free, without the need to ask for permission from anyone: you can just copy it and use it. When copyright in a work comes to an end, the work is said to enter the public domain. In many countries, such as the UK, this generally happens 70 years after the last creator’s death, bearing in mind that a work may have several creators.

			REAL LIFE/TRUE STORIES

			Another way to spice up your project is to look at building a script around a true story, or an actual crime, or even a real-life criminal character – such as a notorious serial killer or mob boss – as there is always an immediate built-in curiosity around real events and real people. 

			Having ‘Based on a True Story’ or ‘Based on Real Events’ at the top of your pitch can quickly elevate your project. Again, it’s always best to consult specialist entertainment lawyers when dealing with real living people. It’s a lot easier if your subjects have passed away as you can’t generally ‘defame’ the dead, but the law can be complex and it differs country by country, so it’s best to never assume anything. 

			If you’re writing about real-life living people you may also need to contact them and agree to option or buy their ‘life rights’ from them for a set period. 

			According to www.writehacked.com:

			One of the best ways to avoid being sued is by obtaining a release from the person or the estate of the person about whom you wish to write. Unfortunately, releases are not easy to get. The person will want to review the work and while they happily may approve of your depiction of them, if they do not, you’ll be stuck. You won’t want to give someone an editorial say in your work if they don’t like what they’ve read about themselves.

			

			To avoid an invasion of privacy claim, describe an action or event that takes place in a public location in a truthful manner. Do not take an event and try to make it look like something it isn’t. Another option is to change the characteristics of the person to make them unidentifiable from whom you really had in mind.

			Considering that the producers of the Donald Trump semi-biopic, The Apprentice, managed to shape a highly critical depiction of a young Trump without his permission (just ahead of a crucial presidential election) just goes to show how close to the line you can tread without having to take any forthcoming ‘cease-and-desist’ demands too seriously. And, in this case, the subject of the film did send them such a demand. And even that was in vain. 

			I have to say that I think the producers and everyone involved in that production were particularly brave to take on such a powerful figure. I’m not sure I would have been as bold myself and the idea of potential lawsuits is undoubtedly off-putting. The actor who portrayed Donald Trump in the film, Sebastian Stan, commented in interviews that he wasn’t going to not take on roles due to fear of recriminations as that would set its own dangerous precedent. Perhaps everyone involved in the film expected him to lose the election and become less of a potential threat, subsequently. Either way, it will be interesting to see if the project does, ultimately, have a negative impact on anyone involved in the longer term. 

			The Apprentice is a great example of a film that broke through because of its strategic layers. You had a strong director, who created a quality film with critical acclaim. The movie was well-made, which is, of course, the first step. Then you had a controversial story about a global figure, released at the perfect time – around an election. That created buzz. Most filmmakers don’t have access to those kinds of advantages, but it shows the importance of building a strategy and stacking up positive benefits until you find a point of breakthrough.

			 Damian Spandley

			The same risk applies to Netflix’s The Crown, which controversially imagined fictionalised scenarios and dialogue between living (and deceased) members of the British royal family and surrounding characters such as prime ministers and other world leaders. It seems that, if you stick to the documented facts, you’re on relatively safe ground, but I would never attempt to advise anyone about this as I am completely unqualified to do so. 

			

			It appears to be easier when creating stories around the deceased, however. The Marilyn Monroe biopic, Blonde, is another example of potential controversy. In this case it was in relation to the character of John F Kennedy, who joins a list of many famous people who, over the years, have been the subject of revisionist takes that are not always flattering. 

			IN-BUILT AUDIENCES

			As well as public domain material, such as novels and plays and true stories, you can always add interest to your project if you focus your scripts on a particular niche subject or place. 

			Niches, singular subjects and locations can help you easily identify an in-built-audience who are then easier to target your release marketing towards. For example, you might make a film about people who ‘cosplay’ (the activity of wearing costumes and make-up to represent a specific character, often from comics and fantasy films). You then immediately have a sizeable in-built audience to target. 

			In terms of subjects, you could make a film or a documentary about a popular rock band and then specifically target their fans, as was done with The Dirt – a film about the US metal band Mötley Crüe.

			With ‘place’ you could set the movie in a location such as the Highlands of Scotland or South Wales and push your marketing exclusively into the region and benefit from local community goodwill and support (as well as possible regional production funding).

			I have personal experience of this strategy working, having marketed the successful 2017 remake of Whisky Galore!, the marketing campaign for which won a top award at the 2018 BASE (British Association of Screen Entertainment) Awards. The film took around 80 per cent of its box office in Scotland and local audiences were very receptive to it, especially in locations where it was filmed. I had a similar experience with the 2014 Irish film, The Stag, which went great guns in Ireland but barely made a mark in the UK. 

			There are entire books written about making films for niche audiences, but I feel that the subject is quite easily explained with a few simple examples and it’s not a particularly complex concept. 

			You effectively design a film to have an intrinsic appeal to a specific niche group of people and pretty much ignore everyone else. It’s important to stress that they should make up a sizeable enough potential audience pool to make the niche robust enough to deliver you a return on investment. 

			

			Because they exist as a niche, they are easier to target with PR, social media and marketing messaging. It’s also assumed that they will be presumably warmly and enthusiastically receptive, being grateful to have had a film made about their particular interest – becoming a far more supportive group than an audience for a regular, broad-themed film might be.

			It also helps if your niche includes a high contingent of regular cinemagoers. If you make a film about agoraphobic crocheting nuns, you might find the strategy hasn’t paid off as expected!

			CROWDFUNDING

			One of the other potential benefits of finding a niche audience is that you can reach out to them to help finance your project in the first place. Many films have benefited from this approach. I recall the makers of the documentary feature, Elstree 1976, successfully harnessed Star Wars fans with their Kickstarter campaign. 

			More recently, Angel Studios tapped into a huge niche with Christian faith-based movies – a particularly large audience in the US – and have been especially innovative with a ‘pay it forward’ ticket-buying scheme for their smash-hit release, Sound of Freedom (an American Christian thriller film distributed by Angel Studios about child-trafficking, starring Jim Caviezel). The idea being that you pay to see the film and then buy a ticket for someone else as a gift so they can see it – thereby spreading the ‘good news’, which is very apt for Christian audiences. 

			The US distributor of the previously mentioned film, The Apprentice, reached out to audiences for monetary support for its prints and advertising (P&A) budget, rather than as a production financing enterprise, after it was feared that the film might not even get a release at all there due to its overtly controversial nature. However, you need to assess the fees and commission rates for such enterprises to ascertain if they will ultimately pay off. 

			UNDERSTANDING DISTRIBUTORS’ NEEDS

			Distributors are primarily focused on maximising their return on investment and maintaining a steady cashflow. As such, they often take a highly pragmatic approach to the rights they acquire. For example, they may bypass costly distribution channels, such as a theatrical release, in favour of a quicker and more profitable SVOD deal, should one become available.

			A common scenario involves distributors purchasing the rights to a film and subsequently screening it for cinema exhibitors. However, if exhibitors decline to book the film, the distributor is forced to explore alternative distribution strategies. This situation often leaves producers frustrated and disappointed, as their hopes for a traditional theatrical release are dashed.

			

			For some, this approach is acceptable if the primary concern is financial. However, many filmmakers – and certainly those I have worked with – aspire to see their work shown on the big screen where it can be experienced by a live audience. A theatrical release is not merely a commercial milestone for these filmmakers; it is an emotional one, reflecting the full realisation of their creative vision. There is no bigger nor vocal advocate for the need for a big screen experience than award-winning film director, Christopher Nolan.

			One way around this is to build some kind of contractual theatrical release obligation into the deal – that’s if you’re able to get a distributor to agree to such terms. However, this sort of clause can also backfire if it forces a square peg into a round hole where the distributor is pressured into doing something commercially unviable and the film subsequently loses money – including your ‘residuals’. 

			Sometimes a minimum marketing spend is built into distributors’ contracts, but sales agents are usually wary of these, especially when a distributor’s costs are taken ‘off the top’, potentially delaying residual payments to all involved. However, it’s wise to have some control over how your film will be distributed, especially as it could potentially end up being dumped for a whole host of reasons. 

			My personal take is that you should want the distributor to spend as much money on your release as possible in order to make it stand out and be successful, although you do then run the risk of waiting a long time for royalty payments, should they ever be forthcoming. I was at a distributor once that did a huge level of sales on a DVD release, but the producer was sceptical regarding their lack of forthcoming royalties, so they ended up fully auditing the distributor. It used to be a running joke (and possibly still is) that a distributor will be very creative with their bookkeeping so as to delay the payment of any royalties, using an array of costs to add to the release so that the producer doesn’t recoup. 

			The theatrical release ‘dream’ is becoming less and less of a reality for independent producers, however, and the market has seen numerous casualties in terms of low cinema admissions and insufficient box office returns in recent months and years. More quality films are being left on the shelf at film markets and, in many cases, minimum guarantees (MGs) are tumbling or are being replaced by ‘distribution deals’. I am always surprised by how many good films remain unsold at key markets like Cannes. Films that would have been quickly snapped up pre-COVID, with bidding wars even ensuing, are often still available long after the market has closed. 

			A distribution deal doesn’t involve a minimum guarantee payment, just some form of agreed profit sharing once the distributor’s costs have been taken ‘off the top’. In such cases the producer can actually benefit if the film takes off and does well, as their share is ultimately greater than it might have been with an MG deal. 

			

			It is very important to understand the current marketplace and to be advised about the realities that must be confronted. What distributors will, and can, do with your creation and what you should reasonably expect from paying platform audiences. Some cast choices won’t guarantee bringing audiences into cinemas and some genres generally won’t work sufficiently either, especially at lower budget levels. It’s a hugely complex space right now, a marketplace lacking in solid up-to-date independent film distribution and marketing advice and mentoring. There are still successes to be had, so long as films are in a clear genre, well-cast, budgeted and positioned – but the market can be merciless if these elements are not fully aligned.

			Independent films must be distinctive and must talk to something that we all recognise within ourselves. Anatomy of a Fall isn’t really about whether the character killed her husband, it’s a story about what we give up for other people to be in a relationship – and whether we should have to do that. But it is told in an extreme way. If it was just two people talking, there would be no ticket sales. The murder and the mystery bring those themes to life, on a heightened level, so that this big drama talks to the smaller version of these feelings that we’re all living through to some extent on a day-to-day basis. It’s like Shakespeare – many of his characters are extreme in words and action, but what we are looking at is an exaggerated version of a feeling that we all have, played out to a dramatic conclusion. This same idea can explain the unlikely success of The Sopranos! Or any good drama in any medium. 

			If you can find that big theme and play it out in an incredibly well-realised setting and story, then you have the beginnings of a film that is good enough to succeed. 

			Most films fail at a script level – they simply aren’t saying anything of any meaning to an audience, especially when compared to what else we could spend our time watching. But I think there’s more to it than even that – even if you land the perfect script that is relatable but also heightened, you still need something else to gain that magical hard-to-attain factor where a film connects with audiences. You might need the perfect actor in the lead role, or to be programmed in the competition of a major festival, to have something in the film that makes it truly essential that you view it on a big screen – or all of the above! A great producer doesn’t kid themselves that their project is better than it is. Instead, they iterate their project until it is objectively brilliant. 

			

			Jon Rushton

			KNOW THINE AUDIENCE 

			When I was talking to industry executives for this book one of the most common phrases that I heard was: who is it for…who is your audience? It was the first question asked and the one of primary importance also. It’s the foundation stone of the entire filmmaking process. The mantra if it’s for everybody, it’s for nobody should be written on the back of your hand every time you go to make a movie.

			The key mistake, and something I teach at Goldsmiths, is not thinking about who the audience is. There’s a wealth of data out there – years of publicly available information – about who buys cinema tickets for different genres, whether it’s horror or period drama. But filmmakers often don’t use it. For example, someone says, ‘I’m going to make a horror film’. My first question is, ‘Who’s it for?’ ‘I dunno.’ 

			Most horror films (90%) are targeted at teenagers. Then I’ll ask, ‘What certificate will it have?’ ‘Will it be a 15, an 18 or a 12A?’ They might say, ‘Oh, if we make it 12A, it won’t be scary enough’. But studios understand you can include quite a lot of gore and language in a 12A, which then widens your younger teen audience up significantly. 

			Andrew Woodyatt

			I always say this to young producers when I’m invited to speak to them. First thing is, obviously, come up with your idea, but also identify your audience. And it’s not going to be ‘everybody’. Whenever somebody asks, ‘Who’s your audience?’ ‘Oh, everybody.’ No, it’s not. You need to be more specific than that. You need to be able to approach exhibitors or distributors, who might not ‘get’ your film, and you need to demonstrate to them who the audience is, where they live, what cinemas they go to. If I had a producer coming into a meeting or pitching a film in that way, I’m more likely to listen to what they have to say. And there are two types of producers: producers who kind of get that and understand the market, and then producers who really don’t, and who just want to make ‘a film’. 

			Anonymous Distributor

			It’s baffling how often films are made with no clear thought about who might want to watch them or engage with their themes. This approach undermines the ability of those works to become part of the cultural conversation. The film industry is unusual in this respect. It’s a business where there’s often little accountability for whether a film resonates with audiences. 

			

			Anonymous Sales Agent

			The biggest thing we emphasise, time after time, is this: ‘Who’s the audience?’ Filmmakers need to identify who the film is for. And beyond that, ask themselves: Does this audience go to the cinema? How are you going to reach them?

			We constantly hear filmmakers say, ‘Oh, it’s for everyone,’ and honestly, that’s just not realistic. You still see movies where you think, ‘Who is the audience for this?’ Once you’ve nailed that down, you might realise your audience is more likely to watch on television than at the cinema. Or maybe it’s an audience you could engage through event cinema – offering a special presentation with screenings tied to a unique experience – before making it available on streaming platforms. 

			The second issue that often comes up is the film itself hasn’t been developed enough. A lot of the time, they’ve gone into production with a very early draft of the script, when it could have benefited from at least two or three more rewrites.

			Know your audience, refine your script and plan strategically for how and where your film will connect with viewers. That’s where success starts.

			Geraldine Moloney

			I always ask the question, ‘Who is the audience for your film?’ at the script stage. And when a filmmaker responds with, ‘This film is for everyone,’ it’s a big red flag for me, because there are very few films that truly are ‘for everyone’. Even studio films typically have a very clear target audience and maybe a secondary audience too.

			For me, it’s crucial to hammer home this question right from the script stage. When we’re evaluating projects, we normally come on board at this stage as financiers, co-producers, or sales agents. We’ve got a group of people – development, sales, and finance – who all read the scripts. Once there’s collective excitement about a project, I’ll jump in and ask: ‘Who’s the audience?’ If no one can confidently answer that, it’s a concern. A script could be brilliant, but until we’ve pinpointed who the audience is, I don’t feel like we’re doing our job.

			This question – Who is your audience? – is one of the essentials to figure out early on, alongside identifying the concept and the marketability of the film. As a team, we make sure to bring different tastes and perspectives to the table when evaluating projects, so we’re covering a wide range of potential audiences. It’s all about creating a versatile approach to each project. 

			

			Karina Gechtman

			RUNNING TIME

			I have seen ‘short’ films come in at 40 minutes duration and feature films at 80 minutes. Anything goes, but it’s worth sticking within some key parameters. 

			A 90-minute feature film is more likely to get a theatrical release than a 120-minute film, as the cinema can then programme more shows a day in that screen. If you’re Wicked and the running time is 160 minutes, then a cinema is likely to lose an entire show from your evening programme. That is why it’s only blockbusters that can really afford to have the longer running times, because cinemas can’t turn those down. However, if you’re a long-playing flop, like Napoleon, you’re less likely to maintain your screens because of your extended duration. 

			For a film like The Brutalist with a staggering running time of over three and a half hours plus a built-in interval – it’s an even bigger challenge and without the weight of awards season behind it, the film would likely be a box office no-show. Having said that the film opened in the UK on 170 screens, which would have been a light release for a film of an average running time with this level of cast and acclaim. However, I can’t say for sure the reasons behind the relatively scaled-back size of the release as sometimes a distributor might decide to build upon a strong first opening weekend screen average – although that kind of release strategy is rare these days, where it tends to be all about having the biggest possible opening weekend. 

			Another big thing that’s often overlooked is running time. On streaming platforms, running time is less of an issue, but even then, I know so many people who, when choosing what to watch on Netflix, Now TV, or whatever, the first thing they check is the length of the film. If it’s two and a half to three hours long, most people will just think, ‘I can’t be bothered’. They’ll instead go for something that’s 90 to 100 minutes. Even at the cinema, you’ll see a film listed that you’re really excited about, but then you check the runtime, and if it’s over two and a half hours, you’ll probably decide against it. People just don’t have the patience unless it’s something absolutely special. 

			Andrew Woodyatt

			

			MAKING TOUGH CHOICES

			Movies cost more to make than they are often worth and it’s a huge challenge. 

			Anonymous Sales Agent 

			Filmmaking can be a brutal business. If you’re in it to succeed you’re going to have to break some eggs in order to make your omelette. You may even have to set some people adrift along the way if they are holding up the ship from leaving the harbour. You may have cast a certain actor as you love their work, but then the sales agent is struggling to pre-sell France and a French actor might move the needle with the French buyer. You might have been over the moon to have cast so-and-so, but now you must face letting them go and having a very awkward exchange with their talent agent. 

			What is ultimately best for the picture should be every producer’s mantra. It’s not personal, and it never should be, even if it feels that way. 

			One of the calls I had just this morning involved a situation where we realised we might need to replace the director. The reason wasn’t a creative difference; it’s because we’re struggling to gain traction with financing, cast, or distribution – essentially, what’s necessary to get the movie made. We’re having these conversations with producers; at the end of the day, our role is to be a partner and a collaborator in bringing a film to life. If the film can’t be made with a particular director, that’s our responsibility to flag, even if it’s not a decision we’re making on the creative side. If the film can’t move forward with the current setup, we have to help make the necessary changes. 

			Anonymous Sales Agent

			The path to making a film is beset with tough choices and, when it comes to distribution, there’s no one-size-fits-all approach. It’s not like getting a new set of tyres for your car where every outlet will be roughly the same price for roughly the same service. Who distributes your film can have a profound effect on your results. 

			You may find that while one distributor goes all out to bat for your film another might equally well dump it. It’s a bit of a lottery but it is worth researching which distributors tend to spend to back their films and which ones are more reliant on reviews and PR. Research which distributors tend to favour theatrical releasing and which tend to shy away from it. Previous distributor releases can tell you a lot if you do a bit of digging or you could even consult with some industry experts who can advise you accordingly. 

			

			WRITING TO THE MARKET | BY JONATHAN WAKEHAM – SCREENWRITER OF MIDAS MAN AND TO CATCH A KILLER

			How much should screenwriters consider the market? There’s no single answer to this, just as there’s no single way to do the writer’s job. Some writers pore over the trade press like soothsayers over the guts of a goose, while others ignore it entirely, determined to plough their own path. But whichever route you choose to take, there are some factors worth bearing in mind. 

			Most of the paid work for screenwriters is not for original stories. It’s for films commissioned by producers (either independent or working for studios) based on existing IP: books, magazine articles, movies, plays, games, toys or historical events and people. The producers then consult writers’ agents and draw up a shortlist of writers to meet. 

			Pitching for these projects always feels high risk. If your approach is too radical you risk being laughed out of the room. But if it’s too conventional, what are you bringing that makes you unique? It’s good to do a deep dive on the producer’s track record and taste. And you should consider the project’s commercial potential, because that will shape the scale and tone of the film. Who, and how big, is the likely audience? Is this an arthouse or multiplex film? Barbie was never going to be a savage satire, while Perfect Days (whose IP was TTT’s public toilets) was unlikely to end with a CGI battle scene. But within those broad parameters my instinct is to pitch the version that you most want to write and to watch: the version that nobody else could write better than you. 

			If you’re pitching an original story, you need your potential producer to invest their time, money and reputation. So, in the spirit of Jerry Maguire, how can you help them help you? This isn’t about compromising your vision; it’s about giving your screenplay the best chance of getting made. 

			The films that are big hits this year were shot more than a year ago and written a year – at least – before that. So, to anticipate the market you don’t need Final Draft, you need a time machine. But it does help to have a sense of your script’s genre relative to its likely budget and audience; you’ll struggle to find a producer for your $80m slow cinema tragedy, but if you can write a great horror movie for a budget of less than $5m you’ll find them biting your arm off. 

			You can also help your producer by knowing your genre deeply and providing your own unique spin: what are the beats of the story that the audience will be expecting and how can you deliver those beats in a new and surprising way? And it’s helpful to think about casting: not necessarily specific actors, but making sure that you’re writing a dynamic, charismatic protagonist that a great actor will want to play, supported by sparkling character roles. 

			

			Ultimately, though, it’s the producer who must decide if the film has a market and to take that risk. Your job as a writer is to write the best screenplay you can; a great script will find a producer, but a mediocre one will struggle. So, while it’s good to be mindful of the business, and of what your producer might need, what matters most is that you develop your own taste, values, vision and voice, and to write scripts that feel as exciting, emotional and surprising on the page as they will on the screen.

			GENRE

			Another key consideration when explicitly making films with the market in mind is your choice of genre. Nearly everyone I spoke with for this book said, ‘avoid drama’ and ‘make horror films’ but it’s somewhat more nuanced than that as it depends on the budget and the intended platform and size and type of release. 

			Comedy has been traditionally tough to pull off at lower budget levels and is especially cast-dependent as a genre, as are rom-coms – although there is a real demand for both. Not everything can be an elevated horror or an action-thriller!

			Thrillers were also high on the list, as well as fantasy and sci-fi films, which – when they are set in confined spaces and stripped back to just a few characters – can work really well at lower budgets. The 2009 film Moon, directed by Duncan Jones, is a good example of this. Another classic example would be Phone Booth from 2002, Buried from 2010 or Locke from 2013, where the entire film is Tom Hardy on the phone driving down a motorway. 

			Period-set films are a headache for lower budgets as they obviously require specialist costumes and sets, as well as the avoidance of anything that might betray the era, such as telegraph lines and so on, although CGI and other digital wizardry are making this more affordable from a production point of view.

			Having a clear genre is critical. When the genre isn’t clear, it’s hard to sell the film. No matter how good your poster or trailer is, if the audience doesn’t immediately know what the film is, they’ll hesitate. They won’t know if it’s for them. 

			Andrew Woodyatt

			

			Clearly, not every film produced can be a horror film, but they have certainly become more popular as a genre in recent years. They are far less cast-reliant than any other genre and can be produced with low budgets. Having said that, the once-booming direct to DVD market where thousands of horror films sold week in, week out, has pretty much completely disappeared now so ‘elevated horror’ – films that can work theatrically – seem to be driving this success far more than cheap, schlocky gore-fests, although there are a few exceptions, such as Winnie the Pooh: Blood and Honey. But even that one is a good example of one of my previous points about the value of free public domain IP!

			According to Stephen Follows’ 2024 Horror Movie Report: 

			There has been an explosion in horror movie production.

			1970 was the first year that worldwide production of horror movies hit triple figures (110 horror movies made that year). It took another seventeen years to reach above 200. 

			The high point of the 20th century came in 1988 when 275 horror movies were made. The softening of production figures in the 1990s led some to assume the horror bubble had popped, whereas, in fact, the 21st century saw another massive growth spurt. 

			In the past few years, production levels have exceeded 1,500 horror movies annually – five times the figure of just twenty years prior. 

			The Horror Movie Report is over 400 pages of useful data. So, if you dig both stats and horror movies then head over to www.HorrorMovieReport.com and grab your copy now.

			Everyone is competing for those types of horror films now – Longlegs, Late Night with the Devil and Terrifier. These are the projects you can make for relatively little money, but with a significant marketing push, they can deliver incredible results. The challenge is identifying the next wave of films that fit this mould. What’s noticeable is that studios are catching on to this formula. They’re ramping up their horror output and are aggressively looking to acquire these kinds of titles, meaning the Longlegs of the future may be snapped up by mini-majors or studios far quicker than before and the indies might not get a look in.

			Beyond horror, we also see success with theatrically driven films that can build broader awareness, like Freud’s Last Session, which appeals to a more mature audience. Similarly, library titles – well-known classics – perform reliably well without requiring heavy marketing, as their reputations precede them. 

			

			Andrew Nerger

			Genre films, particularly horror, are consistently viable. Even though the horror-in-cinema bubble is slowing, there’s always a home for horror films. 

			Ben Metcalf

			Whatever genre you do decide to go with, do try and understand what audiences want and will tend to expect from their genre films. The horror genre absolutely stands out in terms of overall market sales data, but it’s worth repeating that the genre remains tough to place in home entertainment, especially on a low production budget and without a theatrical platform to elevate it. 

			While streaming platforms like Shudder are a lifeline for many low-budget horror movies, the physical market (DVD/Blu-ray) is declining drastically, with very few options left for physical bricks and mortar distribution. Even platforms like Sky Store and iTunes are struggling to generate significant returns on non-theatrically led titles these days. 

			And this is something I always advise producers: know what your audience expects from a genre picture. If it’s a horror film, they just want scares, thrills and a bit of originality. If it’s a period drama, it has to be true to the source material. Biopics need an entertaining story and proper casting to match. 

			Andrew Woodyatt

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 4

			INCORPORATING MARKETING THINKING

			PITCHING

			Throughout this book I am clearly keen to hammer home the notion that marketing thinking starts at the very origin of a film’s inception. What genre you choose to go with and what title you give your film are marketing decisions, as well as being creative choices – even if you don’t necessarily think of them in that way. 
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