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“Jon Fitzgerald’s Filmmaking for Change is an invaluable guide to making and 
marketing movies that can make a difference. By critically examining case studies 
of  five different movies and how they were developed, produced, and distributed, 
Jon has provided great insight into a process that confounds many filmmakers. 
This is an essential and practical guide for filmmakers wanting to make social 
issue movies.”

  —  Mark Litwak, attorney, producer’s rep, author:  
Risky Business — Financing & Distributing Independent Films; 
Dealmaking in the Film & Television Industry

“Filmmaking for Change is a marvel, a revelation, and a must-read for film buffs, 
indie filmmakers, film festival programmers, studio heads, film distributors, and 
screenwriters.”

  —  Elizabeth English, Founder, Executive Director, Artistic 
Director — Moondance International Film Festival

“As a reviewer of  documentary films I have become passionate about the power 
they have to inspire much-needed social and individual change — and I have 
become intimate with the challenges documentary filmmakers face in producing 
and distributing their films. Like a powerful documentary film, I have no  
doubt Filmmaking for Change will ‘change’ and expand the world of  documentary 
filmmaking — as well as narrative films based on critical issues of  our time.”

  — Don Schwartz, CineSource magazine

“It’s hard to say exactly how to make a documentary, due to their unpredictable 
nature, but Filmmaking for Change manages to give useful tips, as well as touch on 
the very important aspect that should be focused on from day one: How do I 
get my film actually seen once it is finished (distribution)? As someone currently 
filming a documentary, this was exactly the kind of  book I was looking for!”

  —  Erin Corrado, onemoviefiveviews.com

“Films can have such a profound impact on how we view the world and they  
can truly create everlasting, positive change. This book will help you create a 
blueprint for empowering action.”

  —  Morgan Spurlock, Academy Award nominated filmmaker: 
Super Size Me; POM Wonderful Presents: The Greatest Movie Ever Sold

 
“I have never seen anyone handle a wider variety of  demands with more grace 
and skill than Jon Fitzgerald. He has earned the respect and support of  everyone 
involved with the film community. This book is a great tool for filmmakers to 
produce and distribute projects that can make a difference in the world.”

  —  Steven Soderbergh, Academy Award winning filmmaker: 
Traffic; Erin Brockovich

“Filmmaking has become the most powerful weapon in the world, what I call 
‘a weapon of mass construction.’ Filmmaking for Change is this new movement’s 
instruction manual.”

  —  Louie Psihoyos, Academy Award winning filmmaker:  
The Cove; Executive Director, Oceanic Preservation Society

“Covers how to create a documentary from start to finish... important aspects  
of  filmmaking, such as developing ideas, applying narrative structure,  
production scheduling, marketing, distribution options, film festivals, and more. 
A great book for filmmakers who want to create change.”

  —  Tom Farr, blogger: A Journey of  Faith and Creativity

“This book reminds us that film schools should concentrate not just on the  
technique of  filmmaking, but the content as well, and how these stories can 
inspire audiences to take action.”

  —  Tom Pollock, Former Chairman MCA/Universal,  
Former Chairman of the Board AFI,  
Executive Producer: Up In the Air
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Introduction

I was in grade school by the time I got my first real taste of a socially relevant 

movie. I saw To Kill a Mockingbird, with my class. This was heavy, 

dealing with issues of rape, racial inequality and gender roles. As evi-

denced by the fact that this movie, and of course the book from which 

it is based, is taught in classes all over the world, there must be some-

thing substantial between the lines.

Then in college, the year I declared my major in Film Studies, I 

saw The Thin Blue Line (1988). There’s no denying that director Errol 

Morris’ acclaimed documentary made a difference. It’s the story of 

Randall Dale Adams, a man who was wrongly sentenced to death for 

the murder of a Dallas police officer. Adams was eventually given a 

chance at a retrial, acquitted of the murder charge, and given back his 

freedom.  

Cut to 1999 and the movie that took the cause movie to another 

level, An Inconvenient Truth. Whether or not you agree with his prem-

ise, there’s no denying that former Vice President Al Gore’s film about 

the possible dangers of global warming became a cultural phenome-

non. In addition to being the fourth-highest grossing documentary in 

U.S. history, An Inconvenient Truth is credited with raising awareness 

of the issue around the world and helping to make climate change 

a major subject of debate in subsequent political campaigns. What 

participant media did with this film, and many others, was to really 

connect the dots between the issues and the causes they support, 
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while creating opportunities to take action. And from an industry per-

spective, the film proved these projects could do more than just raise 

awareness, they could make money.

The First edition of Filmmaking for Change was published in 2012, 

when the golden age of documentary was in full swing. I was thrilled 

that the book was so embraced by the social impact film commu-

nity. From film schools to film festivals, non-profits to impact orga-

nizations, we were all recognizing the groundswell in filmmaking for 

change. Thanks to the attention to the book, and by extension my com-

pany Cause Pictures, I had the pleasure of consulting on a number of 

high profile projects, including Landfill Harmonic and Sold, and was 

hired to produce and direct The Milky Way (a film about breastfeeding) 

and Warrior One (about female empowerment).

.  .  .

Given the remarkable evolution of film as a storytelling device, the 

current state of the world’s affairs, and our access to information, we 

can expect that a new wave of filmmakers will emerge feeling the call 

to create more meaningful, transformational and entertaining stories. 

Documentary film production is on the rise, and these projects con-

tinue to be all the rage at film festivals, before being featured promi-

nently in the Netflix cue. It may take some aspiring filmmakers longer 

than others, but many will eventually see movies as much more than 

a form of entertainment or a way to get rich and famous. Independent 

filmmakers will see the cause film as a new kind of opportunity; as a 

vehicle to make a difference in the world. Many projects will be devel-

oped by accomplished filmmakers, with others being conceived by 

non professional citizens and groups, simply recognizing cinema as a 

powerful tool for change.

Filmmakers, industry leaders and educators are coming to recog-

nize that the old model is broken. A new paradigm is taking shape, and 

a new cause genre is being defined. Audiences want to be enlightened 

through entertainment. More than welcome this, we need to nurture 

it. It may take some longer than others—for aspiring filmmakers to 

see movies as much more than a form of entertainment or a way to 

get rich and famous. This next generation of independent filmmakers 

should see the cause film as a road to opportunity, but they will have to 

learn to wear many hats. They will have to be more than visual artists, 

more than documentarians. They have to become entrepreneurs in 

their own right, and help in redefining the business model. 

Celebrities are joining the documentary ranks en masse, and docu-

mentarians become celebrities. Morgan Freeman, Leonardo DiCaprio 

and Fisher Stevens have participated in leading documentaries; and 

studio director James Cameron formed Earthship Productions to 

make documentaries about ocean exploration and conservation. 

There continues to be an increase in social impact filmmaking, 

from indie to mainstream, in all categories and formats, documentary, 

narrative, VR and “premium” content. Yes, there are still a number 

of low-end realty shows, but their target audiences are not trying to 

change the world. Audiences are calling out for more films about the 

world we’re living in. And someone’s listening. We have more the-

atrical releases for cause movies, more diverse digital platforms pre-

senting documentaries and classes being offered in colleges across 

the country. 

Indeed, our filmmakers of tomorrow have a new calling, 

Filmmaking for Change. These projects are made with a goal in mind, 

a mission to share, and a movement to foster. With the information 

provided in the following pages, I hope to provide insights for this new 

model, filmmaking anchored by a cause, with engaging stories pro-

duced in an entertaining way. Like any art form, filmmaking has many 

styles, formats and tricks of the trade. Fortunately, in the documentary 

category, I’m proposing a structure that provides a roadmap, for the 

seasoned filmmaker and the emerging change maker. From the idea 

to production, distribution through audience engagement, the tools 

are here. 
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As the Cause Cinema genre becomes more defined, along with 

the expanding distribution platforms, it will become more import-

ant to mobilize impact campaigns. Inspired audiences want a clear 

path so they can join the movement. For this reason, I have added the 

“Activation” section to this 2nd Edition. Social impact films are made 

with a goal in mind. Our challenge is to share engaging stories that 

cause action, which then leads to measurable results. Let’s demon-

strate how these films can truly help transform the world.

SECTION I

DEVELOPMENT
“If you want to send a message, call Western Union”  

—Samuel Goldwyn, MGM
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1
THE POWER OF FILM

THE  HERO’S  JOURNEY  —  A  PATH WITH  PURPOSE 

Throughout human history people have shared stories. Whether around a 

campfire, at a theater or in a living room, storytelling has always been 

more than just a form of entertainment. It has been a vehicle to pass 

on important information about the human experience, trigger imag-

ination, and at its best, provide inspiration for future generations. We 

have always pondered our place in the world, with a few timeless ques-

tions. Why we are here? Where are we going? What is our purpose? 

The early tales eventually became myths, and as presented by 

Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, a deeper, met-

aphorical context to human storytelling evolved. Campbell applied 

significance to the connection between myth and the cultures of the 

world. The quest, a symbolic yearning for inner transformation that 

all heroes seem to share, became the anchor for his revered text, The 

Hero’s Journey.

People identify with heroes, living through them, participating in 

their journey, and finding ways to integrate these stories into their 

own lives. From the dramatic excitement of the nickelodeons of the 

late 1900’s to the event pictures of today, audiences have always had 

a thirst for seeing stories on screen; for the “spectacle”. And yet, while 
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the “escape” factor has always been a key part of the draw, and the psy-

chological effects of the communal theater experience is significant, 

motion pictures have demonstrated their ability to transcend pure 

entertainment. Many studio and independent pictures have inspired 

us to take a closer look at ourselves, the issues and other cultures in 

the world around us.

Motion pictures produced in the early 20th Century were primar-

ily about real people, dealing with real issues. We didn’t have special 

effects as we know them today. Fiction or not, audiences connected 

with the stories on a tangible, personal level. For the narratives to be 

compelling, they had to have engaging characters doing things that 

members of the target audience could connect with. They had to share 

emotions we could relate to in our own lives. One of the early film 

pioneers, DW Griffith, created Birth of a Nation (1915), demonstrating 

a remarkable emotional power. “It was the first film to be taken seri-

ously as a political statement and it has never failed to be regarded 

seriously as a ‘sociological document.’ People who had previously dis-

missed the movies as nothing more than crude entertainment sud-

denly realized that they had become the century’s most potent and 

provocative medium of expression . . . mass communication, mass 

entertainment and also the possibility of mass indoctrination,” said 

historian Harry Geduld.

During the Golden Age of Hollywood, considered by many to be 

the late 1920s to the early 1960s, the studios churned out thousands 

of films, in numerous genres. They built a very profitable industry, 

with commerce winning out over art. Studio executives didn’t openly 

embrace the idea of producing movies with any social relevance, sto-

ries with purpose. Studio pioneer Sam Goldwyn once said, “If you 

want to send a message, call Western Union.” It is clear, however, a 

number of movies presented audiences with important issues of 

their day, sharing relatable themes and often a taste of their history. 

Whether this was a primary intention, or they refused to admit it, stu-

dios did give audiences a fair share of meaningful pictures. 

As you will see in the pages that follow, in the golden age of 

Hollywood, many of the most successful films at the box office were 

also the most critically acclaimed. The filmmakers running the stu-

dios at the time had a pulse on the audiences of the day. Many of 

the films were based on books, but the storylines hinged on historical 

context, such as Gone with the Wind and All Quiet on the Western Front. 

And while the source material broadened, and the studio system con-

tinued to evolve, it wasn’t until the advent of the studio blockbuster 

that the industry started its downward spiral. The percentage of pres-

tige pictures gave way to formulaic studio fare.

Good news, bad news. Always the bad news first. Once the stu-

dios began trying to find the next blockbuster, and produce the next 

remake or reboot, their efforts to support the more difficult, “mean-

ingful” movie was greatly reduced. The good news is that a number 

of independently produced films found their way into the multiplex. 

From An Inconvenient Truth (2006) to Precious (2009), a number of 

wonderful, meaningful pictures found their way to the screen, and 

thanks to Amazon, iTunes, Netflix, evolving VOD platforms and the 

growth of online exhibition, more of these cause-related pictures are 

finding audiences than ever before.

With films produced by companies like Participant Media and 

released by distributors like Roadside Attractions, audiences have 

learned more about the cultural and social issues we now face. Equally 

important, a number of these films have had a direct impact on the 

world around us. When Morgan Spurlock made Super Size Me (2004), 

a public nutrition debate kicked into high gear and six weeks after the 

film premiered, McDonald’s announced that it was eliminating the 

Super Size option from its menu. How’s that for the power of film?

In tracking this specific sub genre of food and nutrition, for exam-

ple, we had Food, Inc. (2008) from Participant Media and Food Matters 

(2008), followed by Forks Over Knives (2011), which spawned many 

ancillary business lines. More than a dozen popular food docs graced 

the digital platforms in the past few years, with Food Matters launching 
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their own channel (www.fmtv.com) and Netflix creating a hit series 

with Chefs Table. Yes, a slight sidebar. But the point is, audiences are 

embracing stories about real people, with real issues, in a culture with 

a growing concern about our well being. 

T HE  OP EN ROAD  —   CALL ING ALL  STORYTELLERS 

In terms of competition or economics, barriers to entry are typically 

considered obstacles to enter into an existing market, or those a person 

may face to enter a certain field or profession. Sometimes they involve 

official rules or high costs, making it difficult for a person or company 

to get into a particular type of business. One of the best things about 

the film business is this: there are no rules. And anytime it seems a 

rule or formula was being established, a rule breaker comes along. As 

distinguished screenwriter William Goldman once said, referring to 

Hollywood, “Nobody knows anything.”

Films are not widgets. They’re stories. Some our greatest story-

tellers were playing with cameras at an early age (Steven Spielberg), 

while others learned their craft in film school programs (Francis Ford 

Coppola). Regardless of their path, one of the few constants in this 

industry is that the “discovery” of a good story can come from any-

where, and anybody. If you have the perseverance, there are low bar-

riers to entry. 

A few years ago, Brian Wendel was selling real estate. He had 

been conscious of the value of nutrition and how it can affect your 

life. A healthy diet makes you stronger, your mind sharper, and as he 

would come to learn, it can actually save your life. Wanting to share 

these ideas with the world, he explored the best avenues. Brian was 

not a filmmaker by trade, but he ultimately realized film was the best 

medium to share this information. A few calls and two meetings later, 

he had a producer, a director and the title for his movie. Forks Over 

Knives was born. (More on this film and the process from the seed of 

the idea to release on DVD can be found in the Case Studies section.) 

This is just one of many inspirational examples, where the germ 

of an idea becomes a movie that can transform lives. Of Forks Over 

Knives, Roger Ebert said, “Here is a film that could save your life.” As 

you will see in the pages that follow, there are many different catego-

ries, issue-engaging stories that can make a difference. The trick is to 

discover that core concept, find the characters that can help shape the 

story, and surround yourself with the best team to bring the project to 

life. Anyone with an idea, passion to share it and a healthy dose of deter-

mination can get a movie made. The trick is to find the all-star team that 

will give you the best production value you can get for the money.

Two lactation consultants wanted to use the power of film to share 

their insights on the significance of breastfeeding, and America’s 

failure to support the nursing phenomenon. They wanted to know 

why we had a 15 percent success rate of breastfeeding in America, as 

opposed to over 90 percent in several Scandinavian countries; and 

provide scientific data and expert analysis to support the importance 

of breastfeeding. Fortunately, one of them had worked with my fam-

ily, so it was an easy connection point, and The Milky Way (2014) was 

born. These nurses became filmmakers and started a movement to 

restore the nursing mother archetype.  

There was a similar revolution in the 1990’s. Several indie film-

makers made highly profitable movies, produced at a very low cost. 

Their success triggered an avalanche, and mountains of horrible indie 

films flooded festival directors around the world. I know, because I 

was one of those festival directors! 

It started with El Mariachi (1992), a little film shot for less than 

$7,000. The movie played to much success on the film festival cir-

cuit, was acquired by Columbia and went on to gross over two million 

dollars at the box office. More importantly, it launched the career of 

Robert Rodriguez; and his book (“Rebel Without a Crew”) and DVD 

extra “Ten Minute Film School” became popular with emerging film-

makers wanting to follow his example of making movies for a price.

Then Kevin Smith burst onto the scene with Clerks (1994) at the 

Sundance Film Festival. The film was made for under $30,000, did 
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over three million at the domestic box office, and demonstrated once 

again how you can make an entertaining film for very little money.

The prize for the biggest success, in terms of cost to revenue ratio, 

belongs to the Blair Witch Project (1999). This little movie was shot for 

under $30,000. Of course, it ended up costing over $400,000 to fin-

ish, with another 25 million put into prints and advertising budgets, 

but the franchise has generated over 500 million in revenues.

While these films don’t fall into the cause film bucket, they repre-

sented a significant movement for independent cinema and demon-

strated what can be done with very little money. These films spawned 

a new generation of filmmakers, as independent artists came out of 

nowhere to make movies. We saw a proliferation of film programs in 

colleges. And while some emerging filmmakers learned the hard way 

that this business was not for them, this low barrier of entry enabled 

many true artists to find their calling. Documentary filmmakers cer-

tainly took notice.

As we moved into the new millennium, a number of quality 

non-fiction filmmakers came to the forefront, and one of the more 

unique talents was Morgan Spurlock. He had learned of two over-

weight kids suing McDonalds. In their suit, they argued that they had 

become obese as a result of eating McDonalds food. They ultimately 

lost the lawsuit, but Spurlock decided to make a movie on the subject, 

documenting the effects of eating only McDonalds for 30 days. The 

result was Super Size Me (2004). He wanted to explore the psycho-

logical and physiological effects this food would have on him person-

ally, as well as how the fast food industry continues to encourage poor 

nutrition for its own profit. 

Not only is this an entertaining and award-winning documen-

tary, but it was shot for less than $64,000, using a Sony DSR PD150 

(which you can buy for less than $1,000). The movie went on to gross 

over 11 million dollars theatrically in the U.S., and over nine million 

in foreign markets. While the movie brings up some major issues, 

from corporate greed to America’s problem with obesity, it once again 

demonstrates how a film, anchored by an important issue, can be 

made for modest amount of money, certainly by Hollywood standards.

There will be more on this topic in the Production section of the 

book, and this is not meant to be an oversimplification on the subject, 

but for less than $5,000 you can acquire the minimum tools needed 

to make a powerful film. Of course, there are a lot of questions to be 

answered in terms of crew costs and final delivery, but consider these 

key ingredients:

1 Digital Camera: Canon, Nikon $300–$2,000 

2 Sound: Seinheiser Microphone Package $1,500 or less

3 Editing Software: Final Cut Pro $300

4 Laptop Computer: MacBook Pro $1,500 or less

With a good idea, and the right team, you can develop a storyline 

and put the project into production. It will take a great deal of time 

and commitment, but it’s a small price to pay to make a difference 

in the world. With such low barriers to entry, the time is now to take 

that leap.

THE  SH IFT  IS  ON  —  T IME  FOR TRANSFORMATION 

Now, more than ever before, audiences are seeking characters they 

can connect with, heroes they can relate to, cultural revelations. With 

obstacles that include the economy, a deteriorating environment, and 

issues of human rights just to name a few, filmmakers have captivat-

ing, important, and relevant subjects to explore.

Audiences are also looking for correlations to the environment. 

They want to know what is happening in the world around them, and 

why. There is a reason why cause movies are in demand. People are 

looking for answers. And let’s face it, charities and causes are in vogue. 

There were over 250 billion dollars in charitable donations in 2011, 
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and 373 billion in 2015. Studies show that more than 83 percent of con-

sumers polled want to contribute to companies who give back to char-

ities, or where a percentage of their purchases goes to worthy causes. 

Corporations are starting Cause Marketing divisions, and financing 

sweepstakes with money and prizes going to causes. People are finally 

getting altruism, and even more studies show that giving makes peo-

ple feel good. Imagine that! Charity is no longer an obstacle. It’s an 

opportunity. Whatever angle you want to play, it’s clear. People want to 

make a difference.

From a filmmaking and storytelling perspective, reporters are 

talking about how news content is shifting more and more towards 

video content. Authors are writing about how business slogans and 

pitches need to be more like stories, and A-list producers are look-

ing for more meaningful movies. Finally, entrepreneurs like Jeff Skoll 

(Ebay) created Participant Media and Ted Leonsis (AOL) coined the 

term filmanthropy, launching online documentary site SnagFilms.com. 

CauseCinema.com will be the cause portal, guiding audiences to 

the best in social impact cinema, connecting movies to related causes. 

Hell, if they can make dark crime dramas in the 1940’s and 50’s, from 

stories that emerged in the U.S. during the depression and call it Film 

Noir, why can’t we create a new subgenre for our time? Cause Cinema 

represents the socially relevant films of the day, with the stories being 

connected more directly the causes they support. If we’re living in the 

golden age of the documentary, now is the time to coin the term, as we 

all welcome the opportunity to use film to affect positive change.

«  T H E  P OW E R  O F  F I L M  »

S U M M A R Y  P O I N T S

 · The quest, a symbolic yearning for inner transformation that 
all heroes seem to share, became the anchor for Joseph 
Campbell’s, The Hero’s Journey, a tool eventually used as a 
storytelling structure in filmmaking.

 · People identify with heroes in movies, living through them, 
participating in their journey and finding ways to integrate 
these stories into their own lives.

 · In independent filmmaking, the germ of an idea becomes a 
movie that can transform lives.

 · For less than $5,000, you can acquire the minimum tools 
needed to make a powerful film.

 · Audiences want to know what is happening in the world 
around them, for correlations in their environment; which is 
the reason why cause movies are in demand.

E X E R C I S E S

1 Watch one of your favorite films from the past and see if you 
can identify elements of the hero’s journey and how character 
traits or points made throughout the film relate to your life.

2 Consider any movie that won the Academy Award for Best 
Picture, and see if you can articulate to a friend or on paper 
the “message” of the movie.

3 Visit your favorite online video store and review the 
documentary options. After selecting and watching a movie, 
take a few moments to identify the issues raised in the film.

15
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«  NARRATIVE  STORY STRUCT URE  »

S U M M A R Y  P O I N T S

 · In developing new material, you can expand your palate and 
knowledge base by re-tracing film history. Watch some of the 
successful and critically acclaimed films in this category (see 
Resources for suggested lists).

 · Get your hands on produced scripts from the same genre or 
tone. Whether you buy them or borrow them from libraries, 
they will help you as a writer or producer.

 · Good material attracts talent (actors) and there are quite 
a few recognizable names looking for quality projects, 
especially ones that are connected to real issues.

 · Regarding budgets, it’s always a good idea to have a Plan A, 
B, and C, with the C being the minimum you can shoot the 
movie for. 

 · Many indie narratives manage to shoot a feature over 3 six-
day weeks, typically with Sundays off.  

E X E R C I S E S

1 Consider your favorite Cause movies, and review other top 10 
lists with friends and family. Put together a new list of those 
you have not seen from their favorites and see one new film 
per week for a month.

2 Make a short list of actors you think would be great for 
the role, thinking about recognizable talent, but not in the 
superstar category. Use IMDB or other resource and highlight 
those who have done work on lower budget projects or Cause 
movies. 

3 Do a rough budget with approximations in key categories, 
just to give you a sense of what a minimum cost could be, 
considering what you have at your disposal. 

CASE STUDIES — Development

CODE  ( 2015)

BRIEF SYNOPSIS: The documentary CODE exposes 

the dearth of American female minority software 

engineers and explores the reasons for this gender 

gap. CODE raises the question: What would society 

gain from having more women and minorities code?

OVERVIEW: I had the pleasure of meeting direc-

tor Robin Hauser at the Naples International Film 

Festival several years ago. She was showing her last 

film, Running for Jim. I had offered some advice on 

distribution for that film and was taken by Robin’s passion for sharing 

powerful stories. We kept in touch and she shared the concept for 

CODE before she even went into production. She raised the funds in 

record time, directed the movie and found herself back on the film 

festival circuit. Robin has been touring the film, speaking to groups, 

colleges and fortune 500 companies. 

Q & A with producer/director Robin Hauser 

Tell us how the story came about. 

My daughter was studying computer science in college. For the first 

time in her academic career, she began to have doubts about her abil-

ity to succeed in a subject. She was one of only two women in a class 

of 35, and she contemplated dropping out of computer science. At 

the same time, newspaper headlines read, “Want to get a job out of 
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college? You better know something about coding”. Then The White 

House announced that by the year 2020 there would be over 1 million 

unfilled computer science related jobs. I wanted to understand what 

was going on—if software engineering jobs are lucrative and plentiful, 

why weren’t women and people of color pursuing these jobs? Why was 

there less than 18 percent women and less than 10 percent African 

Americans in technical roles in companies in the United States? 

Once you settled on the storyline, what were your original goals for the 

film, in terms of “message” and distribution? Did that evolve through-

out the process?

Our original goal was to screen CODE at a film festival or two; to catch 

the attention of Silicon Valley and maybe Silicon Alley in NYC. We 

premiered CODE at Tribeca Film Festival in 2015 and as soon as the 

first press screening took place, I was swamped with requests for inter-

views from the press: CNN Money, Bloomberg, USA Today, Fortune, 

Forbes, The New Yorker, The Atlantic . . . 

To date, the film has screened at The White House in 2016 and 

has been to over 350 major corporations, 250 universities, numerous 

government organizations including 12 U.S. embassies and hundreds 

of community organizations worldwide. 

Turns out, CODE exposed issues that women and people of color 

feel not just in tech but also across industries.

T H E  OTH E R K IDS  (2 016)

BRIEF SYNOPSIS: The Other Kids is a bold hybrid of fiction and 

not-fiction where we explore the lives of real teens, in real situations, 

as they collaborate with the filmmaker to share a glimpse into their 

personal lives that intersect at school. 

OVERVIEW: As a festival programmer, I came across this wonderful 

movie, a truly powerful example of combining real situations with real 

characters, and the skilled direction of a filmmaker who deftly guides 

the performers to capture the truth.

Q&A with director Chris Brown

Tell us how the story came about.

I wanted to make a film about high school that wasn’t like any high 

school movie I’d ever seen—something that felt specific and authentic, 

something that reflected my own high school experience and avoided 

all the clichés about jocks and nerds and prom queens. 

How did it evolve as a treatment or screenplay?

[Laughs] There was no screenplay! That’s the twist. It’s a doc-fiction 

hybrid. 

THE OTHER KIDS is my fourth feature, but it’s the first fictional 

film I’ve ever shot without a script. I’ve made both features and docs 

over the years, and lately I’ve been getting antsy with the restrictions 

within these genres. So I wanted to try and find a way of exploiting the 

most vital aspects of both fiction and documentary. 

It’s so strange to me. In the last 80 years, the method of producing 

films hasn’t changed much at all. Look at other art forms—literature, 

music, painting, and sculpture. In that same period, each of these 

forms has gone through major upheavals. And yet, we as filmmakers 

still subscribe to a single industrial model to make our films. And 

yeah, it works, but good lord, there has to be another way. There have 

to be a hundred other ways! 

I think that fictional film is undergoing a bit of a crisis at the 

moment. Once at the center of our culture, it’s now been displaced by 

TV, which is more nimble and interesting and is taking more chances. 

The typical modern fictional feature seems kind of dusty and canned to 

me these days, you know? You can see the words on the page, all clever 

and perfect and derivative and . . . boring. It sort of drives me crazy.

Anyway, the idea of working in that hybrid space between fic-

tion and documentary was something that really excited me; in the 
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T HE  A RT IST  PALETTE   —  PA I NT I NG WITH  P ICTURES

Film is clearly a visual medium. Motion Pictures. Moving Pictures. Whether 

you are making fiction or non-fiction, it’s important to move the story 

along visually. Traditionally, narrative films have always had more flow 

and spectacle, with documentaries typically involving more interviews, 

often referred to as “talking heads”. Presumably, you have a sense of 

what style you are looking for with your movie.

Let’s start with narrative. Of course, to some extent, style is dictated 

by the story. When you think of Fellini’s 8 ½, you think of fluid, mov-

ing camera. When you think of Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction, you think of 

snappy dialogue and a unique storytelling structure. What about the 

cinematography of Coppola’s The Godfather? There was clearly a “look” 

to that movie. Many films choose a color palette, a music score or cos-

tume design to support the story. Robert Altman wanted a faded look 

for McCabe and Mrs. Miller “to complement the set, the period and the 

people”. Cinematographer Vilmos Zsigmond attempted to create the 

feeling of an old photograph, often using filters to diffuse the colors. 
Other cinematographers change things up with their choice of lenses. 

It’s customary for directors to review films that had a “look” or 

style they think resembles what is in their mind and they review the 

work of the DPs with their team. This is a really good place to start. 

Then you interview the DPs of interest and hopefully you can afford 

them. If not, you find the next best talent, and show them some foot-

age of movies with a look or style you appreciate and you can use that 

as a starting point.

Does your film have a particular narrative structure in mind? Will 

it be told in chronological order, or with the use of flashbacks? Of 

course, this can be adjusted to some extent in post-production, but 

have a solid vision in your head before you roll cameras. It’s fun to 

think about the temporal strands in storytelling. How long you can 

be with a scene before you have to move on to keep the audience 

engaged? And if you are re-telling a story, how much do you drama-

tize? Are you tying many strands together, like Crash, or is it smaller 

in scope? These questions help you think through your style and the 

flow of production.

Two films that used real time in interesting ways are High Noon 

and Titanic. High Noon, with Gary Cooper and Grace Kelly, tells the 

tale of a town marshal (Cooper) who is set to face a band of out-

laws by himself. Once the time of the rendezvous is set for noon, we 

become aware that the screen time is actually paying out in real time, 

a very rare situation in film. A similar feat works for Titanic. Historic 

accounts state that it took 2 hours and 40 minutes for the ship to sink. 

James Cameron tells the story his way, of course making choices about 

what to show us, but the ship sinks in real time from its contact with 

the iceberg. Compare these with use of flashback in Bergman’s Wild 

Strawberries or Nolan’s Memento.

Obviously if the story spans a period of years this would not be 

possible; but as the filmmaker, these decisions are yours and will play 

into your final shooting script and schedule. The examples of Man on 

Wire and Hoop Dreams are worth noting here. One spans a number of 

years, yet had new footage filmed and archives edited in a moderate 

time frame. The other, Hoop Dreams, started with a basic premise and 

extended to more than ten years, start to finish. 
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With documentary, the style can be dictated by the amount of time 

you plan to shoot. With subjects aging over the life of the film, or the 

geography, that becomes part of a creative consideration in how the 

story is told. How can you do this in a unique way, yet serve the story? 

With The Highest Pass, again, we had a set schedule, but we knew we were 

going to be in one of the most beautiful places on earth, the Himalayas of 

India. We knew the region would be a character of sorts, with mystic beauty 

and changing landscapes. We also brought GoPro cameras to mount on 

helmets and handlebars to add some bumpy action elements. We had a feel-

ing this juxtaposition would work for us. And the idea of riders periodically 

talking to the audiences in black and white interview format would have a 

journal effect, allowing them to share their thoughts and emotions over the 

course of the ride. 

There is no question that the style of documentary, by its very nature, 

will involve the use of interview. Whether the expert or subject is com-

menting on a piece of history, an issue or another person, they have 

to deliver that information. It’s up to you to decide if they are stand-

ing, sitting, driving, or you just hear them in VO while the visuals on 

the screen support their words. It is interesting to note that over the 

past decade, along with the growing acceptance of documentary as a 

genre that appeals to a wider audience than in years past, the storyline 

and styles have shifted away from talking head formats as a primary 

means of delivering information. Sure, the interview scene is part of 

the documentary genre, but there is a greater sense of narrative flow 

and movement than ever before; and the percentage of talking heads 

is less. There has been a groundswell of amazing documentaries that 

push the envelope with their style, and when you marry that with sub-

stance, it’s very inspiring.

THE  NON-F ICT ION F ILM  —  DOCUMENTING REALITY

As mentioned above, the two key elements of the documentary 

production team are the (1) sound and (2) camera. And in many cases, 

you don’t have the luxury of the sound person. It’s not too difficult to 

learn to connect a Lavalier Microphone into the camera. We’ve done 

without a soundman for several interviews. But if there is a problem 

with sound, it’s hard for the person with the eyes in the camera to 

monitor that completely. After all, their focus should be the person 

or object on camera, within the frame. Do you best to have a sound 

person and package. 

With regard to scheduling, it’s always best to bundle your inter-

views as much as possible. If you are tackling a specific issue, think 

about the experts you want to interview. Where are they based? Will 

you have a budget to fly to see them? And if so, what else can you film 

while you are in their community to make the most of the trip. Think 

about visuals, B-roll, and other shots that could be used. 

If you have a key subject or hero, they may be with you during 

travels to cover other subjects or experts. Think about other footage 

you can get with him/her. It doesn’t matter, most of the time, where 

certain interviews with your subject take place. You are looking for 

specific info to move the story forward and can prompt interview ques-

tions accordingly. Often, an expert will be asked about your key topic 

or subject and then your hero may want to comment on this. Again, 

it’s important to do your homework. What exactly will this expert be 

covering, or what exactly can your hero contribute in this particular 

time and space? 

Sometimes you will know how to lead your subject towards the 

topic or issue you want covered. Other times, you may be surprised by 

his/her answers and have to adjust. More often than not, the person 

on camera delivers a surprise and you have to know how to milk that 

idea. Knowing your subject and topic as much as possible will give you 

that toolset, that ability to be able to roll with the shifting landscape 
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DISTRIBUTION
“I don’t care if it doesn’t make a nickel. I just want every  

man, woman, and child in America to see it. 

—Samuel Goldwyn, MGM
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The sad truth is that it doesn’t really matter how good your movie is if you 

don’t have a strategy to find your audience. From the tiny indies to the 

major blockbusters, it’s the marketing that seeds the awareness. 

To begin with, it’s important to go back to the earlier stages of 

development, where you were mapping out your core audience and 

the potential crossover audiences. Presumably, you had a targeted 

audience in mind and now it’s time to reach them. There are many tra-

ditional avenues, from press releases and print advertising, from flier 

to poster distribution to Facebook and Google advertising. Thankfully, 

with the birth and expansion of the Internet, there are a multitude of 

possibilities. Reaching consumers has never been easier. The trick is 

to map out a strategy, and have the team ready to execute. 

Following the creation of your key art and marketing materials, 

you will use your website as your window to the world. To some extent, 

the overall marketing strategy will be dictated by your actual distribu-

tion platforms; but there are basic strategies, materials and social mar-

keting concepts that will be necessary, regardless of which distribution 

platforms you choose to play.

Consider all the categories below and see how they best fit on your 

timeline, knowing that the priorities may change, depending on your 

eventual release strategy. Are you playing in theaters? Going straight 

to DVD or SVOD? Will you create an event release, but allow online 



Filmmaking for change

126

MARKETINg

127

partners to stream at the same time? Once you know your macro 

release strategy, you can break down each category into micro detail 

and fold into a timeline.

THE  STRATEGIES   —   MARKETING 101

Print Ad Campaign 

The use of print ads has declined in recent years, particularly in the 

indie film space. The simple reason is they are very expensive, espe-

cially if you are talking about a leading paper in a major metropolitan 

area. Having said this, if you are planning to release your movie in the-

aters, you should count on having to spend some money here. An Ad 

in the New York Times can run you between $1,000 – $10,000 and the 

Los Angeles Times and Chicago Tribune also cost a pretty penny. This 

is part of the reason releasing a film in theaters is so expensive. In 

order to generate awareness for your movie, there are traditional areas 

where audiences learn about movies. Some theaters even require 

print advertising, paid by the filmmaker/distributor, in order to book 

the film. Obviously, they want to ensure there will be cheeks in seats, 

ready to buy popcorn and soda.

Another possibility is targeted print magazine ads. These can be 

very targeted, reaching a very specific demo: Whether it’s a publication 

on the environment, or on education, there are magazines dedicated 

to most categories. The glossy consumer mags, from Vanity Fair to 

Rolling Stone are more expensive, but perhaps one of your sponsors 

already has an ad buy. If you can’t buy or partner your way in, the 

bigger mags are worth approaching from an editorial standpoint. Just 

keep in mind, these are long lead, which means they are laying out the 

issue two-to-three months in advance of when it hits the newsstand. 

Plan ahead for these targets.

You may be able to get an editor’s attention with press releases 

and reaching out to the papers and magazines with an interesting 

angle to your story. Chances are, knowing you have a cause at the core 

of your film, you can make a strong case. 

Press Releases

As mentioned above this is a valuable tool, and can be done multiple 

times over the course of your distribution campaign. If you can man-

age to get editorial coverage in papers where your film will be released, 

you can reduce your print ad spend. The logic being, you will have 

a presence in that paper with your story, so why pay much more to 

buy an ad? Of course, there is the issue of when your story will run. 

Hopefully, it will run on high “movie” readership days, such as Friday, 

Saturday or Sunday. And even if that local paper doesn’t pick up your 

story, doing the press release has other value.  

Hopefully, if you are having a theatrical release, whether it’s an 

event release, service deal, or more traditional booking, the key cities 

pick up the story. There are, however, other marketing ideas connected 

to this practice. Whether you have a publicist seeding your story with 

the media, or you put the release out on the various Newswire services 

yourself, it will certainly be picked up by some online avenues. Any 

press is good press. This helps generate awareness for the film, which 

should pick up momentum over the life of your run, and you can add 

to your website, which helps to give some teeth and credibility to your 

project. As with other ideas covered in this book, there are many exam-

ples of press releases for indie films. Add this practice to your home-

work assignments.

TV/Radio

This is an extension of the practice of press releases. It can really help 

in this category to work with a publicist (see Resources), as they have 

the relationships with this media, and they can talk the talk. If you can-

not afford a publicist, then you just have to be creative. Do your press 

release and reach out to the local stations. There are almost always 
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«  D ISTR IBU TION »

S U M M A R Y  P O I N T S

 · There are multiple platforms for you to present your film 
to audiences, other than the theatrical marketplace, and 
with VOD and the Internet, your project will have ample 
opportunities to reach them.

 · Yes, it’s the wild, wild west, but the Internet is where the future 
of indie film distribution lies. We have seen major growth in 
the online exhibition of feature films these past few years.

 · The Hybrid strategy is the most exciting model of our 
time. Simply put, this is a new paradigm where filmmakers 
incorporate the right combination of distribution strategies 
that make the most sense for their project, anchored by the 
concept of finding a core audience.

 · Use your social networking campaign to drive a Host Your 
Own screening campaign.

 · You are using the power of film to make a difference. With the 
right mission, and a healthy dose of creativity, you can make a 
film that can help transform the world. 

E X E R C I S E S

1 Think of your core audience and list the top platforms of 
distribution that suit your project.

2 Outline a list of five key online partners who could be the right 
fit for marketing and distribution support.

3 If you were to create a unique screening model, offering 
opportunities for communities and venues to support a “host 
your own screening” campaign, list 10 cities that would be 
good targets.

4
ACTIVATION

THE  STRATEGY  —  A  BLUEPRINT  FOR CHANGE

When you are producing a movie with an intention to create social change, 

as I alluded to in Development, it helps to have the end game in mind. 

That starts with your mission and a series of goals. Whether you are 

focusing on one primary goal, or a combination of smaller targets, 

it’s important to have a strategy; a Blueprint for Change.  You need to 

think about how you will roll out your campaign, whether you will cre-

ate programs on your website, or create offline events and experiences 

. . . or both. Will you have outreach to schools, offering the promise 

of interactive Tool Kits? Will you screen in schools and offer lesson 

plans? Do you intend to develop petitions to get signed? What about 

funding? Do you have enough resources to push past distribution into 

activation, or will you have to secure grants, additional investors or 

partners? These are different elements of your Blueprint.

Just like a business that develops a Blueprint for their model, 

think of the different categories that will help you achieve your goals. 

Tackling a massive task can feel overwhelming but with a plan, you 

can take a more pragmatic approach to achieving your goals. The fol-

lowing categories, for example, can set you on your path to Activation:
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• Mission Statement 

• Goals

• Partnerships

• Call to Action

• Engagement

• Measuring Change

• Timeline

Knowing what you are trying to achieve will help you develop the 

game plan for your model. For example, if you are covering the issue 

of climate change, are you trying to create general awareness around 

the topic? Trying to build on an existing movement? Or are you intro-

ducing new information on a subcategory of climate change, perhaps 

on how this is affecting sea life or a specific region? Are you trying 

to mobilize a certain group with new information, preaching to the 

choir? Or are you targeting a broader base or combination of demo-

graphics, using your film as a tool to educate an audience, or alter a 

belief system, to inspire them to take action?

A strong example of starting with a mission and moving to a plan 

is the film Racing Extinction, the next film by the team that brought us 

Academy Award-winning The Cove. Racing Extinction uses the power 

of imagery to share more about humanity’s impact on planet Earth. 

Experts continue to suggest we are on a fast track to creating mass 

extinction, predicting that we could lose half of the world’s species . . . 

unless we commit to changing our actions. 

This Racing Extinction team has taken a comprehensive approach, 

anchored by their primary goal of convincing people and communities 

to take action. They even created the “Racing Extinction Challenge” 

as part of their Call to Action, where users can join to receive emails 

regarding a variety of categories. The idea is that it can be overwhelm-

ing to try and tackle the whole climate change problem all at once, but 

that there are “challenges” we can take on, making a difference one 

step at a time. 

For example, by signing up for the “Diet” challenge from their 

website (http://racingextinction.com), you learn that eating meat is 

linked to the destruction of wild habitat and species decline, and that 

by cutting back on meat, there is a path to curbing carbon emissions. 

With their “challenges” they help put Call to Action in motion. Did you 

know that animal agriculture is responsible for 14.5 percent of global 

greenhouse gas emissions; more than emissions from all cars, trains, 

and planes, COMBINED? 

The Racing Extinction site also has similar challenges for Energy, 

Transportation and the Ocean. Did you know that 90 percent percent 

of our fisheries are either tapped out or overfished? These practices 

are depleting marine life faster than we can keep up. Eating sustain-

able seafood can, therefore, make a huge difference for the sea life 

ecosystem. This program is a perfect example of how to engage audi-

ences and inspire them to want to be involved. By signing up, you get 

nuggets of information and a new “challenge” for the day. 

With a film to light the fire, and get people talking about the issues, 

Racing Extinction also assembled a terrific roster of partners to help the 

cause AND spread the message. They partnered with a number of 

like-minded organizations, all connecting different dots to support the 

same overall goal. Here are some of their partners, and a brief mission 

statement to demonstrate the connection points:

Oceanic Preservation Society

A team of passionate artists, activists, and change agents committed 

to sustainability and the preservation of our oceans and the planet.

Vulcan Productions 

Powerful storytelling creating a better world, one story at a time. Paul 

Allen’s Vulcan Productions discovers what the issues are, explores 
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them in depth and generates measurable impact, with a goal of edu-

cating and inspire people. 

Okeanos Foundation

They develop, fund and implement projects that inspire and initi-

ate positive change for people and the environment—while increas-

ing awareness of the threats our oceans face in tandem with realistic 

future solutions.

Discovery Channel

With socially relevant programming, and a reach of over 400 mil-

lion people in the US alone, this network is the third-most widely 

distributed cable channel.

For The Milky Way, the team had a mission to improve breastfeeding rates in 

America. The country was suffering with a very low rate: Only 15 percent of 

mothers actually breastfed up to the generally accepted target of a minimum 

of six months. A clear mission, followed by a series of intermediary goals.

With The Milky Way, we believed that by using a film to present this issue 

we would influence viewers, and ultimately see the breastfeeding rates rise. 

People generally knew how important breastfeeding was for the health of the 

baby, but there were many facts and misconceptions about the health and psy-

chological benefits around this practice. The goal: To restore the phenomenon 

of the nursing mother. The target audience was mothers with newborns and 

couples with a baby on the way. The secondary target audience was the more 

general population, just to educate the community and reshape the miscon-

ceptions. The team wanted to “investigate” and learn WHY American had 

such a problem. From the collection of data, presentation of facts, and learn-

ing more about what was working in countries that had a higher success rate, 

we could “educate” and present a strong case. With an understanding of the 

target audience, we could begin to develop a strategy to reach them.

THE  EXECUTION  —  PUTT ING THE  PLAN INTO ACTION

One of the greatest things about the Internet is that you can typically 

reach your targeted community without spending as much money on 

the old-fashioned ad model. The consensus among modern market-

ing gurus is that you can reach members of your targeted community 

by having a presence where they visit, particularly by engaging part-

ners. For example, if we know Best for Babes is a successful company 

in the “mommy” market, it makes sense to have a partnership with 

their company, have a presence on their website, or somehow reach 

their fans. 

Their Facebook About Us states: “Giving Breastfeeding a Makeover 

and Beating the Booby Traps® so ALL moms can make feeding deci-

sions without pressure, judgment or guilt, and achieve their personal 

breastfeeding goals, whether for two days, two months, or two years, 

or beyond!” Sounds like a good fit! With a comprehensive website that 

generates traffic and over 100,000 Facebook likes, it made a lot of 

sense to create a partnership with them. And that is exactly what we did.

From Mommy and Me groups, to hospitals, to stores selling baby 

products, there were plenty of obvious pathways. Add the online com-

munities, from stores to social networking platforms, and you have a 

collection of platforms to connect to in order to spread the word. Keep 

in mind that these are essentially marketing partnerships that can 

help you share your project and your message, with these ideas and 

collaborations being integrated into your film’s distribution strategy. 

It’s important to remember that the action campaign is tied to your 

release, since your movie is one of your best tools. 

This is just one example of establishing the target audience(s) and 

then considering the platforms and partners to reach your audience. 

The next step is to craft the messaging, prepare a menu of benefits for 

each partner candidate, and execute the outreach.

It is certainly true that most brands, websites, and media outlets 

seek ad revenues. However, many are open to developing a mutually 
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We also have more than 25 marketing partners, helping to pro-

mote the release of the film. We will open in LA and NY and then 

expand to at least 20 cities.

We have set a goal, with a creative campaign behind us, to get a 

million kids to see the movie.

WORDS OF WISDOM

PETER BISANZ:  Executive Director, Skoll Center for Social Impact 

Entertainment (UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television)

Identify your intended impact first. Know what your intended impact 

is well before your begin principle photography—or have secured 

your financing—so you can build into your budget, production and 

post; everything you will need for the duration of your launch, distri-

bution and activation . . . to have the intended impact you want to have 

in the world.

Once you know your intended impact then choose your media, 

tools, and channels accordingly (and not necessarily the other way 

around).

Finding the right blend of tools, media, platforms, channels and 

partners to have your impact can make all of the difference. Instead of 

just assuming I will make a feature documentary and build my acti-

vation around that . . . maybe you would be better served with a short 

documentary, some digital short content, a small VR film, and an 

extended activation campaign with some amazing partners instead . . . 
 
Partners can be the difference between winning and losing. Once 

you create your media, you already have your fixed audience for 

it. But through partnerships, and your activation campaigns, you 

can open yourself up to completely new distribution methods and 

additional audiences you might never have reached.
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Words of Wisdom

MARK LITWAK:  Attorney, Rep, Author (Dealmaking in the Film & 

Television Industry: From Negotiations to Final Contracts)

Get All Promises in Writing. Don’t ever accept oral assurances from 

a producer or studio executive. If they promise to spend $50,000 in 

advertising, get it in writing. If there is not enough time to draft a 

long-form contract, obtain a letter reiterating their promises. 

Obtain an Arbitration Clause. Make sure all contractual disputes are 

subject to binding arbitration with the prevailing party entitled to 

reimbursement of legal fees and costs. 

Water Down the Warranties. Make the warranties to the best of your 

knowledge and belief, rather than absolute. With an absolute war-

ranty, if you make a good faith mistake and defame another, you may 

be liable for damages. 

Retain Possession of Your Negative. Give the distributor a lab access 

letter rather than your original negative. If they breach your contract, 

you can cut off their access to the negative. Try to retain your original 

still photos and any artwork. 

Get Added to the E&O Policy. Have yourself added as a named insured 

to the Errors and Omissions Insurance policy. If you are on the pol-

icy, the insurance company will pay for your defense and damages 

that may arise from liability if you inadvertently defame someone, or 

infringe their copyright.

Check References. The best contract in the world can only protect you 

so much against a scoundrel. Thoroughly check out any party you con-

template doing business with. For distributors, call other filmmakers 

who have worked with them. People who have lousy reputations have 

earned them. 

Termination Clause. If the other party defaults, you should have the 

right to terminate the contract and regain all rights to your film in 

addition to monetary damages. Writers should insist on a reversion 

clause so if a script is bought and not produced within five years, all 

rights revert to the writer. 

Save Copies. Retain copies of all correspondence, contracts, and every 

draft of your screenplay. When you make a story contribution, or make 

an oral agreement, follow up with a letter reiterating the terms of your 

agreement. 

RICH HENRICH: Festival Director

Try to secure distribution before you start shooting if you can. It will 

take a lot of pressure off of you later when you are trying to find a 

buyer. Know what your buyer expects from you. Sometimes the best 

deal isn’t always theatrical. Weigh your ego and pride against the inter-

est of your investors. Know that you will live to make another film, so 

don’t be so desperate, but don’t think too highly of yourself or the film 

you’ve made and turn down a fair deal. Know what industry standards 

are for contracts, talk to other filmmakers with deals in place with 

prospective distribution companies or Producer’s Reps. Respect the 

business and the business might respect you, but don’t count on it. 

This is a tough business that is about dollars and cents. 

Focus on your story, the authentic voice and a unique point of 

view. Knowing your audience will help you identify value and nego-

tiate from a stronger position. Hire an attorney. Don’t sign anything 

until you have read and understood the fine print. Realize once you 

sign your name on the line, the film is no longer yours, the baby is 

eighteen and is now embarking on a new life without consideration 

for you.
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dent film, Internet and film festival communities, a rare leader with 

a unique combination of skills. As a filmmaker, he has produced a 

number of award-winning documentaries (The Back Nine, The Highest 

Pass, The Milky Way, Warrior One, Dance of Liberation); and as a con-

sultant, he has guided many independent film projects through the 

maze of film festivals and hybrid distribution models.

As a co-founder of the Slamdance Film Festival (1995), he led the 

event the next two seasons before being named the Festival Director 

for the prestigious AFI Film Festival in 1997. After running AFI Fest 

for three years (1997-1999), he created a consulting business, guiding 

the launch of numerous film festivals (Bahamas, Lone Star, Orlando), 

directing many others (Santa Barbara, Topanga, Abu Dhabi, Naples, 

Hollywood), and consulting to dozens more. 

In October of 2012, Jon authored the first edition of Filmmaking 

for Change: Make Films That Transform the World, published by indus-

try leader Michael Wiese Productions.

In 2012, continuing his passion for social impact films, Jon 

launched Cause Pictures and Cause Cinema, in an effort to support 

the production, consultation and exhibition of socially relevant movies.

To learn more about Cause Pictures or contact the author, please 

visit www.CausePictures.com.

{                 }
In a dark time, a light bringer came along, leading the curious and the frustrated to 
clarity and empowerment. It took the well-guarded secrets out of the hands of the few 
and made them available to all. It spread a spirit of openness and creative freedom, 
and built a storehouse of knowledge dedicated to the betterment of the arts. 

The essence of the Michael Wiese Productions (MWP) is empowering people who have 
the burning desire to express themselves creatively. We help them realize their dreams 
by putting the tools in their hands. We demystify the sometimes secretive worlds of 
screenwriting, directing, acting, producing, film financing, and other media crafts.

By doing so, we hope to bring forth a realization of ‘conscious media’ which we define 
as being positively charged, emphasizing hope and affirming positive values like trust, 
cooperation, self-empowerment, freedom, and love. Grounded in the deep roots of 
myth, it aims to be healing both for those who make the art and those who encounter 
it. It hopes to be transformative for people, opening doors to new possibilities and 
pulling back veils to reveal hidden worlds.

MWP has built a storehouse of knowledge unequaled in the world, for no other 
publisher has so many titles on the media arts. Please visit www.mwp.com where 
you will find many free resources and a 25% discount on our books. Sign up and 
become part of the wider creative community!

Onward and upward,

Michael Wiese
Publisher/Filmmaker

THE MYTH OF MWP




