DOCUMENTARY DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Process by Michael Rabiger adapted from his great book 
DIRECTING THE DOCUMENTARY

The Proposal

The main purpose of the proposal is to get a third party interested in the project.  It is a device to sell the film. Additionally, the proposal may help clarify the producer/director’s thinking, show working hypotheses lines of inquiry, point of view and dramatic possibilities. The proposal should convince a third party that the producer has a great idea, knows what she wants to do, is efficient, professional and imaginative.

Elements of the Proposal

1.
Film statement

Formally declares that the producer is making a proposal and suggests a working title. It briefly indicates the length, defines the subject matter and audience. (Short paragraph of two to three lines).

2.
Background and need

Briefly reviews information necessary to acquaint the proposal audience to the subject, lets the reader see why the topic is interesting and why such a film is needed. (This could be two to six paragraphs).

3.
Approach, form and style

This explains how the producer will carry out the idea. Where is the drama? Where is the conflict? Where are the emotions and character development? This is the section for the producer to indicate structure. This is potentially risky without full-blown research or “casting”. Nonetheless, it is the most important element in explaining how the producer works. This is not the place to indicate huge amounts of research. Research is needed, in fact extensive research might be needed but research is not a film. The producer at this stage is helping the reader visualize the film. (Two to six paragraphs).

4.
Shooting schedule

Basically a time-line. This is actually an optional item that may be included when a specific event is impending; however, most funders want to know when production will start and when the film will be completed. (One to two line paragraph).

5.
Budget

Budgets at the proposal stage are simple and in outline form. The producer should be familiar with the funding source in order to assure the budget is appropriate for the source.

6.
Audience, distribution and marketing

A filmmaker must know her audience before a film can find distribution. This part of the proposal is a little tricky, particularly for personal documentaries and for those filmmakers who primarily make films for themselves. The proposal reader wants to know how the film will get to your defined audience. If the project is commercial, the reader will want to know how funding will be recouped. In some proposals this element is optional. (two to eight paragraphs).

7.
Filmmaker’s bio and letters of support

This can and should include key players. Bios should be brief. These can be included as attachments.

8.
Additional elements

Attachments that would be helpful in explaining or illustrating any of the above elements.

Production Stages

1.
The proposal

2.
Script development

The idea and its development

Discussion with sponsors and/or funding agencies

Preliminary research

Writing the proposal

Discussion of proposal

Agreement on budget

Research

Writing the shooting script

Acceptance and modification of the script

3.
Preproduction (based on script and cards)

4.
Filming

5.
Editing

The visual edit based on the revised editing script

Editing sound and laying narration from approved narration script

6.
Final lab work or on-line edit

Writing Stages

1.
The idea (a few paragraphs)

2.
The pitch (one page suitable for oral or written delivery)

3.
The proposal (three to ten pages)

4.
The shooting script

5.
The editing script

6.
The narration script

