PAGE  
3

HOW TO PITCH A FILM EFFECTIVELY
By Chris Palmer (palmer@american.edu)
www.environmentalfilm.org
Pitching is one of the hardest things you'll ever have to do. You are vulnerable, trying to sell something that you created inside yourself. It is far harder than selling a car or a house. No one cares about your idea but YOU. You believe in it and you have to let that belief show in your voice, posture and body.

So the most important thing you need is enthusiasm and passion. You have to show you care. If you don't care, then no one else will.

Your meeting might well be with a buyer or executive you’ve never met before. You might run into them at a film festival. The meeting might go longer than a few minutes and delve into budgets, bios, logistics, characters, story, and other very important issues—more on that below—but if you don't capture the executive’s interest within a minute or so, the meeting is essentially over and the pitch has failed. With that in mind, this is what you have to do:

There are three key elements to successful pitching:

First, shake hands, make eye contact, and introduce yourself. Tell them the genre and describe what you are pitching. Then get their attention. One effective way to do this is to ask them a question. Don’t be meek or timid. Remember that this person needs you! You are not begging! You are inviting them into a creative partnership. Asking a question gets the person focused on you. Give them time to answer. They might have just come from another pitch session and their head might be full of the brilliance of the last pitch they heard. You need to get their head out of that and focused on you.

Second, tell them how you came up with the idea. Tell them a personal story. Don’t pitch the whole thing. No one has time to hear it. Rather, pitch the aspect of your film that makes your proposal different from anything else—your “unique selling proposition.”
Third, show photos, a newspaper article, or any "prop" which will grab their attention and show your listener that you have verve and imagination.
Then let them know you have finished by saying something like, “May I give you this treatment to read?” (Ideally you have a treatment.) If you don’t have a treatment on-hand, just say, “Thank you for your time. May I get in touch with you to follow up?”
All this has to happen in less than three minutes. You either win their interest or you don’t. If you do, then you may be given more time to talk about details: budget, financing, non-profits who are eager to help with promotion and outreach, trailers you might have produced, some of the compelling characters in your proposed film, your background, etc.
The goal is to get another meeting. It isn’t to make a sale. That will never happen in the first meeting.
Hopefully the initial brief pitch meeting will lead to a longer pitch meeting in which you would present:
· A summary of your film idea and its unique selling proposition
· Why you feel passionately that the film is important

· The film’s hook

· A lengthier description of the story and characters
· A powerful visual description of at least one scene
· A summary of your background and experience
· A summary of logistics and budget
· Handouts, including logline, project synopsis, treatment, production schedule, budget, fundraising plan, distribution plan, filmmaker bio, and letters of endorsements
· A short trailer that evokes a strong emotional reaction
The most common mistake producers make is pitching projects that could not possibly air on the buyer’s channel. It is important to watch the buyer’s channel to see what is being scheduled and to soak in the tenor of the channel brand.

The goal is to start a conversation and to conduct it in such a way that even if you get turned down, the door is left wide open for you to return. The worst pitch is where you unwittingly burn bridges by making a poor impression or by alienating the executive in some way.
Building a relationship with buyers and executives who have the power to fund future film projects is, in the long-term, even more important than “the pitch.” Your pitch must enhance your reputation even if you get turned down. No matter how much you love your idea, a successful business relationship is always more important than any single pitch.
The classic sales model is to identify a need, show how your product satisfies that need, and close the sale. But in filmmaking, the buyer often isn’t sure what they need, no one is sure of a film’s impact, and the person you are talking to usually doesn’t have the power to green light a project anyway—only his or her supervisor does.
Pitching is a conversation in which you listen more than you talk (yes, I know that’s hard) and in which you get the prospective buyer emotionally involved in your program idea. You and the executive will create the show together.
Pitching is not a hard sell. It isn’t hyping your project. It does not involve raising your voice or shouting. It is essentially a conversation—inviting, sympathetic, intelligent, and engaging—in which you convey your film concept concisely and clearly.

Don’t end by blurting out, “Well, are you going to buy it?” Instead, simply sum up your presentation and gently ask them what they think.
Pitching when you are close to a green light: At some point, you will get your great idea beyond the pitching phase. You will have made multiple pitches to many people, and, if you’re lucky and tenacious, met with some success. You will have a meeting with a crucially important commissioning editor, sponsor, or donor who can put the final piece of the financial jigsaw in place and green light your film.

Remember that the media is changing. TV today gets half the audiences it did ten years ago. The overall power of television has diminished and consequently the funds to make TV shows (or any media) have been reduced.
Audiences are segregated into smaller and smaller groups, and therefore targeting small audiences makes sense.

At this point in your project, you obviously need more than simply a great idea. To get real traction, you need a package and you need to identify the audience you are targeting. Remember, the impression you want to convey is that the person you pitch to will be joining a bandwagon.

The package will contain the film concept (showing you have a fresh story), outreach plan, promotion plan, distribution plan, financing plan, website and broadband plan, strategic partners (such a big NGO), the team behind the program, why the program is unique, a compelling trailer, and possibly competitive projects.
To repeat, your key underlying message at this point in the process will be, “I don’t need much more to green light this project.” A second underlying message is, “This whole project is far more than a film.”

Never mail the package. This is all about you and your passion. Ideally deliver it in person, and remind them of your knowledge of, and passion for, the project.
Before pitching, know your audience. You don’t want to pitch one-offs if they are seeking a series.
Remain flexible. Some audiences (for example, NATURE on PBS) don’t want a package because they have their own funding, and so commitments you’ve made to NGOs or sponsors may be impossible for them to honor. Know this ahead of time, and adjust your materials accordingly.
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