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Dear Reader,

We hope you find the Free Minds Film Distribution Guide enjoyable and informative. And we invite you 
to tell us what you think about it. What do you like about it? What might we do to improve it? Perhaps 
you have specific tips for specific distribution outlets. Please submit your feedback to 
freemindsfilmdistribtion.com/contact 

We will revise and expand The Guide in the future, and your feedback will be critical to the process. 
Film distribution is a topic that is massive in scope, and there is so much that could be included in a 
guide like this. At the same time, we want to avoid information overload and zero in on what’s most 
important. 

And what’s most important continues to change as the wide world of film distribution continues to 
evolve. That’s all the more reason to tap the knowledge of many people on an ongoing basis, and 
distill the most important information into one spot.

We look forward to hearing from you, and remember: Don’t just make a film, get people to see it!

Regards,

Ted Balaker
Matt Edwards
Courtney Moorehead Balaker

December 10, 2013
Los Angeles, CA 

http://freemindsfilmdistribution.com/contact
http://freemindsfilmdistribution.com/contact
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The Power of Moving Pictures
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Free market folks tend to be very logical. We 
produce excellent books, policy reports, and 
statistics. Such products emphasize reason 
and evidence and they reach an important 
audience. What we often lack is an emotional 
appeal that showcases the logical argument 
in a positive light; a real-world demonstration 
that shows why individual liberty and limited 
government are so important to the lives of 
everyday Americans. As a result, our 
audience remains small. If our movement is to 
expand significantly, we must do more than 
preach to the converted. We must challenge 
ourselves to try new, more mainstream means 
of communications to win more converts. 

Few Americans read thick books. Far more 
prefer pop cul ture, where they are 
entertained and their political views are 
shaped. Moving pictures dominate pop 
culture. Over the past six years, online video 
consumption has increased 800 percent. 
Viewers watch lots and lots of videos: 180 
per month on average. And the moving 
picture medium is especially likely to reach 
young people. Those between the ages of 18 
and 35 account for 90 percent of online 
video consumption. Entrepreneurs are also 
getting much better at what has proved so 
difficult for so long--making money with video. 
Ad revenue for online video has increased 

more than 41 percent in just one year (from 
$2.93 billion in 2012 to $4.14 billion in 
2013.)

Keep in mind, these figures reflect only online 
video, a newcomer to the moving-picture 
medium. Factor in the influence of established 
giants like movies and television and the 
power of the moving picture becomes all the 
more impressive. Some say video is the new 
print. Whether or not that’s true we must not 
regard video as simply a substitute for 
reading. In fact, a video, feature film, or 
documentary can whet viewers’ appetites for 
books (maybe even policy reports!) And 
since films have the potential to reach new 
and wide audiences, moving pictures may, 
compared to traditional outreach methods, 
be able to bring far more people to a deeper 
appreciation of liberty.   

The left has long understood the moving 
picture’s persuasive power. Millions of 
Americans get their news from the same way 
they get their laughs, from Comedy Central’s 
progressive funnymen Jon Stewart and 
Stephen Colbert. About a quarter of adults 
under age 30 cite The Daily Show or The 
Colbert Report as their primary source of 
news. 
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University of Illinois Professor Larry 
Ribstein has studied the entertainment 
industry’s widespread bias against 
free markets. He concludes that the 
“fantasy” created by filmmakers “has 
rea l wor ld po l i t i ca l e f f ec t i n 
government regulation of business.” 
Call it the “Erin Brockovich Effect.” 
The blockbuster movie is based on the 
true story of a working class woman 
named Erin Brockovich who fights 
against power ful company she 
believes is contaminating a small 
California town’s water supply with 
chromium 6, which supposedly 
caused elevated rates of cancer. 
Although the movie and the real-
world crusade were based on highly 
questionable science (the town’s 
cancer rate was actually slightly lower 
than average), the film made a 
tremendous impact, and not just on 
Julia Roberts (who took home the 
Academy Award for Best Actress for 
her depiction of Erin Brockovich.) The 
film focused the nation on water 
quality issues, made chromium a 
household word, and even prompted 
the California State legislature and 
the US Congress to pass more 
stringent regulations on chromium 6.
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Ribstein notes that films are powerful 
“because they can create a persuasive 
illusion that dominates the audience’s mind 
for two hours or more.” The “persuasive 
illusion” helped spawn the Occupy Wall 
Street movement. The protesters were 
steeped in a culture that regards capitalism 
not as the system that has done more than 
any other to improve humanity, but as a cruel 
scam orchestrated by the rich to exploit the 
poor. Indeed, in one of the most successful 
movies of 2013, a group of magicians steals 
money from banks and pours it onto cheering 
fans at live performances. It’s not really 
stealing, the film’s heroes argue, because the 
rich exploited regular people during the 
financial crisis. Now You See Me stars 
Hollywood heavyweights like Morgan 
Freeman, Woody Harrelson, and Jesse 
Eisenberg, and a sequel will hit theaters in 
2014.

Pop culture’s statist slant can even influence 
presidential elections. When President 
Obama’s camp decided to portray Mitt 
Romney as a heartless corporate overlord, it 
was an easy sell because voters already 
“knew” that character. Oliver Stone’s Wall 
Street films feature the iconic Gordon Gekko 
as a capitalist supervillain, and countless 
other movies offer negative depictions of free 
markets and capi tal is ts . In Mission: 
Impossible 2, Tom Cruise’s character saves 

the world from a capitalist who has 
concocted a killer virus in order to profit from 
selling the cure. Capitalists sacrifice people to 
space monsters (Aliens   starring Sigourney 
Weaver), spread leukemia (A Civil Action 
s tarr ing John Travol ta), destroy the 
environment (James Cameron’s Avatar), and, 
as we’ve seen, poison a small town (Erin 
Brockovich starring Julia Roberts.) 

Politics is downstream from culture and it is 
our art—whether it be movies, television 
shows or other visual venues—that creates 
and reinforces our nation’s culture and sets 
our expectations for how our society is 
supposed to operate. In order to reach non-
libertarians, we must speak to the heart to 
reach t he head, we mus t do what 
progressives have done so well for so long. 
We must harness the power of moving 
pictures.
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Don’t Just Make a Film, Get People To See It

More and more people are exploring free 
market ideas in film. It’s a great start, but 
too often, they, like independent filmmakers 
in general, neglect a crucial component of 
filmmaking--distribution. 

Independent filmmakers often pour their 
blood, sweat, tears, and credit rating into a 
project. They finally finish it, and then 
wonder, “How are people going to see my 
movie?”

The trouble is, once the film (or video, web 
series, etc.) is complete, it’s often too late to 
capitalize on many of the distribution 
strategies available to today’s filmmaker. 
Distribution shouldn’t be an afterthought, it 
should be something filmmakers consider at 
the very beginning of the process and 
throughout the process.
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Making Sense of the New World of Film 
Distribution 

How can people see my movie? It’s a 
question that should weigh heavily on all 
filmmakers. In the 20th century, the 
question had few possible answers. 

• Movie theaters: The movie theater 
was the first way the general public 
saw movies.

• Broadcast television: Movies could 
play on broadcast television, which 
in the early days consisted of three 
networks. 

• Cable television: Later in the 
century, cable television began to 
emerge.

• Film festivals: Venice, Italy hosted 
the world’s first major film festival in 
1932, and gradua l l y o t her s 
emerged. The Sundance Fi lm 
Festival, the most celebrated of the 
US festivals, began in 1978.

• Video Rental Stores: Around the 
same time Sundance began, video 
rental stores began to emerge. 
Months after a film left theaters, 

consumers could rent it in formats 
like VHS and Beta. 

Although certain other distribution outlets 
began to emerge, the ones listed above 
comprised the major ways customers could 
enjoy moving-picture content. Compare the 
20th century to the 21st and it’s easy to 
see why the new world of film distribution 
can strike filmmakers as overwhelming and 
exhilarating.

THEN

VHS / DVD

Film Festivals

Cable TV

Broadcast TV

Theaters
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Today’s customer has access to 
coun t l e s s ou t l e t s , dev i ce s and 
technologies, including YouTube, 
iTunes, Netflix, in-flight service, kiosks, 
video-on-demand (via cable providers), 
v ideo -on -demand ( v ia sa t e l l i t e 
providers), HULU, Vudu, Crackle, Roku, 
XBox, laptops, iPod, iPad, iPhone, 
Droid, Google Play, Vimeo, Amazon, 
Apple TV, Sl ing Box, Walmar t, 
classroom distribution, college tours, 
and that’s just the beginning!

Even the traditional ways of reaching 
audiences have grown larger and more 
varied. Today theaters range from art 
house outlets to IMAX. Television has 
exploded into hundreds of channels, 
and film festivals have exploded as 
well. Today there are many ways to 
rent films, and, if you look hard 
enough, you’ll still be able to find some 
video rental stores.

The goal of the Free Minds Film 
Distribution Guide is to make sense of 
the new world of film distribution, to 
make free market filmmakers feel, not 
overwhelmed, but exhilarated by all the 
new opportunities entrepreneurs have 
generated. Filmmakers may discuss 

releasing their project in theaters or on 
VOD, but these days distribution is 
more of an “and” word. Instead of 
deciding between options, filmmakers 
should think carefully about how they 
might, say, have their projects released 
in theaters and on VOD and in film 
festivals and in classrooms and on and 
on.

THEN

VHS / DVD

Film Festivals

Cable TV

Broadcast TV

Theaters

Roku

NOW

VHS / DVD
Film Festivals

Cable TV
Broadcast TV

Theaters

Amazon

Dish TV
DirecTV YouTube

AppleTV
HBO GO

iPhoneAndroid

Hulu+
RedBox

BlipTV

IMAX

DVR

Netflix

Illegal Downloading

Facebook

Galaxy S4

iTunes
Xbox

PS3

BluRay

vudu

Yahoo Screen

Crackle
Slingbox

Vimeo

ChromeCast

Classroom

Simulcast

cinemanow
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The Guide aims to provide independent 
filmmakers (broadly defined to include 
everyone from YouTubers to documentarians 
to feature-film producers) with practical 
information about distribution outlets and 
strategies that will help them reach new and 
larger audiences. 

Many chapters focus on understanding and 
navigating specific distribution outlets, like 
Netflix or iTunes. Other chapters focus on 
strategies that will aid with distribution. For 
instance, today’s independent filmmakers 
must learn how to use social media to build 
interest in their work. They should also be 
thinking about attaching celebrities to their 
projects. We live in a celebrity-obsessed 
culture, and having “name” actors is 
enormously helpful in reaching large 
audiences. 

The Guide is one part of the Free Minds Film 
Distribution effort. Seminars are the other. 
For more information on Free Minds Film 
D i s t r i b u t i o n s e m i n a r s , v i s i t 
freemindsfilmdistribuiton.com.

(l to r)Ted Balaker, Courtney Balaker, Melanie Miller ( VP of 
Acquisitions, Gravitas Ventures) and Clay Epstein (Sr. VP of 
Sales & Acquisitions, Arclight Films) at the 2013 Free Minds 

Film Distribution Seminar in Culver City, CA

Documentary director & producer, Michael Emerson speaks 
to attendees at the 2013 Free Minds Film Distribution 

Seminar in Culver City, CA

(l to r) Matt Edwards, Melanie Miller, Courtney Balaker and 
Ted Balaker at the 2013 Free Minds Film Distribution 

Virtual Seminar.

http://freemindsfilmdistribution.com
http://freemindsfilmdistribution.com


Chapter 2• A Distribution Plan                
in Broad Strokes
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Since filmmakers could reference The Guide for a wide array of projects, from online 
shorts to feature films, it would be virtually impossible to devise a distribution template 
that would suit all projects. Even so, certain strategies may be broadly applicable. 

• New media: One of the first things 
filmmakers should do is establish a 
social media presence very early in 
the process. This involves, for 
instance, nabbing the appropriate 
Facebook pages and Twi t ter 
accounts. Definitely pursue some of 
the many other social media 
options, but make sure your movie 
at least has its own Facebook and 
Twitter accounts. Begin posting and 
tweeting as early in the process as 
possible. If you’re in the script 
writing phase and you’ve had a 
productive day writing, tweet about 
how many pages you’ve written. If 
you go on a location scouting trip, 
mention that. It’s important to do 
more than set up your accounts. 
Make sure you actively engage your 
followers. Later in the process you’ll 
be able to ask them to, say, show up 
to theaters or log on to sites like 
tugg.com, which lets fans “tug” films 
into local theaters.
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• Reverse engineering: At the 
concept stage you should list as 
many distr ibution outlets as 
possible and then ask yourself 
which of the outlets might be 
appropriate for your film. Thinking 
this through early in the process 
will help you tweak your film to 
make it fit more outlets. And if you 
find that your film doesn’t seem to 
fit with any distribution outlets, 
that’s valuable information too. 
You can avoid sinking a lot of time 
and money into a project that 
would have a hard time finding an 
audience. If you’re like many 
other filmmakers, you have more 
ideas than you have time (not to 
mention money!) and you can use 
the distribution process as a way 
to separate promising projects 
from unpromising ones.

WHERE WILL 
MY FILM BE 

SUCCESSFUL?
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• Publicist: Publicists aren’t just for big-
budget studio films and publicists will work 
with independent filmmakers in all kinds of 
ways. Some may even work at a 
significantly reduced rate if they believe in 
the message of the film. One strategy you 
might consider is to hire a publicist early 
in the process. But instead of staying on 
the project without interruption, the 
publicist would jump in at specific times 
throughout t he process. Such an 
approach is less expensive than hiring a 
full-time publicist, but it still allows 
independent filmmakers to explore 
publicity opportunities early in the 
process.

• Foreign sales agent: The film industry has 
gone global and filmmakers often turn to 
foreign markets for additional revenue 
and new audiences. Consider consulting 
with a foreign sales agent early in the 
process to determine how you might 
maximize revenue. Sales agents know 
these markets very well and they will 
know how you might tweak your film to 
your advantage. Perhaps there is a 
certain actor who you have access to who 
is big in, say, Germany. Including him or 
expanding his presence in the film a little 
(if he’s already attached to your project) 
might allow you to use foreign pre-sales 
to help finance your film. There’s also the 
matter of genre. Some genres play much 
better than others overseas--for instance, 
ac t ion movies t rave l be t ter t han 
comedies--and if you’re hoping to reach 
foreign markets this is the kind of 
information you should know. If you’ve 
already shot your film, consider allowing 
a foreign sales agent to see a rough cut. 
You’d be surprised at the ideas agents 
come up with, and they might help your 
film in ways you never imagined.
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• Film Festivals: Head to a site like 
withoutabox.com and research the 
wide variety of film festivals that have 
emerged. You’ll be ahead of the 
game if you do this at the concept 
stage, before you begin post 
p ro d u c t i o n . Yo u d o n ’ t wa n t 
submission deadlines to sneak up on 
you and aiming to submit to a certain 
festival will give you a deadline to 
shoot for. Knowing the festivals 
you’re aiming for will help you focus 
and refine your storytelling. It will 
also help spur ideas that may help 
your film get accepted at certain 
festivals. If your film takes place in a 
certain city then consider targeting 
festivals in and around that city. 
Perhaps your film can be tied to a 
certain holiday or another important 
date that coincides with the festivals’ 
dates. Or maybe it’s based on a true 
story or features a particularly 
interesting niche market. When you 
apply, point out any potential hooks 
to festival programmers.

CONTACT
If you would like advice on 
how to contact publicists or 
foreign sales agents, contact 

Ted Balaker 
(ted@korchulaproductions.com)

mailto:ted@korchulaproductions.com
mailto:ted@korchulaproductions.com
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Make a great movie! It may sound glib, but 
one of the best things you can do to improve 
your chances of enjoying wide distribution is to 
make a great movie. Of course, this is easier 
said than done, but there are certain 
fundamentals that all filmmakers should focus 
on:

• Lead with your story, not your political 
philosophy: Too many free market 
filmmakers turn off viewers by being 
heavy handed with messaging. Tell a 
good story and people will care more 
about your message.

• Shoot to your budget: If you have a 
tiny budget, don’t shoot a futuristic 
space epic with 100 actors.

• Use trained actors: Friends may work 
for free, but if they’re not trained actors, 
audiences will be able to tell. 

• Don’t neglect audio: Getting the shot 
right seems obvious to most filmmakers, 
but getting the sound right is also 
crucial. Bad audio makes just about any 
mov i e f ee l s habby, and many 
filmmakers fai l to place enough 
importance on audio.
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One of the best ways to ensure that you 
make a great movie is to seek out honest 
feedback. It doesn’t matter if you mom likes 
your film. Same for your friends. What you 
need is tough love. Many filmmakers 
pretend they can take honest criticism, but 
they’re fooling themselves. Most of us fall 
into this category, in fact. We’re so quick to 
accept those who rave about our film as an 
accurate representation of the work, and we 
bristle when people criticize us. What do 
they know! How could they not recognize 
genius!

Do yourself a favor and find someone 
whose opinion you value and who you can 
trust to tell it like it is. Ideally, you’d find as 
many of these people as possible. Ask them 
to watch your film. Sit in the room with them. 
You’ll be surprised at how much you can 

“feel” their feedback. Slow parts will scream 
out to you. Everything bad about your film 
will be much more obvious. After you’ve felt 
and heard their feedback ask yourself what 
kind of movie you have. Did you make a 
good one? One that strangers would like to 
watch? Be honest. If you lie to yourself or 
seek out friends who pump you full of 
unearned sunshine, you are not avoiding 
pain. You are merely putting it off and it will 
be far worse when reality hits you, when 
you get rejected from festival after festival. 

There’s no shame in taking a stab at a film 
and realizing that you have not yet created 
your masterpiece. Better to realize it early in 
the process, learn from your mistakes, and 
pour your time and money into a more 
promising project.



Chapter 3 • FAQ - Frequently Asked Questions

 FREE MINDS FILM DISTRIBUTION GUIDE 17

When should I star t thinking about 
distribution?

Right now! Filmmakers should think about 
distribution early and often. As early in the 
production process as possible, and as often 
in the process as possible. Ideally you would 
think about distribution during the concept 
phase. You may have fallen in love with your 
idea, but will others fall in love with it? Think 
carefully about which distribution outlets 
might be a good fit for your project. If your 
concept passes its first distribution test, then 
press on. If it doesn’t, then it’s time to 
reassess. Perhaps you could revise your 
concept to make it more distribution friendly. 
Otherwise you should consider pursuing a 
different concept, that is if one of your goals 
is to reach a big audience. 

Too many filmmakers regard distribution as 
something to deal with once their project is 
finished. Many of those filmmakers learn the 
hard way that they’ve made a big strategic 
mistake. After they’ve dumped countless 
hours and dollars into a project, they learn 
that it has little hope of finding an audience. 
Or they learn that if they had gone about 
the production process differently they could 
have tweaked their film in order to give it a 
better shot at finding a large audience. 

If you realize that your concept will be a 
tough sell to distributors, but you want to 
pursue it as a passion project, then good for 
you! Passion is a great reason to pursue 
something, especially if you’re pursuing it 
with both eyes open. If you’ve managed 
your expectations, you’ll be less likely to 
take out a second mortgage because of 
unrealistic dreams about making a killing 
with your movie.
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What if I can’t find a distributor to release 
my film?

If you can’t find a distributor, there are still 
a variety of ways to distribute your film. If 
it’s at all possible, you should carve out a 
chunk of your budget at the beginning of 
the production process and then forget 
about it. That way if you do not find a 
distributor you can use that money to 
pursue a variety of other distribution 
options. If you’re aiming to get into 
theaters, there are plenty of ways to 
accomplish that goal, such as “four 
walling” and for-hire distributors (See 
Chapter 5, Theaters). However, you’ll need 
a good deal of money to make use of such 
options. 

The good news is there will almost always 
be some way to distribute your film, and 
plenty of outlets are free. But once you get 
on, say, YouTube or BlipTV, you’ll have to 
work hard to drum up an audience. (For 
more on YouTube, see Chapter 11, and for 
more on Blip, see Chapter 10,  Webseries 
Networks.)

If you’re having trouble distributing your 
film, you’ll also have to know when to stop 
fishing and cut bait. Too many filmmakers 
pour too much time into projects that have 
little distribution potential. Many would be 
better off cutting their losses and beginning 

a new project. The next time around, they 
will be more likely to think about 
distribution early and often.

Do short films make money?

You shouldn’t make a short film if your 
primary goal is making money. Few short 
films make a profit and far fewer make a 
significant profit. So making money on 
short films is very difficult, but not 
impossible.

There are distribution outlets designed 
specifically for short films. For instance 
Shorts TV is a short film movie channel 
available on most major cable providers in 
the US and Canada. You can also sell your 
short film on Amazon or iTunes (for more 
on iTunes, see Chapter 9, iTunes.)   There 
are also short-film curators who will 
purchase short films to add to their 
collections. Some even head to film 
festivals looking for shorts.
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Why make a short film?

Although it’s unlikely that you’ll make 
much, if any, money with a short film, 
you should still consider making one. An 
NBA hopeful doesn’t get paid for 
practicing his jump shot, but unless he 
practices (and practices and practices) 
he won’t be good enough to make the 
pros. So one good reason to make a 
shor t film is to become a better 
filmmaker. You can talk about it, read 
books, and watch other films. All that 
can be helpful, but nothing takes the 
place of doing. 

Actually practicing the craft is especially 
important if you think you might want to 
pursue filmmaking as a career. If you’ve 
never made a film, how do you even 
know if you like filmmaking? Filmmaking 
is a very tough business and you must 
have the fire in the belly in order to 
endure all the setbacks you’ll face. If 
you’re not doing something you love, 
you’ll be less likely to weather the storm. 

Or perhaps you’ll find that you do like 
filmmaking, but you like a different 
aspect of it. Maybe you saw yourself as 
a director, but then decided you’d rather 
be a producer. Or maybe being a 
cinematographer is more your thing. Or 
a set designer. Or something else. 

Another important reason to make a 
short film is because it can be valuable 
as a calling card or resume. Say you’re 
reaching out to potential investors to 
back your new feature. They will likely 
want some kind of assurance that you 
are a capable filmmaker. If you can show 
them a great short film, then they may be 
more willing to help finance your feature. 
It’s the same situation with, say, finding 
representation. An agent will be more 
likely to sign you as a promising up-and-
comer if there’s some evidence that you 
are , in fac t , promis ing. Ac tors , 
cinematographers, and anyone else you 
might work with in the future will be more 
excited to work with you if they see 
evidence that you know what you’re 
doing.

SHORT FILM SUCCESS

Billy Bob Thornton won an Oscar for 
best writing for his feature film Sling 

Blade, which 
was based on 
his original 
short film, Some 
Folks Call It a 
Sling Blade.
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How can I get my film on IMDB?

Being listed on IMDB (Internet Movie 
Database) is an important part of being 
in the filmmaking community. It is where 
all industry people in the know go to get 
contact information or verify authorship 
of projects and credits. Think of IMDB as 
your filmmaker resume. Any filmmakers 
can submit their films to be included in 
the database, but IMDB will vet the 
projects and the filmmakers. 

Know that when you fill out the online 
submission form for your film, you will 
need to mention what production 
company produced your film. If it’s your 
production company and you  aren’t in 
IMDB yet, be prepared to submit a 
website that proves you are a real 
company. The festival submission website 
WithoutABox is connected to IMDB (both 
are owned by Amazon.com) so when 
you submit a film through the site, you 
can sign up to be listed on IMDB.

How can I make money distributing my 
movie online? 

Online distribution means a lot of 
dif ferent things. And whether it ’s 
YouTube, Netflix, iTunes, or something  
else, each platform has its own process. 

On the other hand, certain big-picture 
rules apply to all of them. 

Attaching a celebrity will improve your 
chances of making money. Building a 
fanbase through social media and other 
avenues will also improve your chances 
of making money. The great thing about 
online distribution is that most anyone 
who can build a fanbase can make 
money. That’s not to say building a 
fanbase is easy. It’s not. But technology 
has made it easier than ever before for 
filmmakers to find film lovers, and gone 
are the days when having boatloads of 
money was the only way to find those 
who might enjoy your film. That’s why 
the most important factor is probably 
attitude.

Independent filmmakers must think of 
t h e m s e l v e s a s fi l m m a k e r s a n d 
distributors. Plan on devoting roughly the 
same amount of blood, sweat, and tears 
into distributing your film as you did to 
making it, and you’ll have a much better 
shot of making money online. If you have 
the right attitude, then you’ll spend lots 
of time brainstorming ways to make your 
film successful. You might surprise 
yourself with what you come up with.



Chapter 4 • Film Festivals
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Should you submit your film to 
film festivals? The short answer 
is “probably.” But make sure to 
manage your expectations. Do 
your research and submit to 
those festivals that seem to be 
the best fit for your film. 
Submitting to film festivals can 
take lots of time, not to mention, 
money. There are submission 
fees and if you get in, you’ll 
have to figure in travel costs, 
time off from work, and so on. 

The first film festival most people 
think of is Sundance, the 
glitziest (although Cannes gives 
it a run for its money) and the 
one that every filmmaker wants 
to get into. But be forewarned: 
getting accepted at Sundance is 
extremely difficult. In 2012 only 
1.5 percent of all films submitted 
made the cut and screened at 
the festival. Yes, you improve 
your chances of getting in if 
you’ve make a great film, but 
the gatekeepers consider much 
more than the quality of films. 

I n o t h e r w o r d s , t h a t 
documentary on the flat tax 
probably won’t make the cut, 
even if it’s the best flat-tax 
documentary in the history of 
flat-tax documentaries. You can 
spot the potential Sundance 
movie out of a lineup. It’s the 
“independent” film starring Shia 
LaBeouf or directed by Steven 
Soderbergh. It’s the one with a 
progress i ve , mu l t i cu l t u ra l 
wor ldv i ew. A l t hough t he 
emphasis on celebrity might not 
be quite as pronounced, many 
of the most prestigious festivals 
share a similar tilt.

Here are some comfor ting 
thoughts should you get rejected 
by the prestigious film festivals: 

• “They have a political 
bias.”

• “They didn’t accept my 
film because I don’t have 
any celebrities.”

• “A similar film got in last 
year, and that’s why they 
didn’t accept mine.” 

Films of the 2013
Sundance Film Festival

• Big Sur 
• Anita 
• History of the Eagles
• Linsanity
• Very Good Girls
• Two Mothers
• World According to 

Dick Cheney
• We Steal Secrets
• Stoker
• Lovelace
• After Tiller
• Ain’t Them Bodies 

Saints
• Ass Backwards
• The Battle of amfAR
• Blue Caprice

If you haven’t seen these 
films, take some time to 
watch their trailers. Take 
note of the quality of 
production, the known 
actors or directors involved, 
and the subject matter. This 
is what you are up against 
when submitting your film to 
Sundance, Cannes, Toronto, 
and other high-profile 
festivals.
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Certain film festivals have rivalries with other 
film festivals and if you get into one it may 
decrease your chances of getting into another 
one. Then again, festival programmers often 
attend other festivals and if your film is well-
received this will be a very good thing, on 
balance. The comedic short Cute Couple 
(written and directed by Courtney Balaker) 
nabbed the audience choice award at its first 
festival (the Jackson Hole International Film 
Festival) and that led to invitations to many 
other festivals, from Slamdance to the 
Hamptons International Film Festival. Cute 
Couple screened at more than a dozen 
festivals, even though Courtney officially 

applied to only a handful of those. (Even so, it 
was rejected by various others.)

It certainly is true that many factors that have 
little or nothing to do with the quality of a film 
influence whether a film is accepted at a 
particular festival. However, free market 
filmmakers should avoid the temptation to 
blame, say, political bias. Too many free 
market films are not commercially viable 
enough to compete in the  marketplace and 
pretending otherwise not only plays into the 
kind of “victim mentality” such filmmakers 
eschew on principle, it also impedes the kind 
of self realization that is the first step to 
improvement.
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T h e b e s t - c a s e s c e n a r i o 
happened to Daniel Lindsay, 
the Oscar-winning director of 
Undefeated. However such 
experiences are fantastically 
r a r e . M o s t fi l m m a ke r s ’ 
experiences fall closer to the 
worst-case scenario.  They 
waste lots of time and money, 
get into few (if any) festivals, 
and end up discouraged and 
crest fal len. With a l i t t le 
planning, you can set your 
sights on some point in the 
vast chasm between the best-
and-worst-case scenarios. But 
first things first.

What are your film festival 
goals? Not sure? Here are 
some  goals to consider: 

• Learn about the film 

industry.

• Network with 

filmmakers, buyers 

and film execs. 

• Get inspired by other 

films.

• Have fun.

• Expose others to your 

film.

• Generate a “mailing 

list” of those who like 

your film.

• Improve your resume.

• Win an award.

• Get your film 

reviewed. 

• Learn your strengths 

and weaknesses as a 

filmmaker.

Notice “signing a seven-figure 
deal wi th the Weins te in 
brothers” is not included in the 
list. Many filmmakers hope 
that festival screenings will 
lead to distribution deals, but 
such deals are extremely rare. 
Sundance may be the best-
case scenario for distribution 
dea l s and Pa r k C i t y i s 
swimming with distributors in 
January. And yet in 2012, 
only 25 percent of the films 
that screened at Sundance 
ended up with a distribution 
deal. Zero in on your goals 
and then choose wisely.
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Next Steps

Let’s say you’ve weighed the pros and cons 
and have decided that you do want to pursue 
the film festival circuit. Now for the “which 
ones?” question. There are so many factors to 
consider, but one is particularly good at 
focusing the mind: money. How much money 
do you have to devote to the festival circuit? 
Remember, it’s not just the submission fees 
we’re talking about. It’s travel costs (gas 
money, airfare, rental car, hotel, food.) It’s 
also time away from work and the money you 
won’t earn because you’ll be away from your 
“real” job. In that case, “time” is another top-
tier factor to consider. The less 
money and time you have the 
more discriminating you’ll 
want to be about the festivals 
you apply to.

G o t o t h e w e b s i t e 
WithoutABox  
http://withoutabox.com 
and peruse the list of festivals. 

You’ll see there are many. 
Look for the ones that are the 
best fit for your film. 

For in s tance , i f you ’re submi t t i ng a 
documentary, pay special attention to festivals 
that pay special attention to docs. 

Some examples include:

• AFI Silverdocs
• Documentary Fortnight
• Full Frame Doc Film Festival
• Iowa City Int’l Doc Film Festival
• Newburyport Doc Film Festival
• IDA Doc Awards
• Hot Springs Doc Film Festival
• Atlanta Int’l Doc Film Festival
• Big Sky Doc Film Festival

Does your film incorporate 
anything that may be of 
particular interest to specific 
festivals? If your film features a 
certain city, check out festivals 
near that city. If your film has a 
musical focus, check out 
f es t i va l s t ha t emphas ize 
musical themes (e.g. South by 
Southwest.) Many festivals 
have specific themes, for 
instance gay issues, women’s 
issues, environmental focus, 
and so on.

QUICK TIP

If you have time, 
attend as many 
festivals as you can 
before you submit. 
The more you can 
experience the festival 
circuit first hand, the 
smarter decisions 
you’ll make when you 
submit your own film.

http://withoutabox.com
http://withoutabox.com
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These days there are even festivals with 
a free-market bent, like Lights, Camera, 
Liberty and the Anthem Film Festival, 
which is part of Freedom Fest. Festivals 
with free-market, conservative or 
libertarian themes may offer great 
opportunities for you and your film. But 
here is where you again have to 
consider your goals and the type of film 
you have. If your film is meant to 
“ e n e r g i z e t h e b a s e ” t h e n a n 
ideologically friendly festival may be just 
the place for you. However, keep in 
mind that such festivals are typically not 
representative of festivals in general or 
of the marketplace for film.

If your film aims to change hearts and 
minds you’ll want to get in the mix with 
festivals that don’t necessarily share your 
world view. If you think your film has any 
shot in traditional festivals, then take a 
stab at those too.

Filmmakers don’t always attend the 
festivals their films get into, but you’ll 
have a richer experience if you’re on 
site. And, since time and money are 
always limited, you’ll definitely want to 
sort by geography. The closer to home a 
festival is the less money you’ll have to 
spend and the less time off work you’ll 
have to sacrifice.

Once you’ve come up with a list of, say, 
20 festivals, investigate each festival 
online. Go to the first festival on your list 
and go to its website. Investigate the 
submission requirements. When is the 
submission deadline? Is the submission 
process especially time consuming? How 
much does it cost to submit? Do your due 
diligence and make sure you identify any 
red flags before you take the submission 
plunge. 

Park City, Utah. 
Home of the Sundance Film Festival.
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Take a look at last year’s slate of films to 
get an idea of the types of films this 
festival accepts. Ask yourself if you could 
imagine your film being included among 
those films. Now go through this process 
for all the other festivals on your list. 
Whittle your list down to a reasonable 
number of festivals, but don’t put too much 
pressure on yourself to make the right 
dec i s i on s r i gh t away. Once you 
experience a couple of festivals you’ll get 
a much better idea for what to do next. 
New opportunities, opportunities that you 
couldn’t have identified from the outside 
looking in, will emerge. 

Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the 
good. Make some good choices and get 
into the game!

An important detail to consider when 
thinking about submitting to festivals is 
the premier status of your film. If your film 
has already premiered or had a large 
screening in a theater that will probably 
render you ineligible for the bigger 
festivals such as Sundance, Toronto, and 
Cannes. Remember, programmers use 
“never before seen” status to entice 
people to their festivals. And buyers are 
especially interested in seeing (and 
acquiring) films that have never been 
seen.

This is also why you should not put your 
film on YouTube or sell DVDs prior to 
screening at a festival.  Be strategic with 
the release of your film and make it as 
e n t i c i n g a s p o s s i b l e t o f e s t i va l 
programmers.

And when you do get accepted at 
festivals, make sure to factor in the cost of 
deliverables, such as the Blu Ray disc, 
tape, film, or whatever will be used to 
show your film to its (adoring!) audience. 
And don't forget to budget for marketing 
materials, such as posters, postcards or 
tchotchkes. Getting into the festival is only 
half the battle. Be armed with attention-
getting visuals and be ready to pound the 
pavement to get people to show up at 
your screenings!

TCHOTCHKES
 

During the promotional periods before 
the Brad Pitt film Fight Club , actual bars 

of soap, a reference to a key plot point in 
the film, were given away at advance 

screenings. 



Chapter 5 - Theaters
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Movie theaters--they were the first way 
customers could watch movies, and they’re 
still the most glamourous way. Filmmakers 
dream of seeing their work on the big 
screen and a premiere isn’t quite the same 
on a television set. However, independent 
filmmakers should be careful not to be too 
easily seduced by the silver screen. If you 
don’t manage your expectations, you could 
end up disappointed and maybe even 
broke.

Independent filmmakers should not expect 
their films to open in 3,000 theaters 
nationwide. They shouldn’t expect anything 
close to that. Why? A big reason is money. 
The marketing costs associated with a film 
released in thousands of theaters can be 
huge. Big studio films can run $20 million in 
distribution costs alone, a sum that dwarfs 
the total budget of most independent films. 

Getting a limited release in a handful of 
cities should be considered a big success 
and indie filmmakers should consider 
themselves lucky if they break even on their 
film’s theatrical run. 

Often, indie films lose money from 
theatrical distribution, but filmmakers 
continue to aim for theatrical releases for a 
variety of reasons. Maybe they’ve 
romanticized being in theaters to such a 
point that their business sense gets clouded. 
Or maybe they do it as part of a smart 
business plan. It’s often said that a film’s 
theatrical release is merely the commercial 
for its VOD release. There’s a lot of truth to 
that. If an independent film makes a profit, 
it will likely be thanks to distribution outlets 
like VOD, or selling the film to foreign 
territories, not because it made a killing at 
the box office.

BOX OFFICE AIN’T EVERYTHING

It can be depressing to look at what 
independent films gross at the box office, 
but it’s important to remember that a 
film’s theatrical gross is not its total 
gross. Box office figures are easier to 
come by, while other sources of revenue--
like VOD--are generally not public 
knowledge. That doesn’t mean that the 
low-earning indies are cashing in big in 
the VOD space, but many have done 
considerably better than their box office 
figures suggest. Expect VOD figures to 
become more transparent as the VOD 
market continues to grow.
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So why bother with the big screen? 
Well, getting into theaters, even for 
a limited release, can bring plenty 
of publicity. If you manage to get 
into theaters, you’ve broken away 
from the pack, and, compared to 
films that haven’t hit the big screen, 
you can expect more of everything 
i n t e r ms o f pub l i c i t y : more 
interviews, more reviews, and so on. 
Then when your film transitions to 
VOD (which includes everything 
from cable and satellite providers to 
iTunes, Netflix, and Amazon Prime), 
customers scrolling through the 
menu will be more likely to click on 
your film. Why? Because it’s more 
familiar to them. Perhaps they read 
an interview with your lead actor. 
Maybe they saw a favorable 
rev iew. Or maybe t hey jus t 
remember seeing its poster. Don’t 
forget the extra credibility that 
comes from a theatrical release. 
Whether you like it or not, being in 
theaters signals to consumers that a 
film has passed a special test. It tells 
them that it’s more likely to be 
good. VOD companies themselves 
often give films with theatrical 
releases preferential treatment.

WHAT DOES YOUR POSTER LOOK LIKE?

That’s one of the first questions filmmakers should 
ask themselves. The answer will help focus you on 
whether your film is marketable or not. Your 
movie poster will be very important as it is often 
the first (but let’s hope not the last) impression 
potential customers have of your film. If you can 
envision an interesting poster--ideally with some 
name actors--then you have a good shot at 
attracting attention to your film. If your poster 
looks dull, then potential customers will ignore it 
and probably your movie too. If you cannot 
envision what’s on your poster that probably 
means your vision for your film is not as clear as it 
should be. Another related and also very 
important question is: “What would my trailer 
look like?”
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Another reason to aim for a theatrical release is 
to qualify for certain award shows. From the 
Independent Spirit Awards to the Academy 
Awards, your film will have to play in theaters in 
order to be eligible for such shows. 

So how can you get your film into theaters? 
There are a variety of ways:

• Land a Distribution Deal: The best-case 
scenario would be that, say, The 
Weinstein Company sees your film at a 
festival and purchases it from you (after a 
long bidding war of course!) In that case, 
The Weinstein Company would take care 
of print and advertising costs as well as 
navigating the process of getting your 
movie into theaters. Guess how often the 
b e s t - c a s e s c e n a r i o h a p p e n s t o 
independent filmmakers? That’s right, not 
very often.

• Distributor for Hire: Companies like 
Freestyle Releasing have emerged in 
recent years to give independent films 
another chance at distribution. These are 
for-hire companies that filmmakers 
contract with to distribute films. They also 
take care of related functions, such as 
print and advertising and booking 
theaters. So if you’re sure your film has 
an audience--or can find one--you could 
hire a company like Freestyle to get it 
into theaters. Freestyle tends to focus on 
art-house and “genre” films (i.e. horror 
and suspense.)

ME AND ORSON WELLES

Me and Orson Welles premiered at 
the Toronto International Film Festival 
in 2008.  It depicted the legendary 
filmmaker and included a hot young 
actor (Zac Efron) in the role of 
Welles’ star-struck protege, so it’s not 
surprising that many distributors were 
watching it closely. It played well to 
audiences and reviewers, so 
everything seemed to be falling into 
place. And yet, the film left the festival 
without attracting a buyer. The film 
reemerged about a year later when 
its backers announced that it would 
be distributed by Freestyle Releasing. 
Box Office Mojo reports that the film 
was shown in 134 theaters, where it 
grossed about $1.2 million. 
Freestyle’s highest-grossing film to 
date has been An American Haunting, 
which pulled in $16.3 million in 2006.
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Four Walling: If a film is “four walled” it basically means that the filmmakers rented the 
theater. As you can imagine, this can be a risky route to take because it’s a pricey 
route to take. Expect to pay in the neighborhood of $3,500 to $15,000 for one week 
of four walling (one screen, at one theater, four showings per day.) On top of that 
you’d probably also have to hire a theatrical booker and a PR firm. But if you are 
confident you can drum up enough ticket buyers, it may be a route to consider. New 
technology can give you a hand. Sites like Tugg.com allow filmmakers to “tugg” their 
films into theaters. Sign up with Tugg and the site will reserve you a screen at a 
theater. Then you get to work spreading the word about your film, making it clear to 
people that the event will happen only if enough tickets are reserved. If you sell 
enough tickets to reach the threshold and if you do it before the deadline, then your 
film will be on the big screen. If that happens, figure out how to make the most of it by, 
say, holding a Q&A or at least introducing your film to the audience. And if you don’t 
reach your goal, it’s not the end of the world. Tugg will call off the event and no one 
will be charged for tickets.
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As the VOD (video on demand) world 
continues to expand, new opportunities 
that mix VOD and theatrical have 
emerged. Take “day-and-date” releases. 
Here a film is released in theaters and 
VOD at the same time. Some distributors 
view day-and-date as a way to fight 
piracy, figuring that piracy will be less 
common if consumers have easy, legal 
ways to access films. 

Day-and-date offers additional benefits 
to independent filmmakers. No longer do 
they have to rely solely on theaters to 
generate opening-week buzz. The 
approach lowers barriers to seeing the 
film, thus making it more likely that fans 
will take to social media to tell others 
how much they loved your film. All of a 
sudden the big-name film reviewers 
become less influential than they used to 
be and the countless “indie” reviewers in 
every corner of social media become 
more influential. In other words, your film 
isn’t doomed if The New York Times 
ignores it. As long as it generates plenty 
of likes and tweets, you’ll be well on 
your way to getting noticed--and maybe 
even making a profit!

Some worry that day-and-date releases 
would cannibalize a film’s box office 
take. Why would customers head to the 

cinema if they can just watch the movie 
at home where you don’t have to buy a 
separate t icket for each viewer?  
However, real-world experiments suggest 
that day-and-date can boost a film’s 
overall revenue. (see sidebar: Margin 
Call.)

MARGIN CALL: 
A DAY-AND-DATE SUCCESS STORY

Margin Call, the 2011 financial thriller 
starring Kevin Spacey, was made for about 
$3.4 million (the cast agreed to smaller pay 
days for better backend deals). The film 
debuted on 56 screens in 15 markets before 
expanding to 199 screens in about 75 
markets. It grossed $5.3 million 
domestically, but theatrical was only half 
the story. The same time it hit theaters the 
film was released on a variety of VOD 
outlets, such as iTunes, Amazon, and Time 
Warner Cable. For $6.99 customers could 
skip the theaters and watch from home, 
hotels, planes, and so on. As of early 2012 
the film scored about 500,000 VOD rentals, 
which amounted to $5 million in revenue 
from VOD alone. Margin Call’s success has 
opened plenty of eyes to the potential of 
day-and-date releases.



Chapter 6 • VOD
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Imagine being a film student and hearing 
a filmmaking legend l ike S teven 
Spielberg tell you that the industry 
you’re about to enter is on the verge of 
imploding. That ’s what happened 
recently when Spielberg spoke at the 
USC School of Cinematic Arts. He told 
the budding filmmakers that they’re 
pursuing the craft they love during a 
period of tremendous upheaval. Movies 
are tremendously expensive to market 
and many consumers who might have 
headed to theaters in the past are 
o c c u p i e d w i t h o t h e r f o r m s o f 
entertainment, like video games. 

All in all, it’s extraordinarily difficult to 
get a film in theaters these days. Even 
Spielberg’s own Lincoln had a tough time 
hitting the big screen. When they do 
make it into theaters, plenty of giant 

productions have ended up as giant 
flops. Take Disney’s John Carter, which 
reportedly lost $200 million. 

"[T]here's eventually going to be an 
implosion or a big meltdown,” Spielberg 
declared. “There's going to be an 
implosion where three or four or maybe 
even a half-dozen megabudget movies 
are going to go crashing into the 
ground, and that's going to change the 
paradigm."

What will the new paradigm look like? 
It’s hard to say for sure, but it will likely 
include a lot of VOD (video on demand.) 
In fact, Spielberg highlighted VOD 
(Netflix in particular) as a rare bright 
s p o t i n h i s o t h e r w i s e g l o o m y 
presentation. The rise of VOD is 
especially good news for independent 
filmmakers who don’t have millions of 
dollars to shell out to navigate the world 
of big-time theatrical releases. The 
barriers between indie filmmakers and 
their audiences are much lower than they 
used to be, so it makes sense to keep 
track of the quickly changing world of 
VOD. 

And when people talk about VOD, what 
exactly are they referring to? VOD can 
mean a variety of things, so let’s look at 
the biggest categories.
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• Transactional Cable VOD: This 
category includes cable television 
providers like Comcast, Time 
War ne r, Cox , and Char t e r 
Communications. It also includes 
telecoms like AT&T and Verizon, as 
well as satellite providers like Dish 
and DirecTV. Consumers can skip 
the hassles of traffic jams and 
crowded theaters and enjoy movies 
from the comfort of their own 
homes. They scroll through movie 
l is t ings, and when they find 
something they like, they rent it for 
a period of time (usually 24 to 48 
hours.)
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• Transactional iVOD: The Internet 
has also emerged as a huge VOD 
player and the Transactional iVOD 
category includes iTunes, Vudu, 
and gaming consoles like XBox and 
Playstation (which are especially 
popular among millennials.) Again, 
consumers may scroll through a 
wide range of movie options and 
rent whatever they like from these 
libraries.
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• Subscription iVOD: Customers 
subscribe to services like Nexflix, 
Amazon Prime, and Hulu Plus 
and then they can view whatever 
they like whenever they like.

• Ad - s uppo r t ed VOD: He re 
c u s t o m e r s m a y w a t c h 
programming for free, but the 
viewing experience is interrupted 
with ad breaks, usually every six 
or seven minutes. When a viewer 
watches through the ad break, 
the advertiser pays a bit of 
money to platforms like Hulu 
Classic, YouTube, or Crackle (a 
recent addition to the VOD 
space.)



 FREE MINDS FILM DISTRIBUTION GUIDE 36

Films released on VOD have access to massive 
audiences. Melanie Miller is Vice President of 
Acquisitions for Gravitas Ventures and a frequent 
speaker at Free Minds Film Distribution seminars. 
Gravitas is North America’s largest distributor of 
independent films to the VOD space, and 
through partnerships with the companies listed 
above, the company has access to 100 million 
US homes and more than a billion homes 
worldwide. 

Miller is in charge of acquiring films for Gravitas 
and she comes across films in all kinds of ways. 
Much like a film festival, Gravitas allows 
filmmakers to submit films directly. Someone from 

Miller’s team watches the film and if that person 
likes it, staffers discuss the film at a weekly 
meeting. Gravitas distributes about 500 films per 
year and since the company receives so many 
submissions, Miller and her colleagues have 
become pretty selective. 

Miller attends many film festivals to look for new 
content, and since many films at the top festivals 
are represented by agencies rather than the 
filmmakers themselves, she often interacts with 
the likes of CAA and ICM. The agencies 
themselves may pitch her projects and publicists 
are also potential pitchers of content.
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How Much Money Can I Make On 
VOD?

Get ready for the answer no one likes to 
hear: It depends. How much money any film 
makes depends on many factors. 

First let’s take a look at how much consumers 
are paying. In the traditional VOD process, a 
film is made available on VOD after it has 
been in theaters. On average, a consumer 
would pay $4.99 to rent a film in standard 
definition and $5.99 for high definition. 

New iterations of VOD releases offer 
customers greater choice and filmmakers 
greater revenue potential. Take the “day-and-
date” release. Day-and-date releases 
combine a VOD release with a theatrical 
release. There’s no need for customers to 
wait for the theatrical run to end before 
enjoying a new release from home because 

with day-and-date a film is available on VOD 
at the same time that it’s available in 
theaters. (For more on day-and-date releases, 
see Chapter 5, Theaters.) The added perk of 
being able to watch a new release from 
home comes with a bump in price ($5.99 for 
SD and $6.99 for HD). Filmmakers like the 
extra money, and also the extra time--they 
get an extra 60 days at this higher price 
point.

A pre-theatr ical VOD release allows 
customers to enjoy a movie before it hits 
theaters. This feature is typically available for 
30 days during which time it would cost 
$9.99 for SD or HD.

Take a step back and you can see why 
filmmakers would like to make use of pre-
theatrical and day-and-date VOD releases: 
Such options give their films more time at 
higher price points.
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What about the other factors that help 
determine a film’s money-making 
potential? Well, there’s execution, of 
course. No surprise that well-made 
films tend to perform better than 
poorly-made ones. 

Genre also plays a role. Certain 
genres like thrillers, horror, and action 
tend to do better than, say, foreign 
films with subtitles. And here’s a bit of 
g o o d n e w s f o r d o c u m e n t a r y 
filmmakers who are so used to hearing 
that there’s no market for what they 
make. 

Miller reports that docs can actually 
do very well in the VOD space. Peruse 
Netflix for a while and you’ll be 
surprised at how popular docs are--
even “cerebral” docs. VOD consumers 
are often people who have pulled the 
plug on their cable providers, and 
they tend to have niche tastes that are 
poorly served via traditional outlets. 
They also tend to be better educated. 
In other words, they tend to be the 
type of consumer who might actually 
stick with a doc for 90 minutes (even 
with all those Kardashians just a click 
away!) 

But don’t break out your flat-tax 
documentary just yet. Even docs need 
plenty of sizzle to be successful, as 
you’ll see by the popularity of films 
that incorporate sex and drugs. 

Finally, there’s cast. Miller says cast is 
still king and who’s in your movie is 
hugely important to its VOD success. 
But that doesn’t necessarily mean all is 
lost for indie filmmakers who lack the 
money and connections to reach A-list 
celebs. The term “celebrity” is looser 
than you might think. For more on 
that, see the Chapter 12, Celebrities. 
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Ok, so what’s the bottom line? How 
much money can you make? The sad 
fact is that it’s extremely hard to know. 
Miller says she’s seen indie films 
generate $5,000 on VOD and she’s 
also seen indie films generate millions. 
Even some docs have pulled in over a 
million bucks. 

Unfortunately, VOD figures are very 
difficult to come by. Everyone knows a 
film’s box office gross almost right 
away, yet it takes much longer for VOD 
figures to become available. Part of the 
reason it takes so long is because 
companies don’t track transactions until 
the end of cable providers’ billing 
cycles. And once the figures do become 

available, they’re typically only 
available to those inside the industry. 
It’s frustrating, but expect to see more 
transparency in the future as VOD 
continues its rise in prominence.

MORE TRANSPARENCY FOR VOD SALES?

“The wall of silence around digital and VOD numbers may be showing some initial 
cracks. John Sloss’ Producers Distribution Agency is opening Escape from Tomorrow 
day-and-date and the veteran entertainment lawyer/sales agent said all numbers will 
‘be transparent.’ He vows to make it a model for others, saying it ‘behooves’ filmmakers, 
insiders and — well, everyone — to understand how the numbers work. VOD/digital 
often out-weigh theatrical figures, but there has been little way to confirm individual 
numbers.”

Source: Brian Brooks of Deadline Hollywood



Chapter 7  •  Netflix
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Netflix.com is the world’s largest 
s u b s c r i p t i o n - b a s e d v i d e o 
streaming service, and the largest 
source of American Internet 
traffic. During peak viewing times, 
33 percent of people on the 
internet are watching a Netflix 
video. 

I t ’ s hard to over s ta t e t he 
company’s role in changing how 
consumers rent movies. In 1997 
Netflix began renting DVDs to 
consumers by mail from an online 
ca t a l ogue . Bac k t h en t h e 
company focused 
m a i n l y o n 
independent and 
hard- to -find films 
that were being 
pushed out of big 
s t o r e s l i k e 
B l o c k b u s t e r , 
Hollywood Video, 
and Wherehouse. At such chain 
stores you might find a 100 copies 
of Forrest Gump on the shelf, but 
that single copy of a film like 
Dazed & Confused always seems 
to be checked out. Netflix 

changed all that. Customers 
rarely had to deal with the 
disappointment of a movie being 
“checked out,” and when Netflix 
expanded into online streaming in 
2007, customers never had to 
worry that their favorite streaming 
titles would be checked out.

In the beginning, Netflix catered 
to a niche audience. Although the 
latest Hollywood blockbusters 
were available, customers could 
also select from a wide array of 
documentaries, experimental 

films, and festival 
d a r l i n g s t h a t 
perhaps did not 
r e c e i v e t h e 
mainstream attention 
t h e y d e s e r v e d . 
Filmmakers in the 
early 2000s were 
thrilled to discover a 

groundbreaking distribution outlet 
t ha t matc hed n ic he -marke t 
producers with niche-market 
consumers. 

THE NUMBERS:

• 31 million 
subscribers

• Over 100,000 
titles on DVD

• Over 20,000 
titles streaming 
on-demand

• Expected to 
have 36 
million 
subscribers by 
2015
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Today consumers may still 
rent DVDs and Blu-rays 
through the mail, but they 
also have access to a huge 
cloud-based library of films 
and television shows they 
can stream over the internet 
directly to their Internet-
ready TV or Blu-ray player, 
AppleTV or Roku box, PS3 
or Xbox sys tem, even 
smartphones and tablets.

Members can access more 
than 100,000 titles on DVD 
and more than 20,000 titles 
s t r e a m i n g . D i f f e r e n t 
s u b s c r i p t i o n s a l l o w 
customers access to either a 
combination of DVD and 
streaming or one or the 
other at dif ferent price 
points. DVD’s must be 
returned by mail, but there 
are no late fees. Access to 
the streaming library is 
unlimited, but consumers do 
n o t ow n t h e c o n t e n t . 
Depending on Netflix’s 

licensing agreements some 
t i t l e s a r e n o t a l wa y s 
available. 

Netflix has recently begun 
acquiring exclusive rights to 
c e r t a i n c o n t e n t . T h e 
company frequently signs 
and re-signs deals with 
studios for the rights to 
stream their libraries. Netflix 
has recently begun to air its 
own original programming, 
such as the Emmy-winning 
dramatic series House of 
Cards. With its big budget 
and A-list cast, House of 
Cards i s technical ly a 
webseries. How far the 
I n t e r n e t h a s c o m e ! 
( M e a n w h i l e , t h e o l d 
Blockbuster Video store in 
y o u r h o m e t o w n h a s 
probably become a Chase 
bank.)

FREE THE AUDIENCE

In August of 2013, the star of 
Netflix’s House of Cards, Kevin 
Spacey, gave a speech at the 
Edinburgh Television Festival. He 
urged  the industry to allow the 
audience to have control of what 
they want to watch and how. 

	
"Clearly, 
the success 
of the 
Netflix 
model, 
releasing 

the entire season of House of 
Cards at once, proved one thing: 
the audience wants the control. 
They want the freedom. If they 
want to binge, as they've been 
doing on House of Cards and lots 
of other shows, then we should let 
them binge,... And through this 
new form of distribution, we have 
demonstrated that we have 
learned the lesson that the music 
industry didn't learn: give people 
what they want, when they want it, 
in the form they want it in, at a 
reasonable price, and they'll more 
likely pay for it rather than steal 
it."
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How Can I Get My Film on Netflix? 

Years ago you could find a “submit 
your film” button on Netflix.com. Back 
then the startup struggled to find quality 
content, but today the “submit your 
film” button is gone and independent 
filmmakers have a harder time getting 
their movies distributed by Netflix.

But fear not, there are still ways indie 
fi lmmaker s can reac h Ne tfl ix ’ s 
gatekeepers. Some companies help 
indie filmmakers navigate the Netflix 
world.  By contacting and working with 
them, you could be on your way to 
getting your film into millions of homes.  

Netflix does not accept unsolicited 
submissions of DVDs. Instead, the 
company relies on trusted digital 
distributors.

Checkout these companies to find out 
how to submit your feature length film. 
 

• http://www.distribber.com/
• http://inceptionmediagroup.com 
• http://www.newvideo.com/

distribution/

Getting your film on Netflix streaming is 
made easier by using a digital 
distribution service. Expect upfront costs 
and perhaps annual fees as well. Then 
again, if you’ve made an awesome 

film, revenue may ultimately surpass 
those costs. 

Sure, having your film Saving Prince 
Henry sit alphabetically right before 
Saving Private Ryan helps bring 
eyeballs to your film, but most of these 
streaming services categorize by 
popularity rather than by alphabet. But 
if you do manage to get your film on 
Netflix, don’t just kick back and relax.  
Netflix is no different than iTunes, Hulu, 
Amazon, and all the rest -- you the 
filmmaker must must work hard to 
promote your film.

WHERE TO WATCH

• Netflix-ready 
televisions

• Roku
• AppleTV

• Boxee
• PS3/XBOX/Wii
• Smartphones
• Tablets
• Kindle/Nook
• Netflix enabled 

Blu-Ray/DVD 
Players

http://www.distribber.com/
http://www.distribber.com/
http://inceptionmediagroup.com/About.aspx?p=digital
http://inceptionmediagroup.com/About.aspx?p=digital
http://www.newvideo.com/distribution/
http://www.newvideo.com/distribution/
http://www.newvideo.com/distribution/
http://www.newvideo.com/distribution/


Chapter 8 • Basic Cable
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Unless you are stuck with rabbit ears 
connected to your TV or you threw out 
your television all together, once 
Bonanza was cancelled, you’ve found 
yourself fighting through the 500-
channel jungle of Cable Television. 
About 85 million households in the 
country subscribe to a cable or satellite 
company. 

Basic cable networks like USA, TNT and 
TBS have been cable television staples 
since the beginning. Networks like 
History, Discovery, and A&E have 
become increasingly popular because 
of successful to programs like Pawn 
Stars, Deadliest Catch and Duck 
Dynasty. History, along with networks 
like NatGeo, SyFy and Lifetime have 
reaped the rewards of airing original 
films and documentaries. And from 
Mark Burnett’s The Bible on History to 
The Asylum’s Sharknado on SyFy, the 
range of successful programming is 
wide.

2012’s HIGHEST RATED CABLE SHOWS

1. The Walking Dead (AMC)
2. The Closer (TNT)
3. Rizzoli & Isles (TNT)
4. Major Crimes (TNT)
5. Pawn Stars (History)
6. Perception (TNT)
7. Dallas (TNT)
8. Sons of Anarchy (FX)
9. Suits (USA)
10. Jersey Shore (MTV) 
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Michael Emerson, a Free Minds Film 
Distribution Seminar contributor, has 
produced extensively for outlets such as 
History, The Biography Channel, A&E, and 
The Disney Channel. It’s easy to understand 
why so many independent filmmakers try to 
get such networks to air their films, but 
Emerson says filmmakers often get the 
process all wrong. Independent filmmakers 
will rarely find success approaching 
networks directly. Emerson explains:

Just ask yourself this question. If 
you were the network executive 
and I come to you with a great 
idea, and you love it... are you 
gonna let me produce it? Just 
think, you are the head of a 
network, in charge of production 
and you don’t know me from 
Adam. You are not gonna plan out 
a show with a certain level of 
quality and a certain deadline for 
a certain budget... and not have 
me deliver! So what you are gonna 
do… if you like my idea, is to say 
“I like your idea and we want to 
do it, but you are gonna do it 
under someone else. Because we 
know that company. They’ve 
delivered for us in the past.

Emerson advises those seeking cable 
distribution to look into the production 
companies that already have a relationship 
with the networks they are targeting. He 
calls these production companies “banner 
companies.” 

Michael Emerson speaks to attendees at the 
2013 Free Minds Film Distribution Seminar in 

Culver City, CA. 
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There is very little incentive for 
network executives to sift through 
countless independent project 
submissions that will likely fail to 
meet their production quality 
standards. These networks have  
bui l t an audience around a 
particular brand they’ve spent 
years and count less dol lars 
perfecting. Their banner companies 
have built long-lasting relationships 
with these networks by adhering to 
specific guidelines tailored for each 
network. When a banner company 
gears up for a new project with 
History, producers refer to an 
existing "bible" of technical specs, 
g raph i c s requ i remen t s , and 
delivery procedures. These types of 
instructions vary from network to 
network and it’s impossible for 
independent filmmakers to blindly 
nail the specs on their own. This 
doesn't mean your project couldn't 
be reverse engineered to adhere to 
their needs, but that will require 
more time, money and energy to 
accomplish. So you better have a 
project that is worth that amount of 
attention. And audiences are even 
more fickle. 

When viewers tune into History for 
a special event or their favorite 

show, they expect to watch a high-
qua l i t y p rogram wi t h good 
s t o r y t e l l i ng , s t a t e -o f - t he -a r t 
graphics, and maybe a 
celebrity narrator or 
host. Those expectations 
can vary from network to 
network. Spend time 
watching networks and  
note which, if any, air 
programs that are similar 
to yours. If you have an 
over-the-top zombie flick 
set in WWII Europe with 
cheesy dialogue and 
bad effects, don’t expect 
History to schedule that 
o n t h e i r s l a t e j u s t 
because it takes place in 
worn-torn 1940s Poland. 
Instead, head over to 
SyFy. They eat that stuff 
u p . C h e c k o u t t h e 
network’s programming 
and find out who are the 
production companies -- 
the banner companies -- 
making those programs. 
Instead of contacting the 
networks, you should 
con t ac t t he banne r 
companies they work 
with.

BANNER COMPANIES

Here are the companies behind 
some of the more popular cable 
reality shows and mini-series. 

ORIGINAL PRODUCTIONS
Deadliest Catch
Ice Road Truckers
Storage Wars

LEFTFIELD PICTURES
Pawn Stars
American Restoration

GURNEY PRODUCTIONS
Duck Dynasty
American Guns

LOU REDA PRODUCTIONS
WWII in HD
Vietnam in HD

LIGHTWORKERS MEDIA
The Bible 
Son of God

THINKFACTORY MEDIA
Hatfield & McCoys
Walker, Texas Ranger
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Wi l l t hey acqu i re your 
finished film? Most likely no. 
But maybe you could use your 
film as a calling card for a 
future project. (You do have a 
"next project" don't you?) If 
the production company likes 
your film, likes you, and likes 
your plan for your next film, 
perhaps you could work 
t o g e t h e r . C o n s i d e r 
a p p r o a c h i n g b a n n e r 
c o m p a n i e s b e f o r e yo u 
embark on your project. That 
way you’ll know their process 
from the beginning, and such 
knowledge could spare you 
from wasting time, money, 
and opportunities. However, 
this approach also has its 
pitfalls. Say you pitch a great 
idea to producers at a banner 
company. They may love the 
idea, but why should they 
partner with you? And what’s 
to stop them from taking your 
idea and producing the show 
without you? The trick is 
finding something that makes 
it clear to them that you are a 
valuable part of the project. 
Perhaps you have deep 
knowledge of the topic or 
relationships with possible 
fi n a n c i e r s o r c e l e b r i t y 

narrators. Think about why 
the banner company would 
be better off having you 
involved with the project.

If you do wind up partnering 
with a seasoned production 
company, be ready to let go 
of some control. After all, they 
are the ones who have the 
connection with the network 
and a good track record of 
success. Deferring to their 
judgement will allow you to 
remain in good favor. Pick 
your battles wisely. You are 
on the same team. They are 
under pressure to deliver the 
show or film the network 
expec t s . They have a 
reputation to uphold and 
deadlines to meet. 

It may seem like contacting 
the banner companies who 
work with networks may be 
nea r l y a s d i f fi c u l t a s 
contacting the networks 
themselves. That’s probably 
true. However, the banner 
c o m p a n i e s ’ l a y e r o f 
protection from outside 
solicitation is probably not 
as thick as the network’s. 
Remain persistent, cordial, 

and professional. That may 
seem like obvious advice, but 
it ’s surprising how many 
people neglect the obvious. 
The key is to signal that you 
have done your homework. 
You know t he types o f 
programming they produce, 
and won’t pitch something 
that falls far outside the scope 
of their interests. You’ve 
worked hard on your project 
and you should continue to 
work hard to nurture the 
relationships with the people 
who may become you r 
producing partners in the 
future.

CELEBRITIES

Michael Emerson also shared 
another secret to success: 
celebrities. It may seem like an 
obvious one, but there is a 
deeper layer to it. Attaching a 
celebrity to your project either 
for narration, voice-over, or 
acting can make a huge 
difference in getting the attention 
of distribution outlets. The trick 
again is to remain relevant to 
their interests. Check out 
Chapter 12, Celebrities, to find 
out more.



Chapter 9 • iTunes Store
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Apple introduced the iPod in 2001, and 
the device changed the way people 
listen to music practically overnight. In 
2003, Apple opened the 
iTunes Store to begin 
se l l ing mus ic . Two 
year s la t e r i Tunes 
a d d e d m ov i e s , t v 
s h ow s , a n d m u s i c 
videos.

Apple’s one-two punch 
of the iPod and iTunes 
Store knocked out the 
most famous music store 
chain in America. In 2006, 46-year-old 
Tower Records, filed for bankruptcy and 
shuttered its doors. And if you’re 
wondering how successful Apple’s 
venture into home video has been, think 
about the last time you walked through 
the DVD section at Tower Video, 
Blockbuster Video, Suncoast, f.y.e, 
Wherehouse, …. Walgreens? You get the 
picture. 

If you really need to find DVDs for sale 
you can look in the grocery aisles; big 
box stores like Target, Best Buy, and 
Walmart or maybe rent a disc from that 
funny looking red vending machine 
outside 7-11. 

If you are one of the 575 million people 
in the world with an iTunes account, then 
you are downloading and streaming 

from the world’s largest 
music and video retailer, 
Apple’s iTunes Store. With 
over 45,000 movie titles 
a va i l ab l e unde r one 
“roof,” there has never 
been a store big enough 
to carry that many films. 
Can you imagine having 
your film available for rent 
or purchase in a store that 

is accessible to 575 million 
customers? Did you ever think you could 
gain access to a potential audience that 
large? 

You can.

iTunes Store has recently begun offering 
“da y - and -da t e” re l ea se s whe re 
customers pay a premium to rent certain 
films while the films are playing in 
theaters. iTunes Store is accessed on over 
315 million mobile Apple devices like the 
iPod, iPhone and iPad. AppleTV is 
currently being used in six million homes 
making Video-On-Demand easier for 
iTunes Store customers. The future is here 
and it is awesome.
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Getting Your Film on iTunes

The iTunes Store accepts feature-length 
mot ion p ic tures , shor t fi lms, and 
documentaries, which are made available 
to customers in 480p, 720p, or 1080p 
quality. You’ll need a United States Tax ID 
to do business on iTunes, and Apple takes 
30 percent of all sales, leaving you with 
70 percent, which you may share with 
aggregators or other partners. 

The first step is filling out an online 
application, where you describe the type 
of content you’re interested in distributing. 

If iTunes approves your application, step 
two is delivering your film. Films must be 
encoded and delivered to iTunes by an 
approved Apple encoding facility, such as 
b i t M a x , J u i c e , C i n e t i c R i g h t s 
Management, or Inception. Expect to pay 
something in the neighborhood of $1400 
to have your feature film encoded. 

The purpose of partnering with an Apple-
approved contractor is mainly to ensure 
that your film meets iTunes’ technical 
standards and gives consumers a high-
quality viewing experience. Another 
benefit to you is that most of these 
companies can also prepare your film for 
other VOD services such as Amazon, 
vudu, Netflix, Playstation, YouTube, 
XBOX, CinemaNow and others. 

Now, just because your film is listed in 
iTunes Store, doesn’t mean you can sit 
back and watch the cash roll in. Step 
three is critical, spread the word! It’s up to 
you to market your film so it stands out 
from the pack. 

Be aware that once your film is listed you 
better be ready for the viewer ratings and 
reviews that come with any Internet 
exposure.

As you can imagine, there will be lots of 
opinions out there and if your film starts 
to gain the attention of consumers and 
they begin to openly review your film, 
you will discover just how many opinions 
there are. Remember to take each 
comment good or bad with a grain a of 
salt. To quote The Dark Knight: “Some 
men just want to watch the world burn.” 

This applies to Internet commenters as 
well. Some of them just want to bash you, 
bash your film, and bash anyone online 
that actually likes your film. A heated 
debate about your film is a nice problem 
to have. Just ask Michael Moore 
(Fahrenheit 9/11) or Martin Scorcese (The 
Last Temptation of Christ).

But we can offer one tip to make sure that 
you keep your star rating in the 4-5 
range… make a great movie.

https://itunesconnect.apple.com/WebObjects/iTunesConnect.woa/wa/apply
https://itunesconnect.apple.com/WebObjects/iTunesConnect.woa/wa/apply
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iTunes Store has a 45%  market share of Internet video-on-demand rentals... worldwide.

Exit question is, with this kind of market saturation and success, when is it time to get your 
film into iTunes Store? 

Right now.

45%

18%
15%

14%
8%

iTunes Store
Amazon Instant Video
VUDU
Xbox/Zune
all other

THE iTUNES STORE HAS...

•A 64% share of the online music market. (Largest worldwide)

•A 29% share of total music sales. (Largest worldwide)

•A 65% share of total movie sales. (Largest worldwide)
•	 Xbox/Zune has 16%
•	 Amazon has 4%

•575 million active user accounts and serves over 315 million mobile devices

•25 billion songs sold by February 2013

•2 million feature films sold by July 2007

•1 million HD TV episodes sold by October 2008

•40 billion apps sold by January 2013

•45,000 movie titles available in HD and SD

•190,000 episodes of TV available in HD and SD
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Success Stories

BACHELORETTE

The film starring Kirsten Dunst, 
Isla Fisher (Wedding Crashers) 
and Lizzy Caplan (Masters of 
Sex,) has broken ground not 
only as a no-holds-barred dark 
comedy with multiple female 
leads but for its digital-first 
release.

This indie film was acquired by a 
new division within Weinstein 

Company. Rather than try to sell 
the film to audiences as being 
just like the box-office smash 

Bridesmaids, which it 
certainly is not, the film 
w a s r e l e a s e d 
exclusively on iTunes 
and debuted at #1 a 
full month before it was 
released in theaters. 

Bachelorette took in 
$500,000 with zero 

theaters and virtually no 
print advertising. As of October 
2013,  it has earned over $8 
million in VOD revenue with 
another $11 million from foreign 
markets. 

"People will see movies [on 
iTunes] they've never heard of 
[by taking] a chance on a 
familiar face or snazzy poster," 

says a Hollywood.com movie 
editor. 

The success of Bachelorette 
supports the argument that 
movie audiences are becoming 
i n c rea s i ng l y com f o r t ab l e 
spending less money to watch a 
“smaller” film in their homes and 
saving the theater experience 
for event films like The Avengers.

FOR LOVERS ONLY

For Lovers Only is a romance flick produced by brothers Mark and Michael Polish. The movie 
took 12 days to shoot and starred Mark Polish as the male lead playing opposite actress 
Stana Katic. Not a single dime was spent on filming or producing the movie. Since they 
already had a camera and editing equipment, the brothers’ primary expenses were hotels, 
food and taxis, which they would have incurred had they been on vacation instead of 
shooting a film. The movie climbed as high as #43 in iTunes Top 100 Movie chart and has 
grossed over $200,000 in profits. There was no expensive marketing budget either. Most 
sales were generated by word of mouth or circulation on social networks.

The film currently has an overall score of 4 stars out 5 with over 700 ratings.



Chapter 10 • Webseries Networks
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If you’re aiming to create a 
season of a brand new web 
series, congratulations! For you 
are truly committed to the idea 
of independent production, 
distribution, and marketing 
(even if the possibility of 
financial success is pretty slim.) 
But if you didn’t really want to 
go “indie,” you wouldn't have 
gotten yourself mixed up in this 
genre. 

So let's say you have a six-
episode run of the first season 
of your new web series. You’ve 
already considered putting it 
up on YouTube (and you 
should!) but you also know 
t ha t w i t hou t t he p roper 
dedication to marketing it, your 
series will likely be a drop in 
an ocean of literally billions of 
other online videos. That’s 
where websites devoted solely 
to webseries come in. Viewers 
rely on them to be curators of 
good content, and if you take 
a look at what the sites are 
offering, you’ll be able to 
decide whether they "deserve" 
your awesome new show. 

Webseries and these websites 
have carved out a nice little 

corner on the Internet. In fact 
in recent years, film festival-
type events have emerged in 
Los Angeles t ha t screen 
submitted webseries episodes 
and then hand out awards. 
And to take it one step further, 
the Streamy Awards are an 
annual Oscar award-type gala 
where webseries creators and 
talent receive the red carpet 
t reatment and get to s i t 
through their own version of a 
three hour awards ceremony. 

T u b e F i l t e r . c o m a n d 
WebSeriesToday.com are two 
good websites that will keep 
you up to date on the latest 
happenings in the webseries 
world. 

While there are plenty of 
webseries site options out 
there, let’s take a look at two 
of the best sites devoted to 
w e b s e r i e s  B l i p a n d 
MyDamnChannel. 

Be sure to check out the others 
to the right as well to see if 
they are a good home for your 
project.

QUICK TIP
No matter where you 
premiere your series, 
be certain to generate 
as much social media 
interest beforehand. 
Think outside the box 
and generate as much 
buzz as possible. 
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Bl ip i s so l e l y f ocu sed on 
webseries, and the site allows 
p roduce r s t o up load and 
monetize their content. The 
viewers coming t o 
Blip are looking 
for great shows 
to watch, so it’s 
not the place 
for your video 
of Unc le Dino’s 
70th birthday cake fiasco with 
the neighbor's dog. If you have 
produced a quality show (i.e. 
good script, good acting, high 
production value and high quality 
presentation) Blip will most likely 
promote your show across the 
site. Imagine that, free publicity! 
It makes sense for Blip because 
its commitment to high quality 
allows the site to generate more 
ad revenue. 

In September 2013, Maker 
Studios, the world’s largest multi-
channel network of online video 
content, acquired Blip. As of this 
writing, no plans have been 
announced that would alter how 
Blip operates. But keep your eyes 
peeled for news. 

Here’s what Blip looks for:

• Conten t cons i s ten t in 
nature and format.

•Content packaged for 
e a s y a u d i e n c e 
consumption.

•C o n t e n t t h a t i s 
released regularly and 

predictably (or a large 
back catalog of episodes.)

Blip is free to join and upload. 
There is an application process, 
but if you have quality content, 
you’ll be in good shape. Keep in 
mind that you must be ready to 
submit an entire web series, not 
just a standalone video. If you 
become a Blip producer, you’ll 
have control over your own 
channel. Users can find your 
content by browsing or if it’s 
promoted on the front page they  
can click to watch it. But, as is so 
often the case, promoting your 
series will be mostly up to you. 

QUICK TIP

Most webseries sites do 
not require exclusivity, 
so consider uploading 
your webseries to 
multiple sites. Think of it 
as already being in 
syndication! 
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Blip is also free to users; they just have 
to put up with the ads that run before a 
video and while it plays. Blip does not 
invest in content, but the site does split 
ad revenue 50/50 with content 
creators. Don’t expect to make a 
bunch of money unless you start hitting 
multimillion-views territory. 

Although some drama, sci-fi, and 
thrillers do well, comedy reigns in the 
web series world.

Comedies Popular On Blip 

• Red vs. Blue 

• Ins ide the Ac tor ’s S tudio 
Apartment 

• Lumber Baron of Jasper County
 

• I’m Too Fragile for This

 

 

Blip is also an aggregator of content, 
which makes it extremely attractive as 
your go-to place to upload your series. 
The Blip dashboard allows you to 
upload and display your videos on the 
Blip destination site. It also allows you 
to manage your series across their 
distribution partners, like iTunes and 
YouTube. Blip has built software and 
negotiated agreements to distribute 
shows to the best destinations for web 
video. Here’s how Blip puts it ...

The key to growing a large and 
sustainable audience is platform 
diversity. Relying on a single platform 
is limiting yourself to only that 
audience. At Blip, we help our shows 
reach their ‘Total Potential Audience.’ 
That’s why Blip is 100% non-exclusive 
and offers powerful syndication tools 
that distribute your show to places like 
YouTube, Roku, iTunes, and other top 
video destinations to help build your 
audience.

Once you've set up or been approved 
t o r e l ea se con t en t t h rough a 
distribution partner, you can syndicate 
your content with a single click on the 
Blip upload form. Blip also allows you 
to track your episodes’ progress with 
the stats feature.

1,000,000 views on Blip

http://blip.tv/dashboard/upload
http://blip.tv/dashboard/upload
http://blip.tv/dashboard/stats
http://blip.tv/dashboard/stats


 FREE MINDS FILM DISTRIBUTION GUIDE 54

Unlike Blip, My Damn Channel (MDC) 
is more than a distributor, it’s a studio 
too. The site launched in 2007, and is 
one of the most successful of the early 
web series pioneers. TIME Magazine 
named it one of the “Best 50 Websites 
in 2011,” and My Damn Channel is 
home to some of the most successful 
comedic web ser ies , 
including Wainy Days 
and Horrible People.  

M y D a m n C h a n n e l 
emphasizes comedy and 
The My Damn Channel 
Comedy Network is the 
place to submit your 
projects and join the 
lineup of weekly comedy series. Some 
MDC shows feature wel l -known 
comedians from television and film. 
Harry Shearer of Saturday Night Live 
and The Simpsons fame produces a 
show called Found Objects (“lost” 
footage never meant to make air) and 
comedians Andy Milonakis, Maria 
Bamford, Gilbert Gottfried and Jimmy 

Kimmel all have channels on My Damn 
Channel. 

The site prefers to create or acquire 
exclusive content to add to the 
website’s line-up, and also produces 
branded programming for targeted 
advertising campaigns for major 

advertisers. The site uses 
both YouTube and its own 
player to display content. 
A d ve r t i s e m e n t s r u n 
during pre-roll.

In April of 2013, My 
D a m n C h a n n e l 
announced a partnership 
with BlipTV to produce 

original content exclusive to Blip and 
MDC for 30 days before distributing 
on YouTube and elsewhere. Because of 
Blip’s loyal audience, My Damn 
Channel content will increase its 
visibility for its programming and 
advertisers while delivering premium 
content to Blip viewers.

POPULAR MDC SHOWS
Celebrity Sleepover
Bill Murray Show
Found Objects

Daddy Knows Best

http://www.mydamnchannel.com/Comedy-Network/
http://www.mydamnchannel.com/Comedy-Network/
http://www.mydamnchannel.com/Comedy-Network/
http://www.mydamnchannel.com/Comedy-Network/
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For a great many producers, 
YouTube looms larger than any 
other distribution outlet. No 
wonder. It’s free, convenient, 
ubiquitous, and people spend 
lots of time on the site. In fact, 
YouTube viewers watch about 
four billion hours 
o f v i d e o p e r 
month. 

These days everyone 
wants a viral video 
and sometimes clients 
and producers forget that 
bigger is not necessarily better 
when it comes to audiences. 
The obsession with views has 
led some content creators to 
adopt shady practices. There 
are plenty of ways to game the 
system or buy fake views. One 
popular low-tech shenanigan is 
to use misleading thumbnail 
images of, say, cleavage. Such 
thumbnails may generate lots 
of clicks, but when viewers 
realize the video isn’t what 
they expected, they quickly 
leave. That leads to questions 
that are harder to answer than 
you might think. For instance, 
wha t coun t s as a v iew? 

Someone may click on your 
five-minute video and stick 
around for only two seconds. 
Someone else may watch the 
whole video. Does each count 
as a view? 

YouTube 
has recently redefined what 
counts as a view, and content 
creators have been annoyed to 
discover an across-the-board 
28 percent decline in views 
over the past year (so if your 
videos aren’t attracting as 
many views as they used to, 
you’re not alone!) Prior to the 
change, YouTube would track 
the duration of views up to 30 
seconds in order to ensure that 
a click led to an actual view. 
Now YouTube’s robots hang 
around for two or three minutes 
before declaring a click has 
become a legitimate view, and 

it’s all part of YouTube’s new 
emphasis on engagement 
instead of views.

YouTube’s discovery features--
that is, how viewers find videos 

via search and suggested 
videos--used to reward 
videos that attracted 
clicks rather than videos 
that actually kept viewers 
e n g a g e d . B u t n o w 
YouTube has changed 
that, and today how long 

people watch your videos 
matters more than how many 
people click them. So although 
total views on YouTube have 
slumped, people are spending 
more time watching the videos 
they click. Over the past year, 
the average duration of a 
video view has grown from 
three minutes to four. (Fun fact: 
Hulu’s average view is 8.5 
minutes.) Why the change? 
Business. Longer viewing means 
more opportunity to show ads, 
and advertisers believe that 
engaged viewers are more 
receptive to brand advertising.
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So how should content creators respond? 
YouTube has some suggestions:

The best thing creators can do to be 
successful on YouTube is make 
videos that people want to watch. 
Simple, isn’t it? Unfortunately, many 
of the tactics we’ve heard from 
creators to optimize for YouTube’s 
discovery features may in fact 
backfire.

For example, we’ve heard from 
some creators who intentionally 
made their videos shorter in an 
attempt to get a higher retention 
rate. Unfortunately, this won’t help. 
While high retention on your videos 
is a good indication of engagement, 
we are actually optimizing for how a 
video contributes to a longer 
viewing session on YouTube. So your 

video isn’t more likely to be seen 
just because it’s shorter. 

Conversely, we’ve also heard from 
some creators who intentionally 
made their videos longer, assuming 
that longer videos lead to more 
watch time. This also isn’t necessarily 
true, because it can be more 
chal lenging to keep v iewers 
engaged through a longer video. 
(Think of a comedy sketch that drags 
on... just... a little... too long.)

A s a r e s u l t , o u r p r i m a r y 
recommendation is to s imply 
continue making the great videos 
your audience loves, and stay away 
from questionable optimization 
strategies.

Make great content! It often comes down to 
that easier-said-than-done advice. And, for 
the most part, it’s the more the merrier 
when it comes to views and engagement. 
(And don’t forget the related issue of 
zeroing in on who your audience is with 
niche marketing. Better to have a well-
targeted video with 5,000 views than a 
500,000-view video that your target 
audience ignored.) 

Although there are no hard-and-fast rules 
that will guarantee you’ll produce a big hit, 
there are broad-stroke tips that will help 
improve your chances of success. Keep in 
mind that many of these rules are works in 
progress, they change and evolve as the 
YouTube audience changes and evolves.

579,463,966
That’s how many views 
“Charlie bit my finger - again!” has 
attracted. Excluding music videos, it is the 
most watched video in the world. 
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How Long Should My Video Be?

As advances in technology continue to 
expand YouTube viewing from a work-
time diversion to something more 
people do during “lean back” times 
when they used to be watching 
broadcast television, we can expect 
YouTube viewers to stick around for 
longer videos. That is, they’ll stick 
around if the videos are well done.    
A two -m i nu t e v i deo can f ee l 
excruciatingly long if it’s not well 
executed and a two-hour movie can 
feel quick if it is well executed.  

There’s a danger in using YouTube’s 
new emphasis on engagement as an 
excuse to make a video that’s longer 
than it should be. Remember, it’s 
always better to stop too soon than to 
go on too long. Time is the most 
valuable commodity we have. And we 
shouldn’t waste our viewers’ time. 
Content producers should make every 
effort to view their videos with eyes of 
content consumers. We’d all waste 
less time and be a little bit happier. If 
you think your video can’t be any 
shorter watch it in a room with other 
people. If your video drags, you’ll be 
able to feel it. 

Use the “Rockstar Rule.” Leave them 
wanting more. Your favorite band may 
return for one encore, maybe two. But 
bands shouldn’t stay on stage too 
long. They want their audiences 
howling and begging for more, rather 
than yawning and looking at their 
watches. Examine the analytics section 
in the backend of your YouTube 
channel. If most viewers stick around 
for most of your videos, then you’re 
probably in good shape. If you see 
that they jump ship early on in the 
videos, that’s an argument for going 
shorter. And make sure the first 15 
seconds of your video are especially 
engaging, as that’s when viewers are 
most likely to jump ship. 
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Do The Easy Things Right

Start screen: Along with the title, your start 
screen is probably the first impression 
potential viewers will have of your video. If 
it’s a boring image, it will likely be their last 
impression of your video. Yet so many 
content producers allow YouTube to 
randomly generate their start screens (or 
they select one of the choices YouTube 
robots offer.) That’s why we’re inundated 
with so many “guy in a suit” start screens. 

Bust open Photoshop and take a bit of time 
to craft what you want your viewer’s first 
impression of your video to be. Keep in 
mind that potential viewers will likely be 
gazing at a small thumbnail image, so 
choose your composition and color scheme 
accordingly. Use bright colors. Don’t clutter 
the screen. Choose something that will 
stand out from the crowd. You put so much 
time into producing your video, you should 
take an extra bit of time to make sure that 
the first impression viewers see is the most 
interesting version of reality possible. 

Title: Choose a title that is punchy, specific, 
and direct--it’s best to avoid puns or clever 
references that might be unclear. Unlike the 
video itself, longer is probably better for 
titles since you’ll be better able to include 
searchable terms. 

Lead with whatever will be most interesting 
to the greatest number of people. If you’re 
releasing an interview with a well-known 
person, then lead with that person’s name: 
“Adam Carolla on X, Y, and Z.” If the 
interview subject isn’t terribly well known, 
but says something provocative, lead with a 
reference to the provocative statement: 
“Why it’s time to move to another country: 
An interview with John Doe.”

Experiment with lists. Viewers love lists (and 
I can give you three reasons why!) Sites like 
Cracked make extensive use of lists (“6 
Harsh Truths That Will Make You a Better 
Person.”) The “what they don’t want you to 
know” set up is also popular since it plays 
on viewers’ desire to be “in the know.” It’s 
the lure of the forbidden fruit.

The web loves confrontation. Just witness 
the countless titles that claim Rachel 
Maddow “PWNS!” so and so (or so and so 
“DEMOLISHES” Maddow.) So you might 
consider using your title to reference why 
some popular person or point of view is 
definitely right or absolutely wrong. On the 
other hand, be careful not to go overboard, 
not only can such bravado be obnoxious, it 
could also hurt your branding. A snarky in-
your-face title that might generate lots of 
v i e w s o n G a w k e r m i g h t b e 
counterproductive and inappropriate for 
think tanks or other non-profits.
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Text field: The text field below your video is 
valuable real estate that you should treat as 
such. The first few lines are “above the 
fold” and thus especially valuable as they 
will be visible to viewers even if they don’t 
click the “about” tab (which reveals your 
text field in its entirety.) 

Many content producers recommend using 
the first few lines to direct viewers to your 
Facebook page and Twitter account. Since 
YouTube does not allow users to embed 
links, you’ll have to copy and paste the 
entire URL.

Your title should be punchy and your text 
field should be as well. Highlight the most 
interesting parts of your video. If you’ve 
interviewed a well-known figure mention the 
person’s name, if your interview subject 
made a provocative statement consider 
leading with that quotation. Get specific. 
Tell viewers what your video is about. If 
your video is an interview, you might use 
the “x, y, why” sentence structure to 
highlight specific topics. For instance: “We 
sat down with Penn Jillette, who gave us his 
take on Ron Paul, Obamacare, and why 
mag i c i an s a re l e s s c rooked t han 
politicians.”

You have focused the viewer on two specific 
topics, which have a good chance of 

piquing their interest. Moreover, you leave 
with a bit of mystery (that forbidden fruit 
again!) which might help convince them to 
click.

Many bloggers have to be won over by the 
title, start screen, and text field before they 
commit to the five minutes it takes to watch 
your video. And if they like your video, 
make it easy for them to promote it. The 
livelier your prose, the more likely they are 
to copy and paste your text into their blog 
post. 
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Annotations: Annotations are the text 
features that YouTube lets you add to your 
video after it's uploaded. You can set up 
annotations that link to other YouTube 
videos, channels, or search results. 
YouTubers often use annotations to invite 
viewers to subscribe to their channel, watch 
another video, and sound off in the 
comments section. A common strategy is to 
add a “subscr ibe to this channel” 
annotation near the beginning and near the 
end of each video, and a “click to watch 
another video” annotation at the end. 

Experiment with annotations to discover 
what works best for you. There is much to 
do beyond the basics. You can invite people 
to add their own annotations to your own 
videos. People have made interactive 
games with the use of annotations. Be 

careful not to overwhelm viewers with too 
many as they can quickly clutter the screen 
and divert viewers’ attention. 

Tags: YouTube allows users to assign tags to 
videos, and tags serve as a way to 
c a t e g o r i z e v i d e o s a n d i m p r o v e 
searchability. When applying tags you 
should think of all the various search terms 
that might lead potential viewers to your 
video. If you’re interviewing Harvard 
psychologist Steven Pinker, you should use 
“steven pinker” as one tag, since he’s a 
well-known figure and you want people 
who search for his name to find your video. 
You might also add the title of his latest 
book “Better Angels of our Nature.” If you 
discussed censorship and free speech with 
him, be sure to list those terms as tags too.
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Do the Harder Things Right

Develop relationships with bloggers: 
Bloggers, especially the big ones, get 
countless emails, tweets, and Facebook 
messages from content producers who are 
looking for some publicity. Yet far too many 
of these content producers are making far 
too many mistakes. 

If you send an email to a blogger in the 
hopes that he’ll post your video, pay 
attention to what is important to that 
blogger. Take care to send bloggers videos 
that are in their bailiwick. If someone only 
blogs about health policy and you send him 
a video about foreign policy, you are not 
just wasting your time and his, you are 
making yourself look like you don’t have 
your act together. You are signaling that 
you are not paying attention to what is 
important to that blogger. And if you don’t 
pay attention to him, why should he pay 
attention to you? If you eventually do 
produce a video on health policy and send 
it his way, it may be too late. He may have 
already filtered out emails from you 
because past experience has shown him 
that your videos are not blogworthy. 

Don’t just think about the blogger on the 
day you release a video. Instead, keep up 
with the blogger on a regular basis. 

Remember that distribution is a two-way 
street. Think about what he wants. One 
thing he wants is interesting content that will 
interest his readers. You should have that 
one covered, since you are already focused 
on producing high-quality content. But you 
should also send links to articles and 
videos, even if you did not produce them. 
The fact that they may help the blogger do 
his job should be enough reason for you to 
send it his way.

When you send a blogger your video, 
consider adding a personalized note that 
helps frame your video in the context of that 
particular blog. Perhaps you could show 
how your video relates to something he has 
addressed in the past.

If you got the idea for a video from a 
writer, let that person know. If you highlight 
an article a blogger wrote, let that person 
know. When a blogger posts your video, 
send a thank you (via email, Twitter, 
Facebook or all of the above).

HAT TIP
The ‘ol hat tip has been 
reborn on the Internet. 
When you want to give 
credit to others for their 
w o r k , y o u u s e “ h / t ” 
followed by their names. 
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Interact with viewers: Old media was 
dominated by the active-passive framework. 
Producers took care of the “active” part 
and viewers took care of the “passive” 
part. New media consumers aren’t satisfied 
passively watching a video. They want to 
contribute, and content producers should 
encourage them to participate. Everyone 
wants to tell people what they think and 
have those thoughts validated. Producers 
should look for opportunities to get viewers 
involved, even if it’s as simple as asking 
them to give their opinion in the comments 
section. 

In the 90s, people watching Seinfeld would 
never expect Jerry to interact with them. 
Today’s experience is more intimate and 
viewers like interacting with people on the 
screen. It’s true that the YouTube comments 
section is rarely considered a wellspring of 
wisdom, and you will indeed find many 
commenters whose confidence far outstrips 
their intelligence. But then again, you will 
find many who have insightful things to say. 
Responding to comments can improve 
search engine optimization as searchability 
goes up when comments go up. Try 
engaging commenters. It may drive you 
nuts, it may help drive traffic to your video, 
or it may do both.

Study your statistics: Get in the habit of 
checking out statistics for all of your videos. 
T a k e n o t e o f y o u r a u d i e n c e ’ s 
demographics, how long viewers watch 
your videos, and where your views come 

from. Try to make occasional bloggers into 
regular bloggers. 

Post-game analysis: Of ten there’s a 
temptation to release a video and then 
focus on producing another one. But take 
time to learn from your mistakes and your 
successes. Get in the habit of examining 
what you thought would happen versus 
what actually happened. What did you and 
your team do right? What could you 
improve next time? 

Finally, be prepared to be surprised. There 
will be times you will have done everything 
right, and the video bombs anyway. Maybe 
you got sideswiped by a breaking news 
story that commands everyone’s attention. 
Maybe the blogger you were counting on 
to tout your video is out with the flu. Maybe 
you can’t figure out what went wrong. 
Relax and embrace the randomness of web 
distribution. Control what you can control, 
and even then realize all you’re doing is 
improving your chances of success. No one 
can guarantee a viral video, just as no one 
can guarantee a box office hit. 

Keep in mind that surprises go the other 
way too. Sooner or later you’ll produce a 
video that you figure has little distribution 
potential, and it’ll become a big hit.
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Sometimes it seems like celebrities think 
the world revolves around them. And 
when it comes to the world of film, that 
may not be far from the truth. After all, 
stars know how coveted they are. 
“Who’s in it?” If it’s not the first question 
distributors ask, it’s always near the top. 

Whether you like it or not, the best way 
to make your film stand out is not to write 
it really well or direct it really well or 
even to feature especially talented 
actors. The best way to make your film 
stand out is to attach a celebrity. And if 
your film stands out, it’s more likely to get 
distributed. Cast is king, as they say. 

Celebrities are, of course, a huge deal 
for theatrical distribution. And they’re 
also a huge deal on the film festival 
circuit, and in foreign markets, which are 
driving more and more production 
decisions these days. Celebrities are even 
a huge deal in the world of VOD, the 
very world where indie filmmakers have 
the best shot at success. But what if, like 
most indie filmmakers, you don’t have the 
money or connections to attract Angelina 
Jolie or Robert Downey Jr.? Is all hope 
lost!

Fear not, it’s not quite as bad as it seems.

In the first place, you needn’t get an A-
lister in order to get decent distribution, 
and it turns out the definit ion of 
“celebrity” is looser than you might 
imagine. Speak to a foreign sales agent 
and you’ll hear all kinds of interesting 
scoop about who “matters” in France or 
South Korea. Often times other nations 
have, what to Americans, may seem like 
quirky attachments (and we’re not just 
talking about Germans who dig David 
Hasselhoff.) Certain shows that are off the 
air in the United States may still be 
popular abroad, meaning that someone 
who may seem like a D-lister in America 
just might be a B-lister in Australia, Japan, 
or Brazil. Such actors still count as 
“names,” and they will be much easier to 
attach to your project than whoever 
happens to be adorning the cover of Us 
Weekly. 

And who counts as a celebrity varies 
widely within the U.S. as well, where 
count less te lev is ion show actors , 
podcasters, and YouTubers matter to 
countless niche markets. If you’re working 
on a project with a free-market angle, 
think of the biggest celebrities in that 
world: Penn Jillette, Ron Paul, Adam 
Carolla, Drew Carey, and so on.
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Investigate anyone you might have access 
to who has an unexpectedly large social 
media presence. You’d be surprised at 
some of the folks who have a million Twitter 
followers. 

When you do approach a celebrity, make it 
a good pitch. You might not be able to offer 
a lot of money, but what can you offer? 
Perhaps you’re helping a celeb draw 
attention to an issue she finds important. 

And what about t ime commitment? 
Celebrities are extremely busy (even if 
they’re not, they may want to appear that 
they are) so the lower the time commitment 
the more likely they are to sign on to your 
project. Similarly, the more convenient it is 
for them, the more likely they are to sign on 
to your project. It may turn out to be a very 
wise investment to send a town car to pick 
up your name actor. 

And make sure the celeb will look good! 
Another wise investment may be to agree to 
hire the celeb’s favorite hair and makeup 
people. Celebs will be willing to work for 
cheap long before they allow anyone to 
make them look frumpy on camera. 

Consider your genre. Some, like horror, are 
far less dependent on a celebrity for 
success. Just think of all those slasher 
franchises that have lots and lots of sequels 
even though they don’t have much in the 
way of top-tier names. It’s also far less 
important to attach a celebrity if you’re 
producing a documentary. No doubt celebs 
on camera and as narrators can be a huge 
p l u s , b u t t h i n k a b o u t t h e m a n y 
documentaries that do just fine even though 
they’d never turn a paparazzo's head. 



Chapter 13 • Social Media
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Twitter

Twitter is a free social-networking and 
micro-blogging site. It allows its over 500 
million worldwide users to send and 
receive text and information - -140 
character or less at a time -- to each other 
in real time updates, aka “tweets.” It was 
created in 2007, but didn’t really catch fire 
until 2009. 

When Twitter first began, 
users would text their 
message through their 
phone to a designated number and it 
would get sent to all their followers. 
Nowadays, it’s accessed mostly through an 
application on your smartphone or 
computer. 

Certain third-party applications and online 
sites like HootSuite, TweetBot, and 
Twitterrific   allow more control over your 
feed by allowing you to schedule tweets, 
filter and create lists, unfollow and follow 
in larger quantities at once, and other 
tasks. Among them, some offer free and 
paid premium features.

Using social media to promote your project and connect with your audience is crucial. New social 
media networks are always popping up, adding new names to familiar brands like LinkedIn, 
Pinterest, and Google Plus. Here we head to the top of the list and highlight the two biggest social 
media networks; Twitter and Facebook.

TWITTER GLOSSARY click for more

@: This symbal is used to call out usernames in 
tweets. When a username is preceded by the @ 
sign, it becomes a link to the user’s Twitter profile. 

Follow: To follow someone on Twitter is to 
subscribe to their tweets. 

Follower: Someone who subscribes to your 
tweets.

#FF: This hashtag stands for “Follow Friday.” 
Users tag their tweets with this when suggesting to 
other users who to follow and it’s usually done on 
Fridays. 

Retweet: The act of forwarding another user’s 
tweet to all of your followers. 

RT:  An abbreviated version of “retweet.” 

Trending: A subject algorithmically determined to 
be one of the most popular on Twitter at the 
moment.

https://support.twitter.com/articles/166337-the-twitter-glossary
https://support.twitter.com/articles/166337-the-twitter-glossary
https://support.twitter.com/articles/166337-the-twitter-glossary
https://support.twitter.com/articles/166337-the-twitter-glossary
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The #Hashtag

The hashtag or pound sign is a 
way to tag or categorize your 
tweet. Perhaps you want to 
p r o m o t e y o u r l a t e s t 
documentary on the L i t t le 
League World Series shortstops 
titled Shortstop Shorties. You 
could Tweet out:

Go see Shortstop Shorties, 
t h e n e w d o c u m e n t a r y 
opening in theaters next 
Friday! 

N o w, t h a t s e e m s p r e t t y 
straightforward and to the 
5,000 followers you have on 
Twitter, that’s something to be 
excited about. But what if you 
wanted to catch the eye of other 
people on Twitter not following 
you who may be interested in 
your film? 

This is where “hashtagging” 
comes in. Tag your tweet and 
categorize it using words that 
specify what your film is about. 
Including a link to your trailer or 
Facebook page, website or the 
place to buy or rent your movie 
will increase the likelihood of 
more interaction. Instead of the 
above, you would tweet out 
something like this:

Go see Shortstop Shorties, 
t h e n e w d o c u m e n t a r y 
opening in theaters next 
Friday! #baseball #movie 
[link to trailer]

In the world of Twitter, users 
know that the # is there to 
categorize your main message. 
Shor ts top Shor t ies is now 
associated with baseball, little 
league, sports and movies on 
Twitter. 

Those who have an interest in 
baseball can search on Twitter 
“#baseball “ and only the tweets 
with that hashtag will show up -- 
including yours! If I’m a baseball 
fan I may see that tweet and 
then click on your link to the 
trailer and then schedule a 
Friday night movie night with my 
friends to see your movie. Ditto 
goes for people who are looking 
for a good movie suggestion. 

Be careful not to overuse the 
hashtag. Tweets with more than 
two hashtags actually show a 17 
percent drop in engagement. 
Perhaps it looks desperate. 
That’s not to say you can’t tweet 
the same message again using 
two new hashtags. 

Remember, there is no limit to 
how many tweets you may send. 
Tweet away, but also avoid 
overdoing it. If you’re constantly 
firing off tweets, you may end up 
annoying your followers.

#DO 
Use hashtags to find new followers! Search 
for #Baseball and see who’s tweeting about 
it. If you start following an active user who 
likes your film, they’ll start campaigning for 
you! 

#DON’T 
Never #hashtag #every #word #in #your 

#tweet. If you overuse the hashtag it looks 
clunky and  people may end up not  

retweeting you or worse, stop following you 
all together. 
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When you hear that something is 
“trending” on Twitter, it means 
that a hashtag word or phrase is 
being used in a lot of individual 
tweets and thus enters the top 10 
list of topics people are tweeting 
about on Twitter. Usually it’s a 
meme like #ILoveWhen [then the 
user finishes the sentence] or a 
current event topic like #Olympics 
or #iPhone10. 

You should be checking the 
trending list constantly to find 
opportunities to engage with 
potential new fans. For instance if 
you see #ILoveWhen is trending, 
go ahead and jump in on the 
conversation. 

#ILoveWhen 9 year old 
Austin makes that diving 
catch at 2nd. [link to a clip] 
#ShortstopShorties

You have total control and can 
even try and get your own topic 
trending. Trending filters on 
Twitter can be set at Worldwide, 
by country or -- in the U.S. -- by 
state then city. You can find out 
what people are tweeting about 
in the micro and macro. It’s a 
vital tool in marketing. 

The website trendsmap.com is a 
handy real-time guide to what 
topics people are talking about 
on Twitter. The site allows to 
zoom in and around a map all 
over the world. And as with most 
3rd party innovative add-ons of a 
popular activity, they offer more 
in-depth features to paid users. 

TOP TRENDS OF 2012 
The top hashtags for some of the most 

popular topics on Twitter. 

•CONVERSATION STARTERS .... #nowplaying

•POLITICS ................................ #tcot 

•SPORTS .................................. #nfl

•TV .......................................... #FamilyGuy

•MOVIES ................................. #ThinkLikeAMan

•MUSIC ................................... #RickRoss

•FOOD .................................... #ihop

•COUNTRIES ........................... #Syria

http://trendsmap.com
http://trendsmap.com
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When you tweet, always include a 
link. Whether it’s to your trailer 
on YouTube, your website or 
Facebook page or to a poster 
with more info. People will click 
your link if you include it. In fact, 
when users engage with a brand’s 
tweets, 92 percent of the time 
they also click on the links. And 
78 percent of user engagements 
result in re-tweets. Re-tweets are 
when a follower sees your initial 
tweet and then re-tweets it to their 
followers. The followers that don’t 
follow you never saw your initial 
tweet are now exposed to it 
because of that re-tweet. 

Of these engagements with 
brands, Saturday and Sunday see 
17 percent increase in activity. But 
only 19 percent of a brand’s 
initial tweets are on the weekend. 
You can impact your presence by 
be ing more ac t i ve on t he 
weekends when most people are 
not working and engaging in 
entertainment. 

If your tweet has an image 
attached, it’s two times as likely to 
be engaged with than without 
one. That is a staggering statistic 

and a tactic that is so easy to 
jump on and take advantage of. 

The same with hashtags. Tweets 
that have links have an 86 percent 
more of a chance of a RT.

Some third party companies will 
build up your followers and 
following lists for a fee. This gives 
the appearance that your Twitter 
account is widely followed by lots 
of people. This can be risky. It 
might open your account up to 
hackers or worse, bad word-of-
mouth, if it is revealed that you 
paid for followers. Get out there 
and engage personally. 

#ICYMI

Tweets that ask 
followers to Re-
Tweet receive 12 
times higher re-
tweet rates than 
those that do not 
ask, but less than 1 
percent of brands 
use this strategy. 
And spelling out 
Retweet rather than 
the shortened term 
RT is 23 times more 
effective. 

Now you are closer to 
becoming a Twitter ninja. 
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Facebook

As of April 2013, Facebook had 
1.11 billion users. Do you know 
any other public arena online or 
in real life that offers the chance 
to connect with 

1,110,000,000 
people? 

Of those 1.11 billion users, 665 
million actively engage on the 
site every day. And on any 
given day, users hand out more 
than two and half billion “likes.” 
In fact, Facebook accounts for 
20 percent of all page views on 
the Internet! 

The bottom line is this: Not only 
must your material have a 
presence on Facebook, but you 
must actively engage your 
friends and followers. That’s the 
“social” part of social media 
platforms. 

Being Social

Facebook is constantly updating 
its presentation. Recently it  
emphasized the posting of 
pictures to the news feed, which 
allows advertisers to seamlessly 
promote their products among 
the pictures of your best friend’s 

bacon-shell taco lunch. But 
posting stills or posters of your 
project is not nearly enough. 
You must provoke your followers 
to engage with your post. 

P o s t a photo of one of 
your actors in 
two different 
ou tfi t s and 

ask them which one should be 
worn in the next episode or the 
next poster. It may not even 
matter which wins, but people 
will still want to find out which of 
the two won out -- and then duke 
it out next time.

When people comment on or 
like a particular post, that 
interaction will usually show up 
in their friends’ news feed. In 
other words, folks who may 
have never heard of your 
project could be exposed to it: 
“John Doe commented on 
‘Shortstop Shorties’ post.” It’s a 
terrific way to garner word-of-
mouth advertising. Even simply 
asking people to answer yes or 
no in the comments will help 
keep your post alive. 

Photos

Images will have a bigger 
impact on news feeds than links, 

plain text, or polls. And for an 
even bigger impact, add some 
text to the image. Keep it pithy 
though! You are competing with 
the constant scroll of users’ 
fingers on their mouse. If you 
are able to offer rewards like  T-
shirts, hats, tickets or other 
merchandise, that’s better still. 
Remember, you are creating a 
b r a n d t h r o u g h r e a l 
relationships.

STAY CONNECTED

Linking your 
Twitter 

account to 
your Facebook 
account will allow 
you to communicate 
with your fans easier. 
So when you post 
something to Twitter it 
will automatically 
post to 
Facebook 
as well. 
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Give shout-outs using people’s 
real names (or screen-names.) But 
don’t do it too much or else it 
won’t feel special when you do. 
This is the real world and not 
everyone gets a trophy. Active 

engagemen t w i t h 
someone who has 
a lot followers or 
friends can also 
e x p o s e y o u r 
o n l i n e 
conversation to 
more people who 
are unaware of 
y o u a n d y o u r 
project. 

I f you have a 
d e d i c a t e d 
web s i t e , make 
s u r e y o u a r e 
linking easily to it 
f r o m y o u r 
Facebook page. 
Same goes for 
Tw i t t e r page s , 
YouTube channels, 
blogs, and email 

accounts. 

When you gain the attention and 
finally have a tight little fan base, 
try to identify the most rabid fans. 
Make sure they are introduced to 

each other and allow them 
spread your content around. 
Don’t worry about keeping your 
m a t e r i a l s e x c l u s i v e a n d 
copyrighted (unless of course it’s 
causing you to lose money as in 
someone sharing your entire 
movie for free over the Internet. 
That’s just not cool.) If someone 
else on YouTube, who has three 
times the subscribers as you, re-
posts your trailer, behind the 
scenes v ideo or in te r v iew   
embrace it! Reach out to them 
and let them know you know. It’s 
free press for you and you can 
create an ally with a greater 
reach than you. Who knows, you 
might even start to provide them 
with exclusive content.  

Perhaps a blogger wrote a terrific 
review of your film. Highlight it on 
your page and offer public 
thanks. If someone wrote a 
scathing review, you might want 
to highlight that as well . Perhaps 
your fans will defend you. There’s 
nothing quite like a heated online 
debate in the comments section of 
a post. At the very least , 
someone’s talking about your 
project and that is what you 
want.

These films have 
the most Facebook likes

in the United States. 

1. The Hangover ............ 12.1 mil
2. The Twilight Saga ....... 9.6 mil
3. Toy Story ................... 9.5 mil
4. Harry Potter ............... 8.9 mil
5. Finding Nemo ............ 8.2 mil
6. Fast & Furious ............ 7..6 mil
7. Shrek ........................ 7.4 mil
8. Friday ....................... 7.2 mil
9. Avatar ...................... 6.9 mil
10.The Blind Side .......... 6.8 mil

 *as of 10/2013
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Facebook also offers ad space that you can 
purchase for your page. See this page to 
find out if it’s right for your project. The 
terms can change often, but investing in 
some Facebook ad space can generate 
buzz.  Of course, it all depends on how 
much you are willing to shell out to reach the 
audience you want. Depending on how 
grassroots and indie you want to come 
across, you may not want to use paid ads. 
Active social media folks love to discover 
things on their own. The minute an ad targets 
them, they can perceive it as having ulterior 
motives or coming from a  place of 
inauthenticity. However, that is a small risk to 
bear when you have a really good project 
that should appeal to them!

The main objective with Facebook ads is to 
get the project’s Facebook page seen and 
get “liked” as much as possible.  Once 
someone decides to click “like” it will usually 
show up in their friend’s news feed 
(depending on their privacy settings). That is 
a huge reach! If Juan has 600 friends and 
he “likes” your movie Shortstop Shorties, 
that notification could potentially be seen by 
600 other people. If just 10 of those people 
click “like” as well, that could potentially 
expose your film to 6000 more Facebook 
friends! 

Now you can understand how something 
can go “viral” on the Internet. If you happen 
to be so lucky, make sure you take 
advantage of that good for tune by 
responding to your new fan base. 

https://www.facebook.com/advertising
https://www.facebook.com/advertising
https://www.facebook.com/advertising
https://www.facebook.com/advertising
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Another unique feature to Facebook 
ads is the ability to actually target a 
very specific demographic. 

Where in traditional advertising can 
you actually get your ad to target a 
specific audience? If I’m advertising 
Shortstop Shorties, I may want to 
target dads whose kids play Little 
League and like going to the movies. 
Even more specifically, these dads 
also liked movies on Facebook such 
as The Sandlot, Bad News Bears, 
Undefeated, and The Blind Side. If 
they liked those movies, then I 
defintely think they’d love to bring 
their family to see my movie.   

Because most people on Facebook 
fill out their information with age, 
sex, location, etc., we can target 
based on that criteria. But Facebook 
also lets you target users based on 
what they’ve “liked” too. So, with a 
Facebook ad, I can actually pinpoint 
a target audience, one who will be 
most likely to want to see my film. 
If I select...  

• SEX - Male
• AGE - Exactly 28-38
• L I K E S - L i t t l e L e a g u e , 

baseball, The Sandlot, The 
Blind Side

Facebook lets me know that I’ll have 
a potential audience of 2,200,000 
people. Compare that with placing 
an ad in a newspaper with two 
million subscribers all with varying 
interests. Facebook ads aren’t for 
everything or everyone, but with this 
type of targeted reach, they are 
worth considering. 
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http://korchulaproductions.com
http://korchulaproductions.com
http://korchulaproductions.com
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