Chapter 4: The Core Team

An Overview of the Core Team

When you are taking the first steps to start an animated project, a select number of staff members need to be in place prior to the start of production. This skeletal group is what we call the core team. In most cases, the producer is the central person, pulling this team together based on the fiscal and creative needs of the project. The formation of the core team typically starts during the development phase with the initial creative group, which includes:
● Producer(s)

● Writer

● Creator/originator of the concept
As the project gets ready for further development into the story and the visual realm, it is necessary to add the following members to the core team:
● Director(s)

● Visual effects supervisor (if applicable)
● Production designer/art director

● Visual development artists

● Stereoscopic supervisor (if applicable)
Pending the size and scale of your production, it is also important to loop in personnel handling recruiting, legal and business affairs, human resources, accounting, training, and technology. In larger studios, some of these individuals may already be on staff, in which case the producer brings them into the mix as necessary. Based the scope of the project, budget limitations, and the expertise of the producer, he or she can personally take on some of these roles while delegating others. 

Each individual on the core team plays a significant role in getting a production up and running. On a feature production with a larger budget, a typical example of this process is as follows: the project has become solidified in terms of script and the overall art direction concept. It is 'green-lit' to proceed further into the pre-production stage. Next a director, if he or she is not already attached, needs to be hired to guide its visual development and to collaborate on the story with the producer, buyer/executive, and writer.

The recruiter helps identify potential directors. The producer interviews all candidates and, in partnership with the buyer/executive, makes a final selection. The legal and business affairs departments negotiate the director’s deal. Once on board, human resources coordinates the director’s orientation and fills out the start-up paperwork. The production accountant processes his or her payment. The director works with the recruiters to cast and hire the visual development and storyboard artists. If necessary to bolster the artistic team when there’s a shortage of artists, the recruiting department scouts fresh talent and the training group starts organizing classes for the new hires.  The technology group is instrumental in developing the production strategy and pipeline as well as researching and developing the tools to create the look of the project. All of these steps are overseen and managed by the producer.
And here is a sample sidebar excerpt from one of the most respected animation producers of our time for further insight into the building of your core team:

Working with the Game Changers in an Ever-Changing Game

Don Hahn, Producer and Director, The Walt Disney Studios

In the game of animation, the producer’s number-one priority is to assemble and maintain a world-class team that will create a movie of lasting quality. When people ask me what a producer does to successfully manage an animated film, the answer is deceptively simple: I hire the best people that I can find and then do exactly what they tell me to do. This group of experts covers the gamut of administration (human resources, legal, finance, recruiting, training), production (management on the project), and creative (director, production designer, other artists), and here are some thoughts on making the most of your team.

Clearly, the work of building a crew into a team is the most important job in managing a project, so start things off with your administrative partners by acknowledging the simple fact that the success of a production is based purely on the team of people cast to create the film. You are not casting a party: everyone doesn’t have to get along all the time, but there does need to be respect between the team players. What is crucial is the expertise of the player, the management skill of the player, the candor of the player, and the ability of the player to push the team to a higher level. Recognize that the team is only as good as the weakest member, and you should be casting the film with the best you can afford: this is not a place to save money. You can certainly hire a “B”- or “C”-list editor, for example, but you will suffer that choice for years to come and the cost of recruiting a better talent will fade from memory as you spend your way out of a mediocre situation.

As you line up your production management, a great philosophy to instill in these key players is: “Animation is not a traditional assembly line activity; it is much more like sports.” You can prepare, train, and recruit the best team and set a game plan, but you have no control over the variables of the game. What you do have control over is how quickly you react to changes in the game and how prepared and conditioned you are to adjust to the new conditions and still play at your top level. Expect chaos and moments of indecision, and then train the management team how to react to the

change; how to access, listen, plan, and refocus attention is the goal. If you want to set out a foolproof plan on paper and execute it perfectly, I can tell you right now: don’t go into the animation business.

On the creative side, the director is the first crucial hire. He or she has three responsibilities: to articulate the vision and the story clearly to the crew, to give candid critiques, and to build morale around that vision. The storytelling and critiquing aspects of directing are obvious, but you might find it surprising that I included morale in the director’s duties. The core team—and eventually the entire production crew—has to sustain the vision of the director over a period of years and has to believe where the director is taking them. There will always be frustration, debate, and disagreement on any film, but if the team can agree on supporting the director’s vision of the film, the process will be easier and the result inevitably stronger. I’ve seen the opposite happen: the director has a creative vision that is completely out of sync with the team and the studio and no one can agree on what the film was. The crew showed up because it was a job, but it wasn’t a passion. The project became more of a negotiated truce between director and studio than a good movie.

And here’s a bit of advice for you…
