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Foreword

There is no storytelling medium that I love more than animation, so you can
imagine how thrilled I was when Catherine and Zahra—both of whom I adore
and respect more than I can possibly say—asked me to write the introduction to
this book. It is such an honor to be even a tiny part of the legacy they have cre-
ated and to help the next generation of producers on their journey to creating
animation.

I love the way animation invites you to experience new characters and
cultures and can create a deeper understanding of the world around us while
also challenging us to let go of the reality of this world and dive deep into the
unknown. I also love how animation has the ability to be truly universal; crossing
borders and worlds and time periods with ease.

Not being an artist myself, I am endlessly fascinated by the creation of art
and how the artistic brain works. No matter how taxing or frustrating a day you
might have as a producer, walking into a room filled with art seems to erase all of
that, just as it will for the audience. There is endless joy in this work of creating
stories one frame at a time.

There is also endless work. The average day is filled with meetings about
schedules where you review schedules about meetings. The average day is also filled
with resolving problems from budget issues, to creative disputes, to helping an art-
ist find jumper cables so they don’t miss their girlfriend’s birthday dinner. You see,
over the course of making an animated project, you develop a family, and the team
goes through all of the things a family does—the ups and the downs and the silly
late nights giggling over something no one can remember the next day. But, what
a family it is! Chock full of passionate artists and inspired managers, all working
together to create something magnificent that will move an audience to laugh or to
cry, to cheer or to boo when they are magically transported to the world that has
been created and into the lives of the characters you have brought to life.
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If you are reading this book, I assume it is because you want to produce
animation—and I am thrilled for you. I am equally thrilled if you are a director
or an artist or a coordinator or an investor that wants to learn more about how
these things are made. In my opinion, every single person on an animated film is
a producer in some way. Every tiny decision you make, whether you are the star
animator or a PA just getting started, will have an impact on the film. That is not
hyperbole; that is the truth. An animated project is an accumulation of a million
tiny decisions.

So, if everyone is a producer, then what is the “producer” actually doing? I won’t
kid you, it’s a complex job: part mind reader, part strategist, part caretaker, part
juggler, part innovator, and a whole bunch of other parts that you will read about
in the pages of this book. But, in a way, the job description is quite simple, deliver
the project on time and on budget, and make sure that the very best version of the
director’s vision is on the screen.

The rules of the game change over time, but that basic job description does
not. These days, the tools that allow you to animate are readily available in a way
that is likely to give birth to a new generation of animation storytellers, but the
job of a producer has not changed. The growth of streaming and other means of
getting those shows to the audience have changed, creating more opportunity
than ever, but the job of a producer has not changed.

As time passes and animation tools evolve, the director will still want to do
more than is technically possible with the time, money, and technology available
and the producer will have to help them make the smart choices that create the
best version of their story. The crew will get tired and frustrated and the producer
will have to pull them together and reassure them that the story they are making
is worth telling, and then make sure that is actually true in the end. And, when
the project is done, the producer will look that director in the eye and ask them
if they have made the movie they wanted to make. And the producer will ask the
studio if they are happy with how the project turned out. And the producer will
ask three perfect strangers if they loved the project, and if all combined smile
and say “yes,” then the producer can finally exhale knowing it has been a job well
done. And then that producer will find the next dragon to slay.

I wish you many wonderful dragons.

Melissa Cobb
Vice President of Kids and Family
Netflix

Xiv Foreword
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INnfroduction

When we started the journey on the first edition of Producing Animation 20 years
ago, we could never have predicted we would be writing a third edition in an
environment where animation is accessible beyond television and movie-theater
screens. We could never have imagined that audiences would “stream” animated
content from anywhere around the world. It was beyond our wildest dreams to
envision the daily usage of animation for interactive and immersive experiences.
While the application of animation is at an all-time high, digital connectivity has
also enabled us to produce content on a global level at an unprecedented scale
while collaborating with creative talent regardless of the time zone, language, or
location differences.

The first edition of our book focused on hand-drawn 2D animation for fea-
tures and episodic TV, while the second outlined a completely new process that
had taken over in the form of computer generated imagery (CGI) production. In
that decade, what once was a paper-driven industry became nearly all digitized.
For our first book, almost every feature film in theaters was made in 2D, and by
the time the second was published, 2D was no longer in vogue and 3D CGI was
all the rave. In fact, what started out as an updating of the content turned into a
90% rewrite for the second edition.



And now, almost another decade later, our industry has once again trans-
formed with how animation can be experienced in new environments such as
virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and at live events, in a theme park
or on the red carpet. While animated content has provided entertainment for
over a century, it is now a commonly used form in new spheres such as health
services, military training, shopping, and tourism. With over 6 billion mobile
phone users in the world as of this printing, the largest majority of consumers are
likely to view animation on their own tiny personal screens, and interact with
it via apps. Additionally, media service providers have completely upended the
previously established means of distributing and exhibition. It used to be that
the primary funding for animated series came from advertising money or sub-
scriptions as shows aired on broadcast and cable channels, but this is no longer
the case. Now the tabulation of views, downloads, followership, “likes,” and the
different ways a project may have multi-platform applications can be the rea-
son for its funding. Added to this is the power of social media and its potential
affect—positive or negative—on a property’s release, making it even more critical
for the producer to be aware and strategic in what, when, and how they share the
information about their projects. What is exciting about all of this change are the
many opportunities this diverse content landscape is providing for our global
animation community.

Our goal for each edition has been to create material that is written in as time-
less a way as possible. Given the state of the industry and rapid innovations in
technology, this has been a truly challenging task. The available options for pro-
duction processes and distribution of content are seemingly endless. A project
can now be produced by one person in a basement, or by hundreds of artists at
a single location or in multiple locations with multiple time zones, cultures, and
languages. It can be marketed, sold, and distributed in any length, at all types
of budget ranges, from hundreds of millions of dollars for a feature to just a few
thousands for a short film made with off-the-shelf hardware and software. The
quality ranges are equally as extreme, from stick figures, to hybrid (live action/
animation), to fully fleshed-out characters that seem to live and breathe. Projects
can now be distributed by an individual through the Internet or by a major studio
theatrically—in both cases, reaching millions of viewers. Content can be viewed
on a screen that takes up a 90-ft wall, or on one the size of a watch, or anything
in between those extremes.

The first edition of our book emanated from lack of available resources that
provided guidance for individuals interested in this highly creative and complex
business. Every studio we started working at was eager to re-invent the wheel to
do it “better than x studio;” however, this approach was almost always costly and
inefficient. Where we landed in writing it was the philosophy of documenting
what we believed to be the “best practices” approach, based on first-hand experi-
ence and evaluation of what works and what doesn’t work to produce a project.

Given that the wide range of formats (and therefore the many potential “best
practices”) to pursue and document thoroughly for our readers was not a realistic
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endeavor (since many are so new that their optimization are still to be defined),
it became apparent that the best way forward was to focus on the reality that
as much as everything has changed, the fundamentals have not. When it comes
to being a successful producer for animated content, valuable teaching points
such as expertise in pre-planning; hiring, and working with great talent; and
over-communicating are important, no matter the format. Although animation
is truly collaborative and no one person is responsible for getting a project done, a
great producer is instrumental in creating an environment that leads to a positive
experience for all individuals involved. Everyone has the same end goal to pro-
duce a product they can be proud of; projects that fail are typically missing the
leadership of a strong producer with proactive strategic abilities and an in-depth
understanding of the process.

Although the change in the industry over the past 20 years or so has been sig-
nificant, the information pertaining to the role of the producer from the original
book has remained the same. The integral concept—that producing animation is
based on the ability to think logically, proactively, and creatively—still holds. It is
a cerebral act that combines a technical knowledge of the animation process with
individual style, experience, and gut instinct. Ultimately, producing is a creative
process. The constantly shifting landscape defies order and the best producers
know how to rearrange their resources to support the artistic vision while also
meeting delivery expectations and keeping everyone engaged in the end product.

Producing Animation is a culmination of our joint experiences over the past
three decades. Our combined experience in the animation industry has been
quite varied. Both of us progressed up through the ranks, and between the two
of us, we have worked in almost all production capacities at both major and
boutique studios in the Far East, Europe, and North America. Our combined
job titles have included coordinator, production manager, overseas production
manager, associate producer, line producer, co-producer, producer, supervising
producer, executive producer, production executive, senior vice president of pro-
duction, and company president/CEO. We have been involved in many differ-
ent kinds of projects, including feature films, direct-to-video releases, television
series, television specials, games, apps, and short films.

We are exceptionally fortunate to have Tracey Miller-Zarneke join us again
for the third edition. In the capacity of a technical editor, Tracey remains a formi-
dable force and has played a fundamental role in helping us pull all of the aspects
of this book together. Tracey has a background in animation production and an
avid interest in the art itself, having written numerous books about the develop-
ment and making of feature film projects. In a few words, we simply couldn’t
have done it without her and appreciate her optimism and support on every level.

We are grateful that in this third edition of the book, we have the space to
again showcase bonus experience in the industry via “Expert Insights” from all
corners of the business. Information shared includes common grounds between
producing VR and traditional mediums; the key ingredients to creating a timeless
character; and the challenges when you are both the producer and the director,
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to name a few topics. Also, we have added substantial legal perspective to this
book, offering “Sidebars” that contain many critical details and strategic tools
with which the producer must consider and plan for in all phases of developing
an idea through final delivery. We are thrilled to be sharing case studies from the
artist’s point of view: Wilson Tang’s insight on the thoughtful process needed to
successfully adapt the online game Summoners War into an animated short; and
the path following Louise Bagnall’s Oscar®-nominated short film, Late Afternoon
from original concept through development, funding, pre-production, produc-
tion, post-production, and the festivals and awards circuit. We are also excited
to provide a deeper look into stop motion production, as guided by Phil Chalk.

The process of writing these books is always a far greater undertaking than
originally anticipated—but isn’t that the reality of any creative project? The stress
of all the work it took quickly dissipates thanks to the positive feedback received
from our many readers over the years. The fact that Producing Animation is being
used around the world is incredibly rewarding and exciting to both of us. With
that in mind, we want to thank all of our readers and let you know we appreciate
your feedback, especially hearing about your successful projects.

We sincerely hope that by sharing our experiences, as well as those of others,
we can help pave an easier path for future animation producers. Additionally, it
is our goal that the information in this book will entice new producers to enter
the industry, and along with professionals already in the business, together they
will continue to push the frontiers of animation to more exciting and unforeseen
territories.

Welcome to the wonderfully creative, consistently unpredictable, and always
exciting world of animation production. After reading this book, we hope you
feel better prepared for its unexpected and expected challenges. In reflecting
over the extraordinary technological innovations over the past two decades, it
is impossible to predict what the future holds, however what does remain con-
sistent is that there is nothing more satisfying than seeing the results of your
hard work moving on the screen (no matter the size) and watching the audience
respond to it in a positive way.

Commonly Asked Questions About Producing Animation

Are All Artists Called "Animators”? What Exactly Is an Animator?

It seems logical to call all artists working on an animated project “animators,”
but it is not accurate. An animator specifically takes the design of a character
or an object and brings it to life through creating its movement and action. The
animator’s role can best be likened to that of an actor. Just like any other per-
former, whether it is in the theater, the opera, or the ballet, s/he takes center stage.
But it is through the combined efforts of many talented individuals—such as
visual development artists, storyboard artists, modelers and riggers, edito-
rial staff, layout artists, technical directors, and many other staff members—that
a show gets completed and presented to the public.
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What Are Different Ways to Enter the Animation Industry?

The most common areas of opportunity include roles as an artist, production
staff, or voice talent.

As a starting point, there are many animation schools across the globe with
outstanding programs that enable students to get a taste of what it is like to be in
this creative field. Make sure their program aligns with your area of interest: if
you already know that you want to be a concept artist or an animator, research
where the school’s graduates have consistently landed. That information allows
you to gain insight into the studios’ relationship with the school that has been
built over the years. Many animation programs provide annual showcase events
and invite studio leads to attend because there is always a need to recruit fresh
talent. If you hope to be a generalist or don’t know which area interests you, find
a program that offers a broad curriculum so that you can investigate your options
and discover what best matches your skill set.

For those looking to be artists, production, and/or technical staff, applying for
internships at a studio is also an excellent way to start exploring your strengths
and weaknesses by working alongside professionals who are eager to groom talent.

Artists

The most important tool artists can have is a portfolio, or a sampling of their
best work typically on a personal website. By posting current personal creations,
you enable colleagues and recruiters to be aware of your artistic abilities. If the
artwork is from a project, it is important to respect all confidentiality agree-
ments, especially on those that are yet to be released—you certainly don’t want
your potential new employer to see that you are irresponsible with your nondis-
closure contract. Often an artist’s website can cover different artwork ranging
from visual development to figure drawing. Showing your aptitude for different
styles can be a good thing. However, if you are exceptionally good in just one
style, there is no reason to include a variety that might not be as strong, just
for the sake of showing diverse content. If you have many years of accumulated
artwork, it is always wise to get help from fellow artists to select your strongest
work. You should also research the show for which you are applying to make
sure that your portfolio includes artwork that is suitable for the project.

Demo reels/links should be no longer than two minutes in length, unless oth-
erwise designated in the submission instructions. Be sure to provide information
outlining each shot on your reel and what work you did for the shot (modeling,
animation, etc.). It is handy to provide a thumbnail of the shot on the breakdown
summary to allow a reviewer to quickly identify the work.

Every studio has its own specific requirements based on the status of its proj-
ects in production and pre-production. Job postings can be found on studio’s
websites, search engines devoted to job listings, and industry websites. Follow
the guidelines closely. Depending on your skill set (for example, whether you are
an animator or a modeler), the requirements for your portfolio pieces will vary.
You only get one chance to make a first impression, so make sure you answer all
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questions diligently and upload material as requested. It better be error-free! In
some studios, you may also be asked to take a test, for example when applying
for a story artist position. A standardized test is often a fair gauge of judging an
artist’s aptitude for the project.

Some studios have weekly or monthly artist application reviews and will
continue to accept updated portfolios even if there are no current openings.
Despite everyone’s best intentions, the volume of applicants sometimes makes
it impossible for recruiting departments to get back to everyone in a timely
manner. All recruiters would love to be able to acknowledge each candidate
personally but often it’s just not possible, so don’t get discouraged if you don’t
hear back. On a positive note, a well-organized studio will keep reels and
résumés on file to review as new positions open up beyond an immediate proj-
ect’s needs.

Production Staff

There are several ways to get into production. Whereas a portfolio is an artist’s
calling card, a résumé or curriculum vitae (CV) should be used when applying
for a production staff position. Make sure to have a strong résumé that empha-
sizes your abilities to organize, work with artists, communicate, and multitask.
It is important that your résumé is easy to read and can be understood at a glance.
Keep it to two pages or less. If you have listed individuals as references, it is wise
to speak with them in advance to prepare them for a possible call. By doing so,
you give your contacts a chance to review your work experience, and hopefully,
they will give you a glowing referral when the time comes.

If you have little or no production administration in your background, con-
sider applying as an intern, production assistant, or a producer’s assistant. If you
attend a college, you may be able to enroll in a class in which you can get school
credit in exchange for doing an internship at a studio. Strong computer skills
are a requirement: having a working knowledge of programs such as Microsoft
Office, Google Docs, Adobe Suite, Final Draft, Final Cut, Avid, and tracking soft-
ware such as Shotgun can give you the winning edge by setting you apart from
other candidates applying for the same position.

Voice Talent

Most voice actors have agents who serve as their representative. They submit their
work and send their clients to auditions. When hired, the agent negotiates the
deal and helps the actor with all of the contractual paperwork. S/he is usually
paid 10% of the actor’s negotiated fee. If you are new to voice work, it is impor-
tant that you assemble a sample of your work that demonstrates your voice range
and talent in order to get an agent. This sample can be made available through a
personal website, public video/audio-posting websites such as youtube.com, or a
number of online voice talent banks where you can upload files of your work for
casting agents and producers to access directly. Whichever approach you choose,
be sure that your recording quality is professional.
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Cultivating studio contacts and researching opportunities online can serve
as an entry point since some casting directors and producers post casting calls,
especially for non-union projects, on sites like voices.com, castingnetworks.com,
and others. As a rule, it is a good idea to take voice-over acting classes, as doing
so will help you hone your skills and make potential contacts. Many of the voice
coaches are professional voice directors who are looking for fresh talent (for more
information on auditions and casting, see Chapter 8, “Pre-production”).

What Are the Main Similarities and Differences
Between Producing a Game Versus a Series?

Speaking in very broad terms, initial ideas for both can start as an elevator pitch
and a one-sheet showcasing the idea visually (see Chapter 3, “How to Identify
and Sell Projects,” for more on the elevator pitch). Conceptually, the core team
needed for creating an animated game and a series are also very similar. They
both require designers to generate artwork for characters, props, and the envi-
ronments. Artists skilled in modeling, animation, visual effects, cinematogra-
phy, and lighting are used in both formats. However, when putting a game team
together, programmers need to be hired alongside artists right from the start. The
types of programmers can include technical artists, coders, and engineers who
are responsible for mathematically figuring out the formulas and algorithms to
replicate the conceptual art, enable the assets to interact and withstand usage,
and generate new iterations.

Unlike a series where the first step begins with a script, in many games, the
proof is in creating a prototype that is tested and re-tested in order to assess
its strengths and weaknesses. The story is, in fact, tacked on at the end as most
games are not narratively driven. The goal of game production is to create sys-
tems that work together so that the game itself can withstand the user’s range
of actions. Game producers rely on their Quality Assurance Department whose
purpose is to try to “break the game” in order to be able to deliver a product that
can fully engage the user.

Another big difference between producing games versus a series is what hap-
pens after delivery. On a show, after the post-production phase has been com-
pleted and the episodes delivered, the job of the producer is done. For the mobile
game producer, in some ways their job is just beginning once the project is
delivered. When in market, s/he closely monitors data and focuses on audience
retention in order to continue to produce more targeted content. To do this, the
producer works with analytic teams to collect data and metrics on how the users
are playing; where they are getting stuck; when they are falling off; if the interac-
tivity and “fun” aspects of the game are working as intended. They also research
what is being said about the game and look for patterns of consistent responses.
If a game feature does well, they may build upon it, and if a feature is not popu-
lar, they eliminate it. With a general expectancy of a 1-year life span of a game,
pending the metrics, the producer will be responsible for delivering upgrades and
sequels, or deciding if the game should be terminated.

Commonly Asked Questions About Producing Animation 7


http://voices.com
http://castingnetworks.com

What Is Unique About the Process to Produce
Online Educational Content?

Short online animated programs are created for use on mobile devices, tablets,
or computers in order to teach children aged 2-8 subjects such as math, history,
science, and language arts. Similar to educational series on television, the show
is developed with specific building blocks to teach a subject to a target audience.
All proceeding steps are very similar to television production from writing to
design, to storyboarding and outsourcing animation, and post-production steps.
However, while television shows are created for viewing, online educational
content is set up to be interactive. Programmers are hired to create algorithms
designed to respond to the user. For example, if a child is a visual learner, s/he
will exhibit a specific pattern indicating their preferred way of learning and the
content is re-configured to better match his/her specific abilities. When compar-
ing passive viewing of television shows versus online interactive content that is
specifically tailored for the user, the latter is considered to be a more effective
educational tool.

What Are the Differences When Producing for Streaming
Platforms Versus Traditional Broadcasters?

The main difference between the two can be found in their format and number
of episodes per show. For traditional broadcasters, content is usually ordered in
a standardized duration such as 11- or 22-min long episodes due to the need to
fulfill specific timeslots. The timing is also more rigid because of specific breaks
in the programming to allow time for advertising which pays for the content.
Animated shows created for the children’s block have to undergo rigorous reviews
by Broadcast Standard and Practices (BS&P) so as to eliminate any content that
might be in violation of moral, ethical, and legal parameters.

In contrast, animated shows for streaming platforms can be an order of 6-26
episodes. A half-hour episode’s length can be anywhere between 22 and 28 min.
There are also no breaks for commercials, so overall there is more flexibility for a
producer when selling to media service providers.

I Have a Project. Should | Set Up My Own
Animation Studio or Find a Studio for Hire?

The short answer is it depends on your specific expertise, content, and the scale
of your project. The thinking behind this approach is that all available resources
for the project will go directly towards the making of the product rather than
towards the sub-contracting studio’s producer fees and overhead that may seem
extraneous to the actual production costs. Ostensibly, setting up your own pro-
duction company can provide you with direct control of how the funds are spent;
the creative freedom to explore various artistic choices; and finally, the ability to
hire your own staft.
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Yet what this approach does not take into consideration is that running a
studio is an entirely different business than producing a film. Setting up a studio
from scratch requires a substantial investment: initial startup funding, finding
space, office/furniture/equipment rental/hardware/software leasing, pipeline
development, hiring of artistic talent and production staff, etc. As a studio
owner, your primary focus will have to shift from how to make your project
to how the studio will be run day-to-day and how to sustain it. If you are not
experienced at this type of business—or even if you are—there are always going
to be surprise costs that cannot be anticipated. Ultimately, the project will prob-
ably cost more money than you budgeted, as building a studio is an expensive
proposition.

Unless you have a way to monetize the studio and/or have investors who are
willing and able to fund your projects from a long-term standpoint, your resources
are probably better utilized by exploring the plethora of existing studios whose
expertise will enable you to see a myriad of different stylistic approaches towards
your project, which will let you hone in on the best configuration of available
talent and creative direction. Instead of learning by trial and error and wasting a
substantial amount of time and money learning how to run a studio and create a
functional production pipeline, you can focus your efforts on how to successfully
produce your project. By hiring a sub-contracting studio, you benefit from the
expertise of seasoned artistic talent, a tested and functioning pipeline and pro-
duction processes, and staff members who can execute your project expeditiously
and cost effectively (see Chapter 7, “The Production Team,” on how to select the
right studio for your project).

What Are the Unions or Guilds That Are Commonly Used on
Productions That Are Either Fully or Partially Based in the US?

All major content exhibitors in the US may have contractual agreements to use
talent from one or all of the following organizations:

e The Animation Guild, IATSE Local 839: a professional guild covering
animation artists, writers, and technicians

e The Writers Guild of America (WGA): the joint organization of two
different US labor unions representing series and feature writers

e The Motion Picture Editors Guild, IATSE Local 700: includes freelance
and staff feature and series editors, plus other post-production profes-
sionals and story analysts throughout the Unites States

e The Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of Television and
Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA): an American labor union covering actors
performing in projects ranging from shorts to student projects, series
and theatrical features, journalists, radio personalities, recording artists,
singers, voice actors, and other media professionals worldwide
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To SAG or Not to SAG: Should My Voice
Track Be Union or Non-union?

Given how global the animation industry is, most producers around the world
will face this question as they plan for distribution in the United States and
English-speaking territories. SAG-AFTRA (Screen Actors Guild-American
Federation of Television and Radio Artists) is the union that almost all voice
actors work through in the United States. This union sets yearly base pay rates
for all formats from series, to games to movies. The union ensures that actors are
paid fairly and that they receive lifetime residuals on their work whenever used.

When an actor’s work is dubbed in another language, their performance is
replaced so the original actor is not paid residuals in that particular territory
since it is no longer their voice that is being used. For a non-union project, the
rates a producer pays are based on whatever they can afford and no residuals are
due as the deal made is almost always a one-time buyout fee. Getting top talent to
record non-union is not really possible in the US: typically only up-and-coming
talent will agree to this way of working as they are looking to get experience and
credits in order to help them become SAG members. From a marketing perspec-
tive, most studios and producers look for name talent/celebrities to help sell their
show in English territories. If this is the case, it will be necessary to produce as a
signatory under the SAG-AFTRA union.

When working union, the upside is that unless you are hiring celebrities, the
rates paid are pre-determined, which makes budgeting easy (note that scale rates
change yearly, so it is best to contact SAG-AFTRA directly to get the latest fee
breakdown). The downside is that if a producer’s budget is limited, s/he may not be
able to afford these pre-determined rates. The other consideration is that royalties
must be paid to all actors whose voices are used in signatory covered territories
and the management of these residuals is an ongoing obligation.

What Does It Mean to Have to Bond a Film Project?

Due to the fact that a considerable sum of money is required to produce a theatri-
cal feature film, when an independent film is produced outside of the established
mainstream studio, its financiers/investors often require a form of insurance that
guarantees the project will be completed and delivered by the producer in accor-
dance per their agreed-upon terms. This insurance is called a completion bond or
a completion guarantee and is offered by a bonding company for a fee, typically a
percentage of the overall budget.

When applying for a completion bond, the producer must provide the follow-
ing types of materials: script, budget, schedule, cash flow, credits of the key talent,
and information on the project’s investors and their financial commitment to the
film. The bonding company in return will evaluate the risk factors involved in the
proposed scenario. For example, if the producer and director team have already
completed projects of a similar caliber and have a consistent track record of deliv-
ering shows on time and on schedule, they present a minimal production risk.
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If this is not the case, it will be assumed that the risk of delivery is higher and
the bonding fees charged will reflect this assessment. Once the film is approved
for consideration, the bonding company typically sets up meetings with the pro-
duction’s principals in order to further evaluate the project’s viability. After the
initial assessment has been made, it is not uncommon for the bonding company
to request adjustments to the budget and schedule.

Based on the assessments of the core members of the production team and
the final plan, the bonding company will determine whether the film can indeed
be completed and delivered to the distribution company as proposed by the
producer. If accepted, the bonding company will draw up the agreement and the
producer can access funding. Once production commences, the bonding com-
pany will monitor the project’s progress. If there is a concern that the project will
not be delivered on budget or schedule, the worst-case scenario solution would
involve the bonding company taking over the project and moving in to manage it
themselves, ensuring that their client’s investment is protected.

| Have What | Think Is the World's Best Idea, Where Do | Start?

Your adventure starts with diving into this book, developing a grounded under-
standing of just how challenging it can be to bring your concept to reality, and
recognizing if there is a strong-enough interest that merits further exploration.
With thoughtful development, well-executed research into the marketplace, a
hearty gathering of talent, savvy networking, and a committed belief in your
vision, anything is possible!
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The Animation Producer

What Is an Animation Producer?

Since writing the last edition, the potential areas of focus for an animation
producer have expanded beyond the formats of feature length theatrical film,
television series, webisodes, visual effects, gaming, and short films. It now
includes new realms such as virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), 4D,
and 5D content for theme parks. While the overall artistic and technical exper-
tise needed has basic similarities, each has its own unique workflow process that
can vary considerably from one format to the next. Our goal in this chapter is to
establish the basic shared attributes for the animation producer in all of the above
forms of content/format.

To begin, the Producers Guild of America (PGA) defines the role of the
producer at the time of writing as:

The “Produced by” credit for a fully Animated Production is given to the person(s)
most completely responsible for an animated production’s full life cycle, requiring
significant decision-making authority over a majority of the producing func-
tions across the four phases of an animated production’s life-cycle: Development,
Pre-Production, Production, and Post-Production/Marketing. The following
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considerations would be taken into account in determining “Produced by” credit
in a fully animated production:

Within the development process, the “Produced by” will typically conceive of
the underlying premise of the production, or select the material, as is best suited to
the particular media platform(s) on which the animated production will be exhib-
ited. S/he also will select the project’s writer(s), secure the necessary rights and
initial financing, and supervise the development process.

In pre-production, the “Produced by” will typically select the key members of
the creative team, including the animation director, cinematographer/technical
director, co-producer, animation supervisor, production manager, production
designer including backgrounds and characters and associated department leads,
and principal cast of voice talent. The “Produced by” also will participate in ven-
dor selection, and approve the final production script, boards and animatics, pro-
duction schedule, and budget. The “Produced by” will also participate in media
platform(s), and technology selections, and guidance.

During production, the “Produced by” will supervise the day-to-day operations
of the producing team, providing continuous, personal, and usually “on-set” or
“in-studio” consultation with the director and other key creative personnel. S/he
also will approve weekly cost reports, and continue to serve as the primary point of
contact for financial and distribution entities.

For the last phase, post-production and marketing, the “Produced by” is
expected to consult personally with post-production personnel, including the
editor, composer, and media platform specialists. S/he is expected to consult
with all creative and financial personnel on the answer print or edited master,
and usually is involved in a meaningful fashion with the financial and distribu-
tion entities concerning the marketing and distribution plans for the animated
production on the particular destined media platform(s) in both domestic and
foreign markets.

With today’s productions often being hybrids of live-action, animation, and
visual effects, it is rare to find one individual who exercises personal decision-
making authority across all four phases of animation production. However, the
PGA requires that in order to earn the credit of “Produced by,” one must have taken
responsibility for at least a majority of the functions performed and decisions made
over the span of the animated component of the four phases.

https://www.producersguild.org/page/coc_nm#animation

The scope of a lead animation producer’s responsibility varies based on the indi-
vidual’s area of expertise and place of employment. At the major studios, most lead
producers are “employee producers”. Under this production structure, the studio’s
core executive group usually sets up and oversees all projects in collaboration and
support of the lead producer. They may even hire or assign a producer after a proj-
ect has been developed and budgeted, and is ready to go into production. In the
case of an independent scenario, the producer will inevitably play a hands-on role
in: securing the rights and financing; arranging distribution; setting up the pro-
duction, etc., as they will not have all of the various departments and infrastruc-
ture to cover these realms. No matter the structure underlying a production, the
lead producer on an animated projected is ultimately responsible for overseeing
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it from commencement to delivery. Thus, this book teaches from the definition
that the person credited as the lead producer should have the skill set required to
handle all the areas of responsibility outlined by the PGA, no matter if the project
is produced through a large, medium, or very small infrastructure.

With that teaching perspective in mind, a typical animation producer’s role is to
fully investigate, to guide, and to oversee the key aspects of all four phases of pro-
duction, and to determine the fundamental strategy for the content to be produced.
Assuming that the main intent is to reach a wide audience and make a profit, once
an intellectual property (IP) is identified, the first question a producer must answer
is where is the optimal business opportunity/market for the IP? This starts with decid-
ing what format is best suited for the content/characters and the story to be told.
Would it be best conceived as an immersive virtual reality experience? Or, would it do
better as a webisode to start and then perhaps go into a longer format once it has a fol-
lowing? There are many paths to creating animation, so taking the time to research
this most basic yet critical decision is fundamental to ensure that there is genuine
market and audience potential upside.

Once the market and upside have been targeted, the next step for the pro-
ducer is to identify how the content is to be viewed: on a mobile device, or a
90-ft screen in a theme park, or both? If the project is not with one of the major
studios already, the distribution method and potential partners for financing and
creative input should be identified so that the project can be taken to market and
sold in a successful manner. The approach to animation is also a critical decision
to be made and is typically done in parallel with the above decisions, as both
commercial opportunities and distribution methods play a key role in determin-
ing the approach to animation, be it 2D, CG, stop-motion, or a hybrid.

Depending on the size and scope of an animated project, there are “producers”
in all sorts of roles with various areas and levels of responsibilities. Before we take
a deep dive into the many details and nuances related to the wide variety of pro-
ducer titles and tasks, here is the starting platform for what we consider to be the
three basic producer categories—the deal-maker, the creative, and the facilitator.

The deal-maker producer spearheads identifying, gathering, and negotiat-
ing the financial resources and key players including talent and/or a production
studio for a project. This producer generally has little or no creative input. Deal-
maker producers are usually non-exclusive, meaning that they can work for
multiple studios and have multiple projects in progress. It is highly unlikely that
they would focus all their time on a single production. Instead, deal-maker pro-
ducers hire a lead or line producer to handle the actual production of a show.

The creative producer plays the visionary role. This producer may have the
ability to design or animate and/or write, and will have an in-depth knowledge
of the story overall. S/he would lead or would be heavily involved in the creative
decision-making process from both a visual and written perspective. Although
creative producers do have responsibility for the budget and the schedule, their
focus is creative. In this configuration, a line producer often handles time and
money management to complement the creative leadership of this producer.
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The facilitator producer pulls the entire production together, managing the
day-to-day needs and overseeing that funds are best allocated to the creative
needs of the project. This producer generally does not lead the creative processes
but has a comprehensive understanding of the artistry, technology, and story-
telling required to achieve the intended business and creative goals of the final
content. These producers are typically very hands-on during production. Their
involvement in the level of production detail often depends on whom they have
working for them, and the size and scope of the production. To sum it up, their
main focus tends to be the budget and the schedule, with an eye on best support-
ing the creative demands of the project.

There are multiple titles associated with the producer credit. For the outside
world it can be confusing as to what all of these credits actually mean. The most
commonly used ones are: executive producer, producer, co-producer, line pro-
ducer, and associate producer. Of course, there are many variations beyond this
list, including creative producer, consulting producer, supervising producer, and
assistant producer, to name a few. Theoretically, titles are based on an individual’s
background and experience level. In some cases, however, they are based on what
an agent or a representative is able to negotiate for his/her clients, wholly inde-
pendent of their actual ability. The most commonly used producer job titles and
their areas of responsibilities follow.

Executive Producer

Almost more than any other producer, the title and role of an executive producer
can range widely depending on the format of the project, the person, and his/her
skill set. Executive producers typically play a macro role and do not get into the
day-to-day details. They are almost always involved in the financing and distribu-
tion of a project and, in many cases, will oversee the entire project from start to
finish as a facilitator producer should. Executive producers have a say in the hiring
of key creative staff, i.e., producers, director(s), and writer(s). They are also involved
in all key creative decisions such as script development and determining the visual
style of a project. Additionally, they give notes and input throughout the course of
production at key milestones. They usually are asked to approve the project’s pro-
duction plan, including the budget and the schedule.

On feature films, an executive producer tends to fall into the deal-maker cate-
gory. This type of producer is probably not exclusive to the project, but would have
input in key business and creative decisions including the marketing strategy.
On episodic television, the executive producer is usually considered the “show-
runner” or creative visionary behind a production and would fall into the creative
producer category. This executive producer is leading development, including the
creation of the series bible (i.e., the approach to writing, the design of main char-
acters, and the overall art direction; see Chapter 5, “The Development Process,”
for more information on this topic).

Once production begins, everything crosses the executive producer’s desk
ensuring that the project remains in line with the overall vision. The executive
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producer gives input on pre-production elements such as all phases of the script,
artwork, and storyboards (see Chapter 8, “Pre-production,” for more informa-
tion); production materials, including animation tests and color (see Chapter 9,
“Production,” for more information); and post-production, where they are
involved in editing as well as sound and picture sessions (see Chapter 10,
“Post-production”).

As the main point persons for the buyer (who is either funding the produc-
tion or is representing the individual/entity who is providing the funds), execu-
tive producers are often the individuals who receive creative and legal notes to
be implemented. They usually have input on marketing, release planning, and
viewing order. Executive producers are ultimately responsible for delivering the
project on schedule at the agreed-upon level of quality and digital specifications.

Producer

The most common type of animation producer best fits under the category of
the “facilitator.” This job entails strategizing and implementing the production
plan including the budget, schedules, as well as hiring the production crew and/
or sub-contracting studios and post-production team. S/he is very involved in
identifying and negotiating deals for and working with key creative talent such
as writers, directors, and composers. The objective of this producer is to plan and
structure the number of staff needed, hire the staff, and determine their start
and finish date, modifying them as the project ebbs and flows. This producer has
some creative input in each phase of production in collaboration with the direc-
tor to ensure that the project is tracking creatively to the resources available. His/
her main goal is to shepherd the project from its conception to pre-production
through production, and then to its final delivery and marketed release, on bud-
get and on schedule: as defined by PGA, the credit received should be “Produced
by” since this person has acted as the primary lead and decision-maker over the
four phases of the animated project.

At some larger studios, this type of producer may also fall into the “creative
producer” category, whereby s/he would play the dual role of producer and
director. In this case, the studio’s executives would be much more hands-on in
helping to monitor and support the producer with the implementation of pro-
duction’s budget and schedule, and in doing deals with sub-contractors, talent,
crew, and outside facilities.

Line Producer or Co-Producer

The chief responsibility of the line producer or co-producer (hereafter referred to
as the line producer) is establishing and managing the production budget and
schedule. Line producer is a title more often used in the television realm, while
co-producer is a title more commonly assigned on features. The line producer’s
role is very similar to that of the facilitator producer, but the line producer has
very little or no creative input on production. Often this individual is hired when
the production is either recently green-lit or is close to approval. Line producers
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are held accountable for making sure that the production goals are met within
the budget and timeline.

It should be noted that the title of co-producer is at times given to a person
who is simply attached to the project and may be involved only in the conceptual
or initial deal-making phases.

Associate Producer

The role of associate producer is one step above the production manager. Associate
producers tend to have a more in-depth production background than production
managers, yet they do not have the level of experience to be given the title of line
producer. Commonly, the associate producer’s duties start with pre-production
and continue through the delivery of the final color images. S/he typically has
little or no involvement in either the development or post-production phases.

Similar to the role of the line producer, this job involves administrative and
logistical skills. Using the budget and the schedule as a guideline, the associate
producer works closely with the production manager in coordinating, scheduling,
and tracking the flow of artwork and materials from one department to the next
during pre-production. When sub-contractors are used on a production, the asso-
ciate producer is often in charge of overseeing the on-time delivery of material to
them as well as the return of notes and feedback as per the agreed-upon schedule.
The associate producer may or may not be involved in post-production. Operating
as a facilitator, the associate producer’s degree of control and decision-making is
contingent on the structure of the studio and/or production. Generally, associate
producers are not in a position to make deals with outside facilities or sub-
contractors on their own. They would, however, probably be able to hire members
of the production and artistic team based on the producer’s input and guidance.

On a feature, the associate producer is a critical and big role as it can be man-
aging the efforts of potentially 250 or more crewmembers. In order to keep the
project on schedule and avoid unexpected overages, the associate producer will
judiciously gauge the complexity level of every shot throughout the production.
Constructing an efficient production pipeline starts with an approved script.
However, on a feature production, the script is never final as it is developed and
improved upon through most of the production, so the only way to proceed is to
peel away one sequence at a time.

As each sequence is completed through the storyboarding and/or pre-
visualization process, the associate producer guides the evaluation of its complexity
analysis in order to lock it for production. Through close collaboration with staff
members such as the director, the visual effects supervisor, and the production
accountant, the associate producer estimates the number of hours or the cost of
each sequence. If the dollar amount is in line with the projected parameters, the
sequence can go into production. When it exceeds the allotted budget, the associate
producer’s edict is to come up with alternative cost-cutting options.
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Lead Producer’s Responsibilities

The responsibilities of the producer at each studio depend on a number of factors:

Format/length of the project
Technique and/or process of animation
Organization of the studio

Producer’s experience and expertise

Based on these criteria, the producer may take on all or a combination of the
areas listed here. Please note that when it is indicated that the producer needs
to “obtain approval” on specific line items, this phrase refers to getting the final
approval from the individual(s) responsible for overseeing and/or funding the
project, such as the buyer or studio executive.

1.
2.

oW

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.
15.

16.

Manage creative vision and oversight of the project.

Create and obtain approval of a production plan including budget,
schedule, and list of assumptions.

Finalize the script for production.

Identify and select the director(s).

Establish creative checkpoints with buyer/executive (see Chapter 9,
“Production,” for a detailed list).

Cast and hire the artistic team (see Chapter 7, “The Production Team,”
for more information).

Cast and hire the administration and production staff, including the line
producer, co-producer, associate producer, and production manager, if
applicable.

Identify and select sub-contract production studios, if applicable
(see Chapter 7, “The Production Team,” for more information).
Negotiate deals with sub-contract studios and outside facilities
(see Chapter 7, “The Production Team,” for more information).

Cast the composer.

Oversee the creation of and attain approval on the key pre-production
artwork (see Chapter 8, “Pre-Production,” for more information).
Conduct an ongoing evaluation of production output and department
quotas.

Supervise staff and monitor the day-to-day progress of production.
Communicate the overall production priorities to crewmembers.
Establish and maintain relationships with all pertinent ancillary groups
including marketing, licensing and merchandising, digital media,
publicity, distribution, and promotions.

Resolve disputes and conflicts within the production unit and all outside
services.
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17. View and approve all animation (see Chapter 9, “Production,” for more

information).
18. Approve retakes and revisions.
19. View and approve the director’s cut.
20. Attain and approve the final cut.
21. Supervise the “spotting” of sound effects and music with the director.

22. Supervise and approve automated dialogue replacement (ADR) and

additional sound effects with the director.
23. Supervise the music recording session with the director.
24. Supervise the final mix session with the director.

25. Obtain approval of the content of the opening titles and end credits, as

well as title design.
26. Obtain approval of the final output.

27. Deliver the final product in the format requested by the buyer/executive.

28. Support the marketing efforts of the distributor.
29. Ensure that all materials are archived.

30. Provide financier with all final deliverables including executive con-

tracts, all paperwork, final cost report, etc.

Self-Producing: Be Your Own Boss!

By Nina Paley

Creator/Director/Producer/Everything for Seder-
Masochism, Sita Sings the Blues and other projects

I had the good fortune to be self-taught—I didn’t know “Producer” was a
separate job, since doing everything myself to make a film happen was just
part of making my own films from the start. When you don’t know how
something is supposed to be done, you just figure out what works and get
it done.

I made my first animated film on Super-8 at the age of 13: Godzilla vs.
Rubik’s Cube. I checked out “the animation book” from the library, got
some Plasticine clay and clamp lights, and moved things around while
clicking off one frame at a time on the neighbor’s Super-8 camera. My dad
sent the film cartridge in to be developed, and a week later I saw the result-
ing mini-reel on our home projector. It was pure magic for the first few
seconds, until it went dark due to a shutter malfunction. After crying for a
day, I started over and remade the entire film. Just a few seconds of seeing
my art move hooked me.

Today I am mostly using a computer and quality animation software.
It’s all more abstract and further from the hands-on reality of film, but
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