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Building a buzz  

around your film

No SecoNd chaNceS 
why you Need to build a marketiNg compoNeNt iNto your productioN budget

by Lyla Foggia and Kelly Neal

Like all else, films must be marketed—even 
those with A-list names—so that industry buy-
ers can fully assess their box office potential. 
Your approach cannot be haphazard in any 
way, if you wish to land a distributor that will 
pay you an advance, provide P&A funds, and 
get your masterpiece shown on the nation’s 
best art house and commercial screens.  

Believe it or not, only a dozen or so com-
panies operate in that league—including 
Focus Features, Fox Searchlight, Goldwyn, 
Lionsgate, Miramax, Paramount Vantage, Pic-
turehouse, Sony Pictures Classics, THINKFilm, 
The Weinstein Company, Warner Independent, 
and the Yari Film Group. 

While 530 indie films made it into the-
aters last year, only 112 (by our count) were 
released by those key players. Even more 
daunting, apparently only 82 of those films 
were acquisitions (independently-made films 
purchased after completion). Add to that the 
fact that more than 2,000 new feature films 
each year compete for those 80-something 
slots and suddenly the odds in Las Vegas are 
looking pretty good.

do it right the firSt time

Veteran producer’s rep and entertainment 
lawyer Mark Litwak (marklitwak.com), who 
has written six books on the subject, points 
out: “Nowadays, distributors are inundated 
with indie films. The top distributors receive 
wheelbarrows full of films for consideration 
each week. If they can immediately see how 
to market a film, they will be interested. Oth-
erwise, if they can’t figure it out in ten min-
utes, it’s on to the next title.”

Indeed, as industry executives and con-
sultants ourselves for over two decades, we 
cannot emphasize enough the peril of pre-
maturely exposing your film, even to festival 
programmers, who are also overwhelmed with 
hundreds, if not thousands of submissions. As 
many filmmakers have regrettably discovered, 
there are no second chances with the key play-
ers in Indiewood. No amount of pleading about 

how you’ve reedited, shot new scenes, what-
ever, will turn a “no” into “yes, we’d be happy 
to watch it again!” Never happens unless you 
or your cast are already stars.

So what can you do? Build a marketing 
component into your original production bud-
get and raise the necessary funds upfront (or 
at least get a commitment that the money will 
be available when needed). Savvy investors 
know how important marketing is today—so 
such a move will likely increase their confi-
dence in you and your project. 

where the moNey Should go

The first step in building your budget is to 
identify vendors and gather price quotes. 
During production, your major expenses will 
be a unit publicist (to handle on-set media 

coverage and write the media kit) and a pro-
fessional photographer to shoot stills. If you 
can afford it, bring on a film marketing expert 
prior to filming to strategize a course of action 
and guide the entire effort. Following princi-
pal photography, we recommend hiring a 
graphic artist to create the title treatment, key 
art, and poster layout; a web designer and 
programmer (not merely a webmaster); and 
an experienced editor to produce the trailer. 
For film festival exposure, budget for applica-
tion costs, a publicist, T-shirts, posters and a 
vendor to install them around town, as well as 
travel expenses. Chances are you’ll also need 
to hire a sales rep to market the film to dis-
tributors (commission-only sales agents usu-
ally require an A-list cast).

While costs will vary by locale and other 

buildiNg your marketiNg budget
Following are the major items you’ll want to include. Start by finding qualified vendors 
and getting conservative quotes to ensure you’re adequately covered. 

• uNit publiciSt Previous film experience is critical, though not absolutely essential. Con-
tact your film commission to find one in your area. Estimated expense: $2,000+  

• media kit Hire a separate copywriter (ideally, with film experience), if your unit publicist 
is not a strong writer. Estimated expense: $3,000+ (if required to conduct interviews 
and gather other information)

• Still photographer If a film shooter is not available, try to find one with news, maga-
zine, or advertising experience. Estimated expense: $3,000+ (depending on who’s pro-
viding the camera and lens, blimp, and how much coverage you want; be sure you get a 
signed agreement upfront that the production owns all the images)

• graphic deSigNer Creates title treatment, key art, and layout of one sheet and posters. 
Should have a solid portfolio. Estimated expense: $5,000+ (does not include printing)

• webSite deSigN aNd programmiNg Ideally, your graphics artist will have web design 
experience. Key is that your site incorporates your title treatment and key art. Estimat-
ed expense: $4,000+ (including basic coding; higher if using Flash)

• trailer Ideally, find a trailer house in Hollywood that works with specialized films. Esti-
mated expense: $10,000+

• SaleS rep Also known as a producer’s rep. Most charge a fee against a commission. 
Estimated expense: $15,000+ 

• feStival publicity Estimated expense: $500+ per event (Sundance, Toronto, and other 
top fests will be $10,000 and higher)

You’re on the brink of finishing the film that has sucked up the last year or so of 

your life—but you’re out of money. Worse, your investors are tapped out and grow-

ing increasingly impatient. If only you had budgeted upfront for those marketing 

tools you’ll now need to pursue your Holy Grail: a theatrical distribution deal. Sound 

familiar? 
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factors (see accompanying chart), Litwak rec-
ommends that filmmakers allocate $25,000 or 
more for the basics. “You never want your col-
lateral materials to be less impressive looking 
than your film,” he notes. 

In addition, he says, “If you are fortunate 
enough to get into a top festival like Sundance 
or Cannes, you will need a publicist as well. 
Some festivals will pay transportation and 
lodging for the director and a few stars, but 
they will not pay for the entourage to attend. 
Some festivals give out a limited number of 
tickets and you may need to purchase more.”

Independent marketing consultant Jane 
A. Green (janegreenpublicity.com) says she 
has actually seen media coverage evaporate 
when filmmakers were unable to provide such 
things as behind-the-scenes B-roll footage, 
typically required for television interviews. 
“I can’t emphasize enough the importance 
of being prepared for publicity opportunities 
by having the basics in place: title treatment 
and key art; trailers; additional scene clips; 
behind-the-scenes footage of the film being 
shot and cast/crew interviews; high resolu-
tion production stills; and professionally writ-

ten production notes, synopsis, taglines, and 
director’s statement.”

While an outlay of $25,000 or more may 
seem like a luxury, distributing the film your-
self is an even more expensive proposition. 
As an example, when independent filmmak-
er Neal Miller originally budgeted his fea-
ture film, Raising Flagg (RaisingFlagg.com), 
he naturally assumed he would have no 
trouble attracting a distributor. After all, his 
zany comedy-drama starred acclaimed actor 
Alan Arkin (later an Oscar-winner for Little 
Miss Sunshine), Glenne Headly (Dirty Rot-
ten Scoundrels), and Lauren Holly (Dumb and 
Dumber). Yet “no distributor was willing to 
put up enough money to adequately market 
the film theatrically, so we made the decision 
to self-distribute,” he says.

Hoping to prove that there was an audi-
ence for Raising Flagg, Miller began with a 
test engagement in Portland, Oregon (his 
home state, where the movie was filmed). 
This initial theatrical run would ultimately 
cost him about $80,000—including all of the 
basic marketing tools described above. Addi-
tional expenses included a theater booker to 

negotiate with Regal Cinemas for four screens 
and to handle the final box office settlement; 
layout and placement of print ads and radio 
spots; and printing and shipment of one-
sheets. 

The outcome? The film did well enough to 
attract a distributor (Cinema Libre) that pro-
vided $400,000 in P&A money to open the 
film in additional markets and underwrote the 
cost of converting Miller’s HD-24p digital print 
into 35mm. Raising Flagg, released on DVD by 
Cinema Libre in January, will no doubt become 
a successful and enduring title. 

Sure, filmmaking is a risky business, but 
it is one that can pay huge returns when a 
picture hits a home run. So don’t jeopardize 
your chances of getting picked up by a major 
league player simply because you forgot to 
add marketing to your budget of essential 
expenses.    Lyla Foggia—a former vice president of 
publicity for TriStar Pictures—is an independent consultant 
who has served on the core marketing teams for over 80 
motion pictures. For more information, visit foggiapr.com.  

  Kelly Neal is an independent producer’s rep and sales 
agent who has served in such capacities as head of Uni-
versal Classics and President of Skouras Pictures. For more 
information, visit knadistribution.com.


