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Introduction


Back in 2010, I’d had enough.


The world of the actor often involves working on low/no budget productions in order to have the opportunity both to practice your craft, and to meet and be seen by people, in the hope of getting paid work in the future. The same is true of the director, the writer, the producer, the backstage crew; pretty much everyone, in fact, who is involved in our business.


Why, then, did I seem (as both actor and director) to be constantly working on productions that were billed as ‘profit share’ (which was generally accepted at that time to mean ‘no money’) when I saw many filled seats, money changing hands at the door, barely anything spent on props or costumes? Where was all the money going? Because it certainly wasn’t coming to me!


I spoke to my brother Piers, a writer, who’d had similar experiences and concerns. Turns out that he’d had enough, too. So we decided we needed to do something about it. We believed that it was okay to work on low/no budget productions, and even to not get paid, if the running of the production was transparent so that you could see why you weren’t getting any of that money that was being spent on tickets.


Now, please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not saying that the low/no pay end of theater is full of money grabbing sharks trying to make money off the back of the hard work of others. While this may be true to some extent, I honestly don’t believe it’s any truer at the low/no budget end of theater production than it is in any other type of business. I truly believe that most people are, at heart, good.


However, we’d both been burned in the past, and we decided that we weren’t going to let it happen again. I knew I wanted to show people that you could run a low/no budget theater production with an open, honest and ethical approach, and to prove that it was possible to do so without taking advantage of the goodwill and the needs of others. What I lacked was the framework. I knew the outcome I wanted, I just didn’t know what the mechanism might be that would allow it to happen.


Piers was the one who suggested that we look at the business concept of Open Book Management, and see if we could apply it to a small scale, no budget theater production. He’d read a book by Jack Stack and Bo Burlingham, called A Stake in the Outcome. It was, in his opinion, a concept that we’d be able to adapt to the theater in order to prove to ourselves and to others that there was a different way to run low/no budget productions.


He was right.


There are lots of books now about Open Book Management aimed at business in general, and if you find this one interesting and want to learn more from a purely business perspective, then I suggest that you hit the bookshops, libraries and websites, and get your hands on some.


This book, however, is meant to stand alone from other books on the subject. This one is about Open Book Theater Management, which is a very specific concept, methodology and ideology for running an open, honest and ethical Theater Company or production, even when you have no more than ten dollars, pounds, or whatever currency is used in your own country with which you can start up your company.


We worked hard for this information, as has everyone who has worked with us along the journey. I can’t speak on behalf of the others who have been involved along the way, but at my lowest point I found myself sitting on the floor in the seasonal goods aisle of a large store, surrounded by fairy lights all over the floor, convinced that a show which I was directing that appeared at the time to be going down the pan in a very ‘full flush’ kind of way could somehow be got back on track if only I could make the foyer look a little more sparkly. I had to call Piers, and get him to talk me out of the shop step by step because I was stuck to the floor, unable to move. It wasn’t fun.


However, I never gave up, and that’s because of all the help I’ve had along the way to writing this book. I’ve been astonished time and again by how many people really do believe that now is the time for a new way of working, a new way to run our theaters and our productions. Each time I wondered whether or not I was wasting my time, someone would come along to help, encourage, offer new ideas, and generally force me to get my rear back into into gear and crack on with the next production, so we could learn some more about how we might create a fair and equitable mechanism for running low/no budget productions.


I also firmly believe that the principles and methodologies outlined in this book will someday outgrow the low/no budget sector, and will somehow work their way into the mainstream of theater production, at least for some companies and venues.


The trick with all of this is ownership. If you’re up for this challenge, then you have to take the information contained in this book, and make it your own. You have to question all of my findings, suggestions and assumptions. You have to work out what works for you, and for your Theater Company or production. You need to put these methodologies into practice in order to really understand them; and where you disagree with me, you need to figure out your own way through the process to make sure that you’re generating the outcome that you’re aiming for.


It’s not going to be easy, that I can promise you. But then change never is. Change is painful, it hurts, it’s hard work, and that’s why we shy away from it. I seem to be constantly meeting people who demand (in rather haughty voices) that “Something Simply Must Be Done!” to change our industry. The problem is that they all seem to be waiting for somebody else to actually do it. There are plenty of moaning people in the world. What we need are people who do.


Oh, and the chances are that if you work really hard, you’ll be rewarded somewhere along your own journey by at least one moment that is your own personal equivalent of my moment in the seasonal goods aisle in a large store.


Embrace it when it comes. Good things will happen when you come out of the other side. All you have to do is refuse to quit.


Whatever happens, I’d like you to remember this. It took years to learn all of the lessons and techniques that are in this book. I’m still learning, even as I write this introduction, and I plan to never stop learning until they put me in a wooden box. What’s more, I plan to continue to use that learning to try and make things just a little bit better for people whenever I can.


To keep you going when it gets difficult, I’ve two quotes for you. Flip back to this page when you need to, and I wish you the very best on your journey…


“Change will not come if we wait for some other person or some other time. We are the ones we’ve been waiting for. We are the change that we seek.”


–Barack Obama


“Get off your backside and do something about it.”


–My Dad










Fundamentals


There are a few things that are worth getting straight right from the start of any endeavour, and so it is with the concept of Open Book Theater Management.


It’s important to understand what it is; yet it’s also important to understand what it isn’t. It’s important to understand what the underlying core beliefs are. If you can grasp these fundamentals, then it’s unlikely that you’ll make any terrible errors of judgment along the way, or mistreat people when you really shouldn’t.


So, let’s set about asking the fundamental, basic question: What defines Open Book Theater Management?


It’s actually a number of different ethical and practical methodologies that run alongside each other, in order to create a whole. So to answer the above question I’ll carve it into nice, chewable chunks.


Let’s start with what I call the Three Point Manifesto. This is important, because it underpins the longevity of your theater company. It’s so important, in fact, that I’ll consistently return to it and remind you of it in later chapters. Here it is:


The Three Point Manifesto




1. We Make Money


2. We Make Art


3. In That Order





Good grief! What is he talking about? The chapter on the fundamentals of an ethical model for low/no budget theater productions, and he’s talking about making money coming first? Man must be mad. Somebody drown him. Quickly.


Before you decide to do away with me, though, just hear me out. Here’s the thinking:


You put on your first production, which is incredibly artistic. It is gut wrenching in its intensity, and it’s well directed, rehearsed and performed. But if you mounted that first production and lost money on it, then the chances are that you’ll never be able to raise the finance for your second production. You just killed your fledgling Theater Company on your first show.


‘But wait!’ I hear you cry inside my head (uncanny, isn’t it?), ‘What about if we got funding? Then it wouldn’t matter, would it? It’s money we don’t have to pay back.’


Very true. However, as you read further into the book, you’ll come to realize that one of the whole points of using an Open Book Theater Management model is that it releases you from hanging on the decisions of others as to whether or not you’ll be able to have finance available for you to mount your production. In the chapter on Raising a Budget, I’ll show you that you no longer need to go with a begging bowl to raise finance and then wait for three months for a decision on whether or not you’ll get the money you want. When you go with the begging bowl, you leave your destiny in the hands of others. When you raise finance yourself, you can mount your own productions on your own terms.


So it’s imperative that point three is followed to the letter. Points one and two usually come the other way around in the mind of the creative, and that’s understandable. However, times have changed, funding is hard to come by (if you can get it at all), and if you want to get your company going, you’re going to have to realize that making money simply has to be your first priority. Maria Shriver once said that ‘Even in difficult economic times – especially in difficult economic times – the Arts are essential’. Now, I don’t know Maria personally from a bag of chips, but her point is a good one. If you let a lack of public, non-repayable funding stop you from mounting the production you allegedly so desperately believe in, then you’re part of the problem, not part of the solution. The only way to tackle that in the current funding climate is to wade in and make things happen yourself.


Now, I’m not talking about selling your Grandma here (though if she’s up for it, you might want to at least consider the possibility…). What I’m talking about is making sure that the projects you take forward are commercially viable. When you learn how to run budgets later on, you’ll need to seriously consider whether any given project is likely to at least break even at this point in your journey. If it is, then you’ve a project that is about both money and art, which is exactly as it should be. If the numbers don’t stack up, then you’re placing yourself in a position where you know you’re going to lose money, and a lot of that money will belong to other people. Can you honestly do that with a clear conscience? I know that I can’t, and so that’s why the Three Point Manifesto is important. In fact, it’s so important, here it comes again:


The Three Point Manifesto




1. We Make Money


2. We Make Art


3. In That Order





Never, ever forget – if you make money on your first production, you’ve got a much better chance of mounting a second production. If the second production makes money, you’ve a chance at a third, and so on – and their size and budgets are likely to increase with success.


Now, it’s also true that at the end of a production you may still have lost money, even though you did everything you could to minimize that risk. Don’t worry. When you read the chapter on Continuous Learning, you’ll understand that a small loss is acceptable as long as you learn from it, in order that you don’t make the same errors that led to that loss again. When you read the chapter on Raising a Budget, you’ll also understand that the people who finance your production (including yourself) may be prepared to take a small loss when they see how careful you’ve been with their money. You’ve returned most of it, they’ve contributed to the arts and improved people’s lives at minimal cost, and so you’ll still have a chance that they’ll want to help you out in the future.


More than all of this, though, you’ll be training yourself in the financial disciplines necessary so that when you do mount larger productions you’ll have self-confidence and the right skill sets, and if you do undertake a project which you feel deserves funding from an Arts body, you’ll be able to show a good track record of the management of production finances (and don’t worry if any of that bit scares you, it won’t once you’ve read the chapter on Budgets and played about with the downloadable training spreadsheets from the website).


Remember: adhering to the Three Point Manifesto allows you to have the opportunity to create your own work without having to go begging. It means that you can start the production process right now, today. Well, after you’ve finished this book, anyway.


Ignore the Three Point Manifesto at your peril, as it’s a cornerstone of the independence that Open Book Theater Management brings you.


On, then, to the next (and just as important) cornerstone of Open Book Theater Management: the Three Guiding Principles.


Now, these three things seem to be so obvious to me that I simply cannot understand why they seem to fall by the wayside so often. When I wake up in the morning and go to bed at night, I look in the mirror and genuinely ask myself if I have lived up to these Three Guiding Principles, both personally and in my work. I’ll be honest, there are plenty of days when I feel I’ve fallen short of one or more on that day, but simply reflecting on them allows me the opportunity to correct my behaviour the following day almost every time. A company that runs using Open Book Theater Management, then, must follow the Three Guiding Principles. If you don’t, then you risk your reputation from day one, and reputation is a tangible asset – it has the ability to help you attract finance and good people. Here, then are the Three Guiding Principles:


We will be Open, Honest and Ethical in all we do.


That’s it. It’s self-explanatory, really. I should think that pretty much everyone reading this believes that they already do this almost all of the time. I mean I can’t imagine people waking up in the morning, looking at themselves in the mirror and saying ‘Know what? Today, I’m going to be secretive, dishonest and corrupt in all I do. I love all that stuff. Mwa-ha-ha-ha’.


So it’s fair to assume, I think, that that we mostly behave in this manner most of the time: being open, honest and ethical.


When you consider those Three Guiding Principles with regard to running a production or a Theater Company however, it gets a bit more difficult. Because Open Book Theater Management really means that you have to consciously dedicate yourself to the application of those principles in the running of the Company. Let’s take the budgets as an example.


Many people might have a heart attack at the very thought of letting people look at their budgets. I mean; actors would see how much producers were getting paid, or how much the director’s share of any potential profit might be in relation to theirs. ‘Can’t have that!’ they might mutter under their collective breaths. They might decide that if they are going to show people budgets, they ought to make them difficult to understand in the hope that no one might enquire as to the reasons that no money seemed to have been paid out for any insurance premiums. ‘Don’t want people knowing that we’re uninsured, now, do we?’ They might even choose (and they’d be breaking the law if they did) to write expenditures into the budget that don’t actually exist – maybe a charge for the rehearsal space when they actually managed to get it for free. ‘You know, just in case something unexpected comes up.’


We are not those people.


So firstly, then, we must deal with the concept of being ‘Open’. In Open Book Theater Management, this is exactly what it says. We open our books to everyone involved in the production, so they can see what money is planned to be moving in and out, and when; and also what money is actually moving in and out, and when. Don’t worry if this is all a bit new. I’ve made all the materials you need available to you online so you can learn how to run these budgets, even if you’ve never done one before and the thought of using numbers makes you wake up at night in a cold sweat. That means it’s easy to share those numbers with everyone. The benefits of sharing the budgets, for example, can be immense. I’ll give you a specific case (with the currency changed to $ for international ease):


On one of our shows with a particularly tight budget, we had a line on the budget of $50 for a photographer. That’s nothing, but we figured we might be able to get someone vaguely professional for an hour or so to whip off some publicity shots for the press releases for us for that money, if they liked us.


When we shared the budget with the cast, one of them knew someone professional who they said would happily do it as a personal favor for them. So on a shoestring budget, we saved $50 in expenditure. Only we were on a 50/50 split with the venue, so it saved us having to make $100 in ticket sales to make that $50 in our pocket that we would have needed to pay a photographer.


Sometimes, tiny amounts like this can mean the difference between profit and loss. By openly sharing our budget, the whole company benefited. Being open with your budgets can be excellent business practice, and that’s why I’ll show you how to do it later in the book.


Let’s deal with the second concept, then: that of being honest. Now, while I’m obviously talking here about the stuff that a lot of us take for granted, like not telling people that we own a speedboat when we don’t, I’m also talking about it in a Company context. Honest in this sense obviously means not telling lies (neither big nor small) – it also means not bending the truth. It means that you can’t go round telling people that there’s a possibility of someone with profile being involved in your show, when actually you had a chat with them once and they said they’d love to work with you at some point. It means making sure that the numbers that go into your budgets are the actual numbers, not ones that are either blind guesswork, or just plain wrong. It means letting people involved know when you’ve hit a major snag rather than trying to pretend it isn’t there. Most people are generally honest, as I’ve said, but with Open Book Theater Management you need to be scrupulously honest. Why? Because that level of honesty is quite rare, and because there are so many people in the world who have high principles, they’ll be drawn to you and want to work with you. It’s a tangible asset to have a reputation for being unflinchingly honest in all you do.


Be careful, though. There’s a difference between being unflinchingly honest and being brutally honest. An example:


Quite often, after final auditions when people didn’t quite make the cut, they’ll drop me an email asking for feedback, so they can improve. If someone’s singing let them down for example, then please have the common human decency to say just that, and offer them encouragement to work on that aspect of their skillsets in order to get more jobs. Continue to be helpful, even though you won’t be working with them this time.


What you really mustn’t do is to tell them that their singing was awful, and that they really shouldn’t bother auditioning for that kind of work. It’s too brutal, and it doesn’t help them. Plus, if you use honesty and couple it with encouragement, you might get the chance to work with them a couple of years down the line, by which time they might be a brilliant singer.


On, then, to our final Guiding Principle: that of being ethical. Now, I’m going to take for granted that for most of you already try to recycle as much paper as you can, don’t litter the streets, and try to be fair with people. In Open Book Theater Management terms, however, it runs much deeper than that. It means that you have a duty to look out for and take care of the things that are your responsibility when you’re dealing with your company and the people that work with you. Here’s another example:


In the UK, if you’re a member of Equity (and if you’re an actor, I strongly recommend that you join), then one of your Union benefits is insurance. As a theater director and a member of Equity, I too get insurance as a part of my membership. It’s a great benefit. Let’s look at insurance for a moment.


Now, other than at Red Table Theater, I’ve never seen a low/no budget production’s Insurance Certificate. That doesn’t mean that they didn’t have them, it just means that I didn’t see them. Let’s assume that most of them had Public Liability and Employer’s Liability Insurance (a legal requirement in the UK), but some didn’t. Stay with me on this, and don’t let your head get too wobbly:


Let’s imagine that I’m a director, and I’m directing you to stand on a chair as part of your performance. We’ve done a risk assessment for Health and Safety purposes (again, very ethical, and also a legal requirement in the UK), and determined that the chair is appropriately robust, in good repair, and fit for purpose. I direct you to stand on the chair at least four feet from the edge of the stage, just in case you fall off, in order to protect the audience should you accidentally fall. Unfortunately, you miss your mark, stand four inches from the edge of the stage and fall off the chair and into the auditorium. You fall straight onto an elderly audience member, and break both her hip and your collarbone. Thankfully, you’re a union member, and you automatically have Public Liability Insurance through your Union, so the injured audience member will get taken care of. You made the mistake, but you were covered.


Now let’s imagine that I directed you to set the chair four inches from the edge of the stage but, knowing there was danger involved, made sure there were cast members either side of you holding your arms as you moved on to the chair in order to mitigate the risks involved. Stage Management did a risk assessment and were happy that the risk had been managed, and yet somehow you still managed to slip, not be caught as planned, and break the audience member’s hip and your collarbone. Thankfully, I’m a member of the Union and also have Insurance. I made sure I did my job correctly in terms of mitigating risk, so our audience member is, once again, covered by my insurance, and gets a new hip, while your collarbone also gets sorted out.


But what if I directed you thoroughly, all the risk assessments were carried out, everything was checked and deemed compliant, but then on the night the chair (which we checked as fit for purpose) had an unforeseen fault, and broke, flinging you into the audience? Who is at fault here, and needs to pay for our audience member’s new hip? Well, there would probably be a lot of wrangling, but the likelihood is that your theater company bought and owned the chair, and so it’s the responsibility of the Theater Company. If the Company doesn’t have Public Liability Insurance, then who is going to pay for our audience member’s new hip? And if you don’t also carry Employers Liability Insurance, who’s going to pay for the actor’s physiotherapy and loss of earnings after their nastily broken collarbone starts playing up?


So (certainly in the UK at least – you need to check the local laws for the Country or State that you’re working in), your Theater Company has to carry both Public Liability and Employers Liability Insurances. The ethical elements to all this are many. Firstly, and most importantly, you actually have to buy it. It’s not desperately expensive, as events such as the breaking of an audience member’s hip rarely occur. However, if you don’t buy it (‘Never mind, it’s just a three week run, and the venue haven’t asked for the paperwork…’) then frankly, in my opinion, you’re both morally and ethically bankrupt.


Secondly, you need to make sure that everyone involved in your production can actually see that insurance document, along with all the health and safety risk assessments. It’s not hard, you can just scan and email them to people, or put them up in a password protected area of your website.


Thirdly, in all likelihood, you’ll be operating as a ‘Sole Proprietor’ (also known as a ‘Sole Trader’) for your first production(s), which means that you are personally responsible for any financial compensation and medical bills due. So chances are that you’ll end up bankrupt if something bad happens and you don’t have the insurance, and an innocent audience member will have to wobble about on a dodgy hip for the rest of their life. And that’s not OK, is it?


Many start-up companies don’t do things like buy proper insurance, and it’s not only usually illegal, it’s also unethical. The law in many jurisdictions says you have to have it. Ethically, you should share that information with all involved. Then they will be reassured that you’re a professional company, and will be more likely to want to work with you, both now and in the future.


So there we have the second cornerstone. Being Open, Honest and Ethical in all we do. These are, as I’ve said, tangible assets. It’s a very small world, and word soon gets around. Do you want to be known as the company that does things right and has a great reputation even when you have a miniscule budget? Do you want to have a reputation for protecting the rights and safety of everyone that you work with as best you can? Or do you want to be just another of those companies who put on a show for three weeks without giving a thought to developing your company brand and the way people perceive you? I know which sort of company I’d choose to work with.


Forwards once more, then, to the next cornerstone of Open Book Theater Management: Working towards Union contracts.


Now, when you reach the chapter on contracts I’ll go into a little more detail, but this is important, and so it wins its place as a fundamental cornerstone of Open Book Theater Management.


It’s important here to make the distinction between low/no budget productions, and low/no pay in theater and films, which is a massively contentious issue (particularly in the UK) at the time of writing. Open Book Theater Management is not centred on the issue of low/no pay, nor is it intended to be –at any point – an alternative to Union contracts with proper pay and conditions. You’ll find a chapter dedicated to profit share later on though, which contains suggestions on possible remuneration structures for low/no budget productions.


What is important to highlight in this respect, however, is that it is clearly the stated purpose that any company that operates using Open Book Theater Management as its core operational structure must be working towards Union contracts with every successive production. Great. What on earth does that actually mean, though?


Well, simply put, it means that it’s unacceptable to go from production to production running as an Open Book Theater Management company without attempting to improve the working conditions and remuneration of everyone involved with each and every successive show you do. I’m going to type this next bit in big, bold letters, so there can be absolutely no misunderstanding here whatsoever:




Open Book Theater Management is to be viewed as a stepping-stone towards operating a company that will eventually exclusively use contracts that are at least as good as, or better than, industry standard Union approved contracts.





Now, I don’t think I can be any clearer on this point; but, just in case, here are the mechanics:


Every time you mount a production as an Open Book Theater Management company, you must seek to improve the conditions, the remuneration, or preferably both, of all the people working with you on the production. Your first production, for example, might be able to provide nothing except agreed working hours, breaks and so on (discussed in the chapter on Contracts in further detail), along with a simple point based profit share agreement (again, there’s a chapter later about that).


Your second production, then, must move a little further towards a better contract. Even if you’re still tight on cash at the budgeting stage, you might be able to squeeze a $20 contribution to everyone involved to defray some of their travelling expenses. Is that good enough? No. But it’s a step in the right direction, and that’s the point here. Enough productions, enough steps in the right direction, and eventually you’ll be switching to Union contracts as standard, and that’s the aim here.


I’ve repeated myself before when things are important, so I’ll repeat myself again here. Using Open Book Theater Management explicitly states that you are working towards improving conditions and remuneration with every production you mount, until you reach the industry standard, which is a Union contract.


If you don’t do this bit, then you’re making a mockery of the ideology behind Open Book Theater Management, you’ll soon be perceived as a villain of the highest order, and everyone will know it. If you’re not already aware, then you won’t believe how small our industry actually is, and how quickly word will get around about how you treat people. So, do it properly, or begone. Enough said.


Our final cornerstone, then, is Continuous Learning. There’s a whole chapter dedicated to the way that I like to do it – a structure that you may or may not choose to adopt. The reason there’s a chapter on it at all, though, is because so very few people actually do it. A very simple cornerstone, then:




We will actively engage in Continuous Learning, in order to better both ourselves and our work.
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