
In this chapter we deal with the organisation and management of media
production tasks. Along with Chapter 12, the information and advice here
will enable you to understand the production process and to approach your
own productions with confidence.

The production process in outline

If you discuss the concept of the production process with professionals
who work in different media (e.g. magazine publishing, television, etc.),
they will probably stress the differences – the specificities – of their own
particular work practices. In Chapter 7 we outline a six-stage production
process which, while primarily concerned with film, will serve equally
well for other types of media production, even if the professionals
concerned would not necessarily recognise the terms used:
• development or negotiating a brief
• pre-production
• production
• post-production
• distribution 
• exhibition.
These stages represent the production process for a single, coherent
product. An established, daily, media product like a newspaper won’t need
to involve endless negotiation and pre-production (although the inclusion
of some material will still need to be negotiated), but when the product
was first devised the production team will have gone through these stages.
A television or radio series is commissioned as a block – a set number of
episodes – and each commission can be treated as a single production.
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11

• The production process in outline

• Setting out

• Negotiating a brief

• Pre-production

• Production

• Post-production

• References and further reading

Production
organisation
Production
organisation

‘Development’ is the term used 
in the film industry. A ‘brief’ is a
design industry term, also used 
in video production. In many
industries a freelance producer,
writer or director hopes to be
‘commissioned’ by a ‘publisher’ 
of some kind.
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Setting out

Whatever the production task, there are several important questions
which need to be asked at the outset.

Purpose

Why are you producing a media text? Most likely it will be to ‘educate,
inform or entertain’. If it isn’t one of these, then it is probably intended to
persuade. All production must be entertaining to a certain extent or else
readers won’t persevere with the text. Your production will be assessed
according to the extent to which it ‘fits its purpose’, and you should bear
this in mind throughout each stage of the process.

Target audience

The meaning produced by a text depends to a large extent on the intended
reader, and it’s futile to try to construct a text if you don’t know who that
reader is. The audience profile will include the standard age, gender and
class information as well as more culturally based distinctions which
might include religion, sexual orientation, marital or family status, etc.,
and environmental factors such as geographical location (see Chapter 8 for
further discussion of the descriptions used by media industries).
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A criticism of some recent British
films is that they were made just
because the resources existed 
to make them – not because the
producers had something they
wanted to say or because they
wanted a big hit. Media products
need a clear purpose and a
recognised audience.

ACTIVITY 11 .1

Thinking about audiences

If you are given a relatively ‘open brief’ on your course, it’s tempting to choose

something with a target audience made up of your own peers. It seems easier

because you understand the audience. But that can mean that you don’t really do

the work of thinking about the audience. It can be more useful to try to think about

a very different target audience. Imagine you are asked to produce a television

magazine format show (twenty minutes of different studio items and filmed

inserts). Brainstorm some ideas for a show to appeal to:

• a ‘daytime’ audience of parents with young children

• a Sunday morning audience of men aged 55+

(Check the BBC website at www.bbc.co.uk/commissioning/marketresearch for

ideas about television audiences.)
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Budget and funding

Media production requires money – large amounts in many cases. Where
does it come from?

Direct sales

Not many producers can be self-funding – generating enough income
from sales to fund the next production. In most cases, the preparation
costs and the delay in receiving income mean that the outlay is too big 
for a small company to cover.

There are then a limited number of options available. Borrowing the
money from a bank will mean high interest payments, putting more
pressure on the ‘need to succeed’. Selling an interest in your production to
a backer is perhaps a less risky venture, but of course it means that, if you
do well, a share of the profits goes to your backers.

Pre-sales

Continuing production can be guaranteed if you can ‘pre-sell’ your
products at a fixed price. This way you may cover the whole of your
budget with a guaranteed sale. The disadvantage is that if your product is
very successful and could command a higher price, you will have forgone
potential profits.

Selling rights to a distributor

This saves you the trouble and the risk of selling your product in
territories (or to other media) which you don’t know much about. 
A distributor pays you a fixed sum. Once again, you lose profits if the
product is successful.

Selling ideas

If you can sell your production idea, you can save yourself the bother of
producing at all. You can also negotiate to make your product as a
commission for a major producer, leaving someone else to worry about
budgets while you just take a fee.

Sponsorship or advertising

You may get someone else to pay for the production (or part of it) as part
of a sponsorship deal. Companies may be interested in being associated
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This is a typical ‘cash flow’
problem. The business may be
financially viable, but the money
coming in isn’t always at the right
time to cover the necessary
expenditure. Smaller companies
are often forced to pay bills on
time, whereas larger companies
can make their smaller suppliers
wait.
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with a ‘quality’ product, especially if it addresses a specific target audience
that they want to reach. A specialised form of sponsorship involves
product placement. Print products and possibly radio broadcasts may be
funded by the direct sale of advertising space. The danger of sponsorship 
is that the sponsors’ views on the production may compromise your 
own aims.

Grant-aid

If you have no money and little experience, you may actually be better
placed to get started on a project than if you have a track record. Many arts
agencies offer grants to new producers. These may be quite small – a few
hundred pounds up to a few thousand – but enough to get started. Look 
in the reference section below for details of the UK Film Council, Arts
Council, etc. Be warned: grant applications have strict schedules tied to
annual budgets and quite detailed application forms. Make sure you have
enough time to get advice and fill in the forms properly. You will also
need to evaluate your work – you will probably find that your media
studies work is useful in explaining what you want to do. Many grants are
aimed at giving help to particular groups of new producers or new forms
of production.

For many producers, ‘independence’ from control or ‘interference’ by
funders is a big issue. On the other hand, some funders can be helpful 
in budgeting for you (and also giving you ‘backing’ which will allow you
entry into other negotiations with potential buyers etc.).

Style

What style or genre will you use? No matter how ‘original’ you attempt to
be, you will be making references to media conventions. If you don’t make
these references your readers may have difficulty following the text. You
will perhaps be warned not to imitate professional work slavishly, but, at
least when you first start out, it is difficult not to draw on work you enjoy
or admire. The best advice is to make open your intention to work ‘in 
the style of’ an existing producer and to begin by trying to understand 
all the conventions of a particular genre or style. If you want to go on 
and break with convention, it is useful to know which ‘rules’ need to be
broken. If you are clear about the generic or stylistic approach which 
you wish to adopt, you will find it much easier to explain what you 
want to do, both to the commissioner of the work and to the rest of your
production team.
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Product placementThis refers
to the prominent position of
consumer items in the decor of
films and television programmes
and crucially the use of such
products by stars. Coca-Cola and
Pepsi are reputed to have spent
millions on getting their products
used by stars in Hollywood
features (see Chapter 9 and its
case study).

Grant aid has enabled many
currently successful film-makers
to make a start. Lottery funding is
an important source of support,
mainly for organisations but also
for smaller ventures. Check with
your local arts board or screen
agency.

Working in a familiar genre can
mean greater ‘freedom’ because
the conventions are so well
known that audiences can be
introduced to new ideas on the
back of more familiar ones, e.g. a
story about a stranger coming to
town could use the conventions
of a western.
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Schedule

How long have you got to complete the production process? Planning 
and preparation are essential for a successful production, but even the best
plans come to nothing if the overall task is impossible. Calculate the time
each part of the process will take and ensure that you know everything
about the schedule from the outset. For instance, you may be required to
show the unfinished work to your commissioner in order to confirm the
inclusion of contentious material, but will that person be available when
you reach the crucial decision-making stage? Can your schedule be
adapted to cope with these problems?

Your schedule will distinguish different parts of the process and you
will be able to plan when and where each can take place. Be careful,
because some aspects of production are more time-dependent than others,
e.g. video post-production always takes longer than you imagine. Some
parts of the production process are dependent on other parts having been
completed first, so, for instance, if you are producing a print magazine,
you must make sure that any work on producing graphics takes place
before you start to lay out pages. ‘Managing the schedule’ is one of the
most important aspects of production and perhaps the least appreciated 
by beginners. Check that you know, at the outset, all the stages your
production needs to go through and include sufficient ‘recovery time’ for
each stage in case things go wrong.
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A schedule for magazine production

Imagine you are setting out to produce a fanzine or a small specialist magazine,

say a sixteen-page, ‘single colour’ (the cheapest form of printing in which you

choose just one ink colour) A4-size magazine. You have a number of friends

who are going to contribute articles and you hope to distribute five hundred

copies. All the desktop publishing (DTP) will be done by you and you will then

take a computer file to a printing company. How do you organise the schedule?

The first decision will be the date of publication. This is the date when you

want readers to have the magazine in their hands – you need to set a date well

before the first date for any events or ‘forthcoming attractions’ you might list.

You can then work backwards to set deadlines for each stage of the production

process. You might come up with something like the schedule in Figure 11.1.

This might seem like a long production schedule for a small magazine and

you might well be able to shorten some stages – but, even so, it will take you 

a couple of months to complete the process (in the professional magazine

industry, each monthly magazine can take up to three months to produce, so

‘Schedule management’ is a key
part of all your work in further
and higher education.
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Constraints

Time and money are both constraints, but there are several others.
Availability of appropriate technology is an obvious constraint and so 
is the availability of talent (actors or presenters in an audio-visual
production) or creative people on the production team. There may be
constraints on the availability of inanimate resources as well – locations,
props or archive materials.

Less obvious, but equally important, are constraints on permissions 
– the rights to use a piece of music, a photograph, a poem, etc. – and
restraints created by law: slander, libel, obscenity, the Official Secrets 
Act, etc.

Your ability to develop a production in relation to the imposed
constraints is a major factor in demonstrating creativity in a vocational
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that staff are working on two or three

magazines at any one time, with issues being

planned while one is being copy-edited 

and another is being printed). Notice the

constraints. You can’t be sure about

commissioning pieces if you don’t know the

editorial policy or how much space you will

have to fill given the budget. If you want 

to sell advertising, you must first give the

advertiser a sense of what the publication will

look like. Once the artwork (i.e. your designed

pages) has gone to the printer, there isn’t a lot

you can do to affect the timing, so Week 8,

‘going to print’ day, is very important.

If you do send your computer file to 

a printing company, you must go through 

a final phase known as ‘pre-press’. This 

means checking that you are sending all the

necessary fonts and images with your file.

The magazine may look great on your

computer screen, but has the print company

got all your fonts?

If you publish a magazine during your

course it will need a schedule like this and

you will probably need a whole term to do

the job properly.

Figure 11.1 A magazine
production schedule. 

Pre-press A DTP program like
InDesign will include a menu item
that performs a checking routine
on your files before you prepare
them for printing. A similar
process will be activated if you
‘export’ files to pdf. If you don’t
respond to a ‘missing fonts’ or
‘missing image links’ message, the
print driver might substitute a
default font or a low-resolution
image.

If you want to stage an armed
robbery on the street as part of
your crime thriller video, best tell
the police first. One group of
university students was arrested
and questioned about why they
were wasting police time. (The
security team on your college
campus would also like to know
when you are staging a kidnap or
an assault.)
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context. ‘Problem-solving’ or ‘working within constraints’ is what defines
the effective media producer. Sometimes, working within constraints
produces the most interesting work.
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Constraints and creativity in film production

In the early days of the Soviet Union in 1919, when the new state was being

blockaded by the West, a shortage of film stock prompted experiments by

Kuleshov in which he spliced together ‘offcuts’ of exposed film and discovered

novel effects of juxtaposing images. This was later developed into the

celebrated Soviet ‘montage’ style. A more recent echo of this ‘discovery’ was

the early 1980s ‘scratch videos’ produced by young and poorly funded video

editors who ‘stole’ clips from broadcast television in order to produce satirical

comments on contemporary society. Montage sequences are now routine in

music videos.

More recently, the director and cinematographer of Se7en (US 1995),

David Fincher and Darius Khondji, produced an original ‘look’ for their film,

partly as a result of various constraints.

The reason it rains all of the time is that we only had Brad Pitt for 55

days, with no contingency. So we did it to stay on schedule, because we

knew that if it ever really rained we would have been fucked . . . We

decided we wouldn’t build any flyaway walls. If the kitchen is only 12

feet, then hem him in. We live in an age when anything is possible, so it’s

always important to limit yourself. It’s important the blinders you put on,

what you won’t say. I wanted to take an adult approach – not, ‘Oh wow,

a Luma crane’.

(David Fincher interviewed in Sight and Sound, January 1996, p. 24)

Important health and safety issues

You may not think of media production work as being particularly dangerous,

but it can be in certain circumstances and, like every other ‘public’ activity, it is

covered by a legal obligation on you to protect both yourself and others from

injury.

The best way to learn about specific media production hazards is to

address them ‘on the job’. Your lecturer should always make clear the fire 

exits from any accommodation you use and should outline the particular 

safety requirements when dealing with equipment. These include electrical

Some media jobs are very
dangerous – journalists and
photographers in war zones are
particularly vulnerable.
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connections, trailing cables, very hot and fragile lights, noxious chemicals in

photography, etc. If you aren’t told about these things – ask. Remember that

the legal obligation can fall on you – you have a right to be told, but you also

have a responsibility to act safely so that you don’t injure anyone else. A good

source of advice and information is often the appropriate union (e.g. BECTU

for video), which may well have health and safety advisers. The technicians in

your college should be well aware of potential hazards.

As a producer, you should be aware of some of the less obvious health and

safety issues:

• Stress is a potential hazard for production personnel, who are often under

pressure to make decisions or to operate equipment quickly and efficiently.

You will notice this in ‘live’ television or radio productions. Stress can build

up and affect performance (which in turn could lead to ‘unsafe’ decisions).

• Public liability requires you to be very careful when out on location, 

where you might cause an obstruction with cameras, cables, lights, etc. 

As well as seeking permission, you need to warn passers-by of the 

hazards.

• Special effects and stunts can add a great deal to video productions but

should only be performed by professionals. You may be able to arrange 

a demonstration of how they can be performed safely. Even if you think a

particular stunt is not actually dangerous, be careful that your enthusiasm

does not lead you to neglect basic safety measures (e.g. in throwing water

around).

• Lifting and moving In the frenzy of getting equipment to where you want 

it and then arranging it how you want, it is all too easy to strain your

Figure 11.2 Welcome to Sarajevo (UK/US 1997) shows reporters working under threat of
snipers during the siege of the city.
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Negotiating a brief

Once you have prepared your ideas by considering the issues above, you
are ready to try them out and ‘pitch’ them to a potential funder or a
commissioner for a publisher (e.g. a broadcast television or radio company
or a print publisher), perhaps in response to some form of ‘tender
document’. To do this effectively you will need to encapsulate the main
points of what you want to do in an outline, preferably no more than a
couple of sides of A4 paper.

An alternative, when you have an idea but there is no specific tender
document, is to send in a proposal suggesting something you could do. 
A proposal will include an outline and an argument as to why it would be
successful with a specific target audience or readership. You should address
the proposal to the relevant commissioner or editor, and it is sensible to
study carefully which market a particular publisher targets. A proposal
may also include a ‘sample’ of writing or script and will therefore be more
substantial than a simple outline.

A term often used in television is ‘treatment’. The meaning of this
term varies. Sometimes it refers to the style or approach which will be
taken to a particular programme idea, and sometimes it is a full working
through of ideas or a ‘filling in’ of the outline, describing what will
happen. The production process may require an outline, which is
developed into a treatment and finally into a production script.

The process of ‘negotiating a brief’ will lead to a point where you will
be offered a deal with a set of conditions on cost, schedule, etc. Be careful
not to accept unrealistic deadlines – remember, it always takes longer than
you think. Note also that the commissioner will probably specify points 
at which you will need to report progress. You have a deal and a brief, but
unless you are publishing the work yourself, the commissioner can always
decide to shelve your work rather than publish it, so you will need to
argue your case carefully throughout production.
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muscles with heavy or awkward objects (and sometimes to damage

expensive equipment). Learn how to handle equipment properly and 

find the crew and the time to move it safely.

Many proposals to write articles
or stories are rejected by
magazines because they are
clearly unsuitable for the
readership in terms of either
content or style.

For more ideas about proposals
for television see Holland (2000).
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Pre-production

Research

Sometimes a proposal will have come out of research – perhaps for another
purpose. In this sense, research comes before the brief is agreed. Usually,
research is a major component of ‘pre-production’. Because research is
such an important part of academic media work, as well as production, we
have devoted Chapter 10 to all issues related to research. Please refer to
that chapter now.

Recce

Good preparation is essential for effective media production, and 
before any audio or video or photography work takes place on location a
production company will undertake a series of ‘recces’ (reconnaissance).
These include checks on electrical power sources (often broadcasters’ needs
are so great that they bring their own generators), on access for people 
and equipment and on health and safety generally. At all stages of the
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Figure 11.3 The BBC website provides information for would-be writers in its commissioning
section. This page at www.bbc.co.uk/commissioning/marketresearch/index.shtml leads to
information on audiences.
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production process, you should be aware of the need for risk assessment.
Facilities such as changing rooms, refreshments and possibly press and
public relations spaces are important too. These are the producer’s main
concerns. The director, camera and sound crews will also want to select
locations for aesthetic reasons and to begin to build the constraints created
by the location into the production schedule.
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Risk assessment

You should draw up a detailed assessment of all the health and safety

considerations at this stage. Don’t proceed with production if the risks cannot

be covered. Here is a short extract from the BBC’s strategy:

Consider each stage of the work. For example for a production there

may be significant risks at: the recce, the rigging, the rehearsal, the 

de-rig as well as the actual production recording. When all the hazards

have been identified their significance can be evaluated and precautions

taken to eliminate or control them. Remember, it is always better to

eliminate a risk than to attempt to control it.

Check the full documents on http://www.bbc.org.uk/ohss/health~4.htm.

Rigging is the process of setting
up the shoot and may involve
building sets, scaffolding, etc. 
and moving equipment. It is
recognised as the main focus 
of risk assessment. See
www.skillset.org/standards/article
_2786_1.asp for details on all 
the different job roles in film and
television.

ACTIVITY 11 .2

Locations
Take a close look at any film or television series (record it so you can study it in

detail) and carry out an analysis of the locations used.

• How much of it is shot in a studio, how much on location?

• List all the separate locations. Could you find substitute locations in your

locality?

• Now consider the task of the producer. Think of your substitute locations: how

would you organise the shooting so that you cut down travelling between

locations?

• What kind of permissions do you think you would need for the locations you

have chosen?

Many UK cities and regions 
have recognised the economic
benefits that film and television
productions can bring to the local
economy and have set up offices
to help producers find locations,
crews and facilities and to sort
out permissions. Check with your
local Screen Agency to find out
which Film Commissions operate
in your area.

Media students/11/c  3/2/06 8:35 am  Page 368



Design

Every media product is ‘designed’. Think of a couple of very different
products – a magazine and a feature film. In both cases, an important
member of the production team is the art editor or art director. They 
are responsible for the obvious art and design elements in the products 
– whether the dramatic layout of pages and the use of illustrations,
especially on the cover of a newsstand magazine, or the stupendous sets 
of a Hollywood musical and the credit sequence of the film. But they also
contribute to a much broader concept of design – the overall fitness of
purpose and coherence of the media product. The opening credit sequence
of a film, the choice of typeface in a magazine, are not just attractive 
and appropriate in themselves. They are designed to announce and
complement the other features of the product.

You might want to think about a media product in the same way as one
of those exquisitely crafted Japanese lacquered boxes or a designer suit –
whichever way you look at them as you turn them over, they present a
beautifully finished surface. And when you use them for their intended
purpose, they do the job effortlessly. Good design doesn’t have to cost a
fortune, though. A zippo lighter or a box of matches can be designed well,
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Figure 11.4 On location you need a recce to work out how you will shoot the scene and 
what equipment you will need. Here it is a tight squeeze to fit in the crew and extra lights to
complement the sun through the window in a three light set-up (see Figure 12.6 on p. 397).
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and so can the supposedly insignificant media products such as the
continuity announcements and idents on television or the local football
fanzine. And it isn’t just in visual terms that we can detect design features.
Radio programmes are designed as well and it will be quite apparent if 
the sound text is not coherent in its style and ‘feel’. Good design means
that products work well with users, and that must be the first priority for
media production.

See Chapter 12 for more on design ideas. Note here that design issues
need to be addressed at the preparation stage. Design needs to inform
other aspects of production and to develop from the initial ideas about the
product.

Production

This is the stage when the main work is done on the material which will
appear in the finished product – see Chapter 12 for details. It is useful 
at this point to discuss who does what and how the roles are defined and
integrated as a part of a production team.

The production unit and production roles

The units which you form to undertake production tasks in education or
training are not so different from their industrial counterparts. Even in
very large media corporations, creative staff work in relatively small teams
and in some sectors a production company may be just a couple of people,
who hire freelances to work on specific jobs. In every case we can identify 
a close-knit production team, who work together over a period of time.
They may be augmented at particular stages in production by larger
groups of people who perform relatively routine tasks in an industrial
process.
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Similarly design-intensive are 
the animated idents used on
television such as the long-
running series of ‘2s’ on BBC2.
You can see a collection of these
on http://thetvroom.com/p-bbc-
two-2001-a.shtml.

Figure 11.5 One of the animated ‘2’ idents used on BBC2.
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Let’s take our previous example of a small specialist magazine and look
at its production in more detail. This could be one of many titles produced
by a large international publishing group such as IPC (owned by Time
Warner) or perhaps a private venture. Either way, the ‘production team’
may comprise only a few full-time people such as the editor and an
assistant, a couple of ‘staff writers’ and perhaps an art editor. Outside this
circle will be others who, while committed to the magazine, may also be
involved in other titles. The same commitment (i.e. to the individual
title) will not be found in the printers and distributors, who deal with
many different titles over the year. Each production unit is likely to
include the following job roles.

Producer

Somebody must take charge of the production as the ‘organiser of scarce
resources’ and the financial controller. This role will also usually require 
an overview of the purpose of the production and the creative intent. The
term is used in film, television, radio and sound recording, but there are
differences. In film production, the producer is very much the provider of
the budget and the organiser of resources – in most cases the creative
control of the project lies with the director, although there are some very
‘hands-on’ producers (including well-known directors who retain the
producer role themselves, delegating some tasks to assistants). In radio
and television, the producer is also usually the creative force behind a
series. In sound recording too, the producer might be seen as a creative
force. In publishing, the same role is likely to be shared by an editor and a
production manager.

Director or editor

This role is about creative control – making decisions during the course 
of the production and maintaining a clear idea of the form and style of 
the product. In time-based media such as film, television or radio, the
director is the coordinator of the creative process, literally directing 
the crew and the talent. In broadcasting, the creative controller tends to 
be termed an editor when the programme material is news or current
affairs. The editor of a newspaper or magazine tends to oversee creative
and production manager roles. The role of the director raises interesting
questions about the managerial style of the decision-taker. The director or
editor has to take decisions – ‘the buck stops here’.
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Television is a producer-led
medium according to Jeremy
Tunstall in Holland (2000). This
book has several accounts of
what being a producer means,
written by well-known figures. A
good example of the creative
power of the producer in
television is the rise of Phil
Redmond, who gained a profile
first as the writer who developed
Grange Hill in the 1970s, but then
consolidated his position by
forming Mersey Television and
producing Brookside and 
Hollyoaks for Channel 4 
(see www.merseytv.com).

’Each picture has some sort of
rhythm which only the director
can give it. He has to be like 
the captain of a ship’ (Fritz Lang
from Halliwell’s Filmgoer’s Book 
of Quotes (London: Mayflower/
Granada, 1978)).

Time-based media is a term
used mainly by practitioners with
art and design backgrounds to
distinguish film, television and
radio from photography. You
may also hear ‘lens-based media’
used to group film, television and
photography.
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Researcher

(See Chapter 10.) Every production needs some research, but not always a
separate researcher. Most research is ‘background’ – the checking of
information or the compilation of information and ideas on a specific
topic. Some production research requires special skills and knowledge,
first the general academic skills of using and checking sources, second in
relation to a specialist subject (such as military history).

Archives can be very specialised, and film, picture or sound researchers
may be seen as specialised roles, perhaps undertaken by freelances or small
research companies.

Finding contestants for a gameshow or guests for a talk show could 
also be seen as ‘research’, but here the skills are rather different. They 
may involve developing a ‘feel’ for what will be televisual, what will be
popular, what will be a ratings winner. They may also include the ability
to charm or cajole reluctant performers into appearing (for the smallest
fee). This aspect of research may be performed by a production assistant –
someone much closer to the producer role than the autonomous researcher.

Creative personnel

This is a loose term and may include everybody involved in the
production, but here we are referring to those members of the team who
are charged with making specific contributions based on specialist skills
such as writing, camerawork, design, etc. The task for creative personnel 
is to carry out the wishes of the producer or director in a professional
manner, contributing to the overall production as effectively as possible.
Conflicts are possible if the individual contributors wish to ‘do their own
thing’. There are interesting questions about authorship here – once a
scriptwriter has completed work on a film, does she or he have the right 
to be consulted if the producer or director then decides to cut, add to or
alter the finished script?

The director or producer will work hard to maintain a good working
relationship with all the creative staff, consulting them (which means
explaining and listening) on particular aspects of their work and perhaps
incorporating their suggestions into the overall production. The director’s
role requires her or him to maintain the coherence of the whole media
text, so if a particular contribution is threatening to upset the balance 
it needs to be corrected, even if, on its own, it represents a very effective
and entertaining element. Here are the seeds of conflict, especially in the
supercharged atmosphere of most production processes.

The success of a creative team will depend on good working
relationships. This doesn’t necessarily mean that everyone in the team
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Refer back to Activity 11.2 and
compare a low-budget and a
prestige documentary in terms of
the amount of research required
to mount the programme
successfully.

See Chapter 10 for more on
production research.

Ad seen in the Metro free paper:
‘Wanted – your stories of
weddings that have gone wrong.
ITV1 is looking for material for a
new programme.’ Sifting through
the responses is clearly a job for 
a production assistant.

Investigative newspaper
reporters may also be seen as
researchers. They may also write
up their own reports – something
denied to most broadcast
researchers.

Several writers have commented
on the difference between
television and film in terms of
‘freedoms and opportunities’.
Television drama can give writers
time to develop characters and to
hone dialogue, but the dramatic
possibilities in visual terms are
limited and the format length and
structure of series or soaps are
restricting. On a film there is
more creative freedom to tell a
story in visual terms but less time
to develop characters. A bigger
budget is also likely to mean that
the script will be revised many
times, perhaps against the
writer’s wishes.

Media students/11/c  3/2/06 8:35 am  Page 372



likes each other, but they must respect each other’s work and be prepared
to submit to the ‘general will’ of the team and the ultimate decision of the
acknowledged leader. The most successful producers tend to be those who
have built up and maintained a creative team which has lasted several
years.

Technical personnel

Somebody must be responsible for the operation of equipment and for its
efficient performance (i.e. they must maintain and set up equipment so
that it performs to manufacturers’ specifications). Variously described as
‘technicians’ or ‘engineers’, these people ensure that creative ideas can 
be realised within the constraints which the technology demands. Some
technical operations such as maintenance and servicing may be required
even when no productions are scheduled.

It is a fine line which separates the ‘creative’ from the ‘technical’, and
many media practitioners combine both roles. For example, a director of
photography (DP) on a feature film is very much part of the creative team,
responsible for the overall ‘look’ of the film and the supervision of camera
and lighting operations. Operation of the equipment will be handled 
by the camera crew, but the DP, who will have begun a career as part of 
the technical crew, will select lenses and perhaps even override equipment
specifications and solve technical problems, based on long experience.
Some media practitioners are seen as possessing ‘craft’ rather than
technical skills – implying a more personal, ‘creative’ skill with
technology, beyond that of ‘operation’.

In an ideal situation, creative staff have sufficient knowledge 
of technical operations to be able to communicate effectively with the
technical team. In turn, technical staff are able to recognise the creative
opportunities which their equipment makes possible and to advise
accordingly. In the production unit, an integrated creative and technical
team generally produces the best results. Often, however, the technical
team is made up of freelances or in-house staff who are allocated to
production units on a rota basis. The ability to communicate effectively
and to develop working relationships quickly then becomes even more
important.

The need for close communication between creative and technical
teams raises two issues about media production training which are
important for all media students:
• It helps if all production staff know something about each 

aspect of production. Too much specialisation means that effective
communication becomes more difficult.
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Camera crews on a film set
normally comprises an operator
and assistants to look after
loading, focus pulling and camera
movements (the job of the
‘grip’), etc. An electrical crew led
by a ‘gaffer’ with a ‘best boy’
will set up lighting under the DP’s
supervision.
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• It isn’t necessarily those with the most creative ideas or the best
technical prowess who make the best production team members. Good
working relationships are also important, and training should be geared
towards development of the appropriate personal and organisational
skills.

Freelances

The freelance is a longstanding figure in many parts of the media
industries. At one time the term referred to relatively well-known figures
such as high-profile writers or journalists who were in such demand that
they could afford to offer their services to whoever would pay, rather than
relying on the security of permanent employment. This usage continues
and now includes television personalities as well as film directors.
However, the big growth is in the number of rather less well-known
media workers who would probably prefer to be ‘employed’ as they were
in the past by broadcast television companies or daily newspapers, but
who now find themselves made redundant and perhaps offered work on 
a short-term contract basis – often for a series of articles or work on a
television series. Whether this should be called ‘freelance work’ in the
strict sense is debatable (they may in some cases be little better off than
the notoriously badly treated ‘homeworkers’), but in the film, video and
broadcast industry freelances now constitute more than half the total
workforce.

Freelances pose problems for the continuity of the production team,
and they are less likely to be followers of a ‘house style’. On the other
hand, they may bring new ideas and ways of working to a team. In
practice, freelances may end up working for a particular production unit
on a fairly regular basis, so this may not be a great change. What is likely,
however, is a gradual breakdown of the ‘institutional’ ethos of some of the
large media corporations such as the BBC and a reliance on more generic
output (i.e. an industry ‘standard’) from the host of smaller independent
companies (see Chapter 4).

As a ‘student producer’ you could ‘buy in’ some freelance help from
students on another course who may have specific expertise (especially 
in areas such as design). If you are looking for employment in the media
industries, you should prepare yourself for possible freelance status. A
good start is to begin preparing your portfolio of completed production
work as soon as possible, keeping your CV up to date and looking for
opportunities to gain experience and to acquire a wide range of skills.
Freelances have to manage their own financial affairs and actively seek
work. It is a very different life from that of a paid employee whose main
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Freelance The term goes back
to the period when medieval
knights returning from the
Crusades would roam Europe
offering their services to different
rulers.
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concern is fulfilling a job description to the satisfaction of an employer.
Many higher education courses now include units on business studies,
personal finance, portfolio management and CV-writing which are
designed to help the potential freelance to survive.

Administrative personnel

Media students are often told about the difficulty of obtaining
employment in ‘the industry’ and the example of starting ‘at the bottom’.
Making the tea and being a ‘runner’ are quoted as the lowest entry points.
At the other end of the scale, the accountant is sometimes seen as the
villain, not only for curtailing creativity through budgetary control but
for being ‘boring’ as well. Making tea and doing the books are of course
essential elements in any enterprise, and media production is no
exception.

A large-scale production such as a feature film involves hundreds of
personnel with an enormous variety of skills and qualifications (see Figure
7.2). Even a small production needs an ‘office’. For convenience we 
have termed these ‘administrative’ in that they are primarily concerned
with making sure that production can go ahead with all the needs of 
the creative and technical teams catered for. Again, we can distinguish
between administrative personnel who are integral to the production team
– very often in roles as the extra arms and legs of producers – and those
who are brought in as needed, either as freelances or from some central, 
in-house, agency.

Some roles may be termed ‘organisational’ rather than administrative 
in that they are directly concerned with the operation of the production
process. The floor manager in a television studio or the continuity role in
feature film production are good examples of such important roles where
an understanding of the production process is central. It is also worth
pointing out that, while the skills necessary for the other administrative
roles are generalised rather than specific, the roles do allow new personnel
to pick up a great deal of knowledge about the production process.

Presenters

One aspect of production work that many of us fear is presenting –
speaking on radio or television (especially direct to camera) or introducing
events at screenings or exhibitions. No matter how embarrassed you feel,
you should try it a couple of times for the experience and so that you have
some idea of what presenters feel in the situations which you might create
for them as writer or director. If you are going to become a presenter, then
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you will need to seek out specialist advice on how to train your voice, how
to breathe, how to use a microphone and how to read a script. You will
also want to study a range of professionals (not just one, or you might end
up a mimic).

If you are a writer, the most important thing to remember is to provide
the presenter with ‘spoken language’. A speech may look great on paper,
but it may sound laboured when read aloud. If you can’t find a presenter
among the other media students, look elsewhere, just as you would for
actors. Because you study the media, it doesn’t necessarily mean you want
to appear as the ‘talent’.

Production roles in education and training

So what should you take from these role descriptions in terms of your own
education and training? First, wide experience of different production
contexts will help to develop your theoretical understanding and your
preparation for ‘post-entry’ training in any specific production role. Try 
as many roles as possible. You may have thought that being a writer was
your dream, only to discover that you have a real flair for sound recording
and that the radio studio gives you a buzz.

Copyright and permissions

Media products are often referential or intertextual, making use of
previously recorded material. In a highly commercial industry, almost
anything that has any kind of commercial potential – i.e. that could be
used in another publication – will be ‘owned’ in terms of the rights for
reproduction.

If the reproduction rights on a work have lapsed (which in Europe
means seventy years after the author’s death) and have not been renewed,
the work passes into the public domain and anyone can reproduce it
without charge. There is a difference, however, between the work of art
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Figure 11.6 Preparing to speak to camera on
location.
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and the physical media product. For instance, most nineteenth-century
novels are now in the public domain, and this means that any publisher
can sell a new edition of Dickens etc. But the ‘Penguin edition’ will
remain in copyright as a printed text – you cannot simply photocopy it. 
If you want to use a ‘found’ image in a magazine article, you will need to
do three things: get a copy of the original photograph (you may need 
to pay a fee for a high-resolution digital image); obtain permission from
the rights holder; and probably pay a further reproduction fee based on 
the nature of your publication, the size of the image on the page and the
position of that page in the publication (you pay most for the front cover).

Audio-visual recordings can involve you in several different sets of
‘permissions’ and rights issues. Say you want to use a recording of a
popular song in a video programme. There are three potential rights
holders here. First, the person who wrote the song will want a
‘reproduction fee’; next, the singer will need payment for reproduction 
of the performance; and finally the record label will want a fee for
reproduction of their specific recording. In practice two of these may 
be dealt with by the same agency.

The industry has developed specific paperwork for media producers 
to use to request permissions – usually producers don’t buy a whole song
but only a few seconds. One solution for small producers is to use ‘library
music’, specifically written and recorded for audio-visual productions 
and catalogued on CDs according to themes. A producer buys the 
CD and then pays a set fee for a track. This is usually cheaper and less
administratively complex than using well-known pieces. Use this resource
carefully, though, as overfamiliar library music can sound bland.

Post-production

Once the main material has been produced, or ‘found’ and collated, it
must be shaped into the final product. This involves several different
activities.
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Public domain and digital
technology Digital versions of
images and text (and software)
are easy to distribute and copy.
Public domain (PD) material is
distributed free of charge as 
long as the distributor does 
not attempt to make a profit.
‘Shareware’ allows products to
be used free, but business users
are expected to pay a small fee.

Music rights Performers’ 
rights are handled by the
Performing Rights Society (PRS).
Recordings are handled by the
Mechanical Copyright Protection
Society (MCPS). PPL handles
Phonographic Performance
Licences for use by broadcasters
etc.

Music rights are a major
headache for producers of low-
budget films. The Killer of Sheep
(US 1977) received high praise
from film critics as an important
film by an African-American 
film-maker, but its producers
could not afford to clear the
music rights. This prevented a
proper release until restoration
and clearance of rights
(anticipated in 2006).

A conversation about permissions for material in an earlier edition of this

book: ‘I’m trying to get permission to use a few stills from the Creek ad for

Levi’s jeans . . . $5,000 each for the last educational publisher in the US? We

need to ask everyone involved in the ad? Does that include the horse? He has

an agent?’ (This last bit is a joke – but only just.)
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Rewriting and editing

It’s very unlikely that you will get your production right first time.
Sections in this book have gone through several versions – sometimes 
with radical alterations, sometimes just a tweak. During your academic
career you have probably suffered from constant pressure from teachers 
to check your work and, even when you think you’ve finished, to go back
and rewrite parts or even the whole of it. If you took that advice and got
into good habits, you are now going to reap your reward.

Rewriting This shouldn’t be seen as simply a process of spotting mistakes
and correcting them. It should also be a creative process – material is
‘shaped’ during production. Both the original writer and the editor will 
be involved in trying to work on the script or text. It is worth reminding
yourself here that editing is a constructive process, not just a ‘cutting out’
of the bad bits. It is also time consuming, and a sensible schedule will take
rewrites into account. Do be careful about labelling each version of your
text, especially when working on a computer which allows you to create
several versions of the same picture or text extract in a few minutes. There
is nothing more frustrating than finding that when you want to go back to
a previous version, you can’t easily distinguish which is which.

Editing is usually carried out by someone other than the writer or 
director. This means that it is important to establish good communication
within the team. There has been a tendency to think of print editing and
audio-visual editing as rather different activities. The move to digital
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Authors’ rights are negotiated by
the Society of Authors and the
Publishers’ Association, and
copying fees are collected by the
Author Licensing and Collecting
Society.

Figure 11.7 Rushes can be reviewed and a short narrative edited on a standard laptop computer
such as this Apple iBook.

A good slogan for you: ‘Writing is
rewriting’ – whether for academic
essays or ‘creative writing’.
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production, using a computer interface, means that such differences are
disappearing and all forms of editing now involve structuring the text and
selecting the most appropriate material to be juxtaposed.

Copy-editing is a specialist editing role in print production. It ensures that
the raw text is checked for spelling mistakes, inaccurate information and
adherence to house style. A similar aspect of video editing might be a
check to ensure that colour grading was matched on separate video sources
or that sound levels are consistent throughout. Sub-editing is a specific
newspaper production activity in which experienced staff cut stories to fit
the space available and write headlines and captions.

Special effects and graphics are prepared and added to programmes at the
editing stage. In print production, the typesetter attempts to combine
text and graphics according to the laid-down design grid.

Proofing

When you get very wrapped up in a production project it is sometimes
difficult to be objective about your own work. Sometimes it is even
difficult to see what is there at all, and this is where a ‘proof reader’ comes
in. Their job is simply to spot unintentional errors. Ideally, someone who
proofs not only has a sharp eye (or ear) but knows something about the
subject as well. Authors of printed material are usually supplied with
proof copies of their work to check.

Test marketing or previewing

If you are unsure about your product in some way (perhaps the design
features are not quite right or you simply panic about your great idea), it
may be possible to test a draft version of it on a small selected group of
readers and see what kind of a response you get. This isn’t foolproof, and
you could select the wrong test group. Some may argue as well that you
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‘Proofing’ refers also to
checking the correct colours 
to be printed in a magazine 
etc. Designers use a carefully
calibrated printer to produce 
a proof for a client before
releasing the work for publishing.
(Colours look different on a
computer screen.)

Now, Voyager is a famous 1940s Hollywood melodrama, starring Bette 

Davis. The title refers to a line of poetry. In an American film magazine, an

advertisement for film sound tracks listed two separate films, ‘Now’ and

‘Voyager’, under a ‘classics’ heading.
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shouldn’t be frightened of making mistakes and that the previewing
policy leads to very bland products.

Finishing

The most successful media products offer the audience a special pleasure
which derives from a quality ‘finish’. This means that presentation is as
good as it can be within the constraints of the format and the medium.
Good finish means that your video begins from black with music and
titles fading up smoothly ‘in sync’. Titles are accurate and carefully
designed to complement the visuals. If you have a great set of
photographic prints, it does matter how you present them. A good 
display with thought given to lighting and carefully printed captions 
or catalogue will enhance the experience for your audience. This should 
be the final production stage before the product is distributed for the 
eager public.

Distribution

If you don’t present your product to your audience directly, you will 
need some form of distribution. Other chapters stress that in the media
industries this can be the most important part of the production process.
You don’t want to produce a magazine only to discover that nobody gets
to read it or to broadcast a radio programme which nobody hears.

Student productions can get a wide audience if distribution is
organised in good time. Check back on the magazine schedule at the start
of the chapter, which suggests organising the distribution at an early stage
– perhaps finding shops, pubs, cinemas, etc. who would be willing to
display free copies of your magazine to be picked up by their patrons 
(you can afford to distribute free copies in this way if you sell advertising
to cover your production costs). Several schools and colleges have taken
the opportunity to apply for a Restricted Service Licence (RSL), which
allows them to broadcast for a couple of days in a local area. Video
productions can be timed to be ready for the various festivals of student
work. If you have any ambitions to become a media producer, here is 
your starting point to get your work recognised. (See Chapter 13 for more
on distribution.)

Exhibition

This stage is relevant only for film and video or photography, but it is 
very important to present your work to an audience in the best possible
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Sunset Boulevard (US 1950) is
narrated by a corpse floating in 
a swimming pool. Director Billy
Wilder originally opened with
two corpses discussing the story
in a morgue, but the Illinois
preview audience thought that
was too much (according to Otto
Friedrich in City of Nets (London:
Harper Collins, 1987)).
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conditions – it is the equivalent of ‘finishing’ in print production. For a
video screening you will want to make sure that your audience are
comfortable and have good ‘sight-lines’ to see the screen. The sound and
picture quality must be as good as possible, with the monitor or video
projector set properly and sound levels appropriate for the acoustics in the
room. You will want the programme to start at exactly the right place, so
set it up carefully beforehand. Would the audience benefit from some
screening notes?

Audience feedback

At the beginning of this chapter we made the point that media production
is meaningful only if you know the audience to whom you hope to present
your work. It follows that your production isn’t finished until it has
reached the intended audience and you have gained some feedback. 
Only then will you be able to evaluate the production decisions you have
made. You will also be able to use the feedback material to inform your
next production – audience feedback supplies the link which helps to
make production a cyclical process.

There are numerous ways in which you can gauge audience reactions 
to your work. Sitting in with an audience can be useful. When do they 
go quiet and concentrate? When do they fidget and yawn? What kind 
of comments do they make to each other? You can formalise this by
organising some form of discussion after a screening, or when everyone 
has read through your magazine. Get someone else to chair the session 
and be prepared to be open with your audience about what you were
trying to do.

If all of this sounds a little daunting, you can always devise a simple
audience feedback questionnaire which can be given to everyone when
they first come into contact with the product. Audiences will be happy to
fill in questionnaires if the questions are appropriate and if the spaces for
answers are inviting. If you are lucky, the questionnaire will produce a
greater number of responses and perhaps a wider range of respondents
than the face-to-face discussion. (See Chapter 10 on questionnaires.)

What will you expect from your audience feedback? We all like praise
and like to know that what we have produced has given people pleasure,
but, more important, we want confirmation of what has worked and 
what has caused confusion or even misunderstanding. You should not 
be dismayed if audiences have read your work in very different ways 
(see Chapter 8 for discussion about the different readings audiences may
make). Every response is useful and will make you more aware of the range
of possibilities.

11:  PRODUCTION ORGANISATION Post-production
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Video projection is now widely
available. Do leave yourself time
to organise projection on a big
screen and see whether any
adjustments need to be made.
(And make sure the equipment
and the software work.)

Think about your own
experience of going to the
cinema. What do you expect 
in terms of the best viewing
environment?
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After studying the audience feedback, the final task is to undertake
your own evaluation of your production experience. In order to help 
you do this, your tutor will probably want to organise a formal
‘debriefing’.

Debriefing

Most media production courses operate a procedure whereby you are
briefed before an activity on what you are required to do and what
constraints you face. You are then debriefed at the end of the activity. 
This is an important part of the process – perhaps the most important
part, because it is here that you work out what you have learnt and
identify your strengths and weaknesses. Most debriefings are group
discussions – either everyone has worked individually on the same activity
or work has been organised in groups.

Debriefings work best when everyone is committed to the activity and
is supportive of each other. This means accepting criticism from the other
group members and in turn making positive, constructive comments
about their performance. This isn’t easy. If the production has not gone
well you might be sorely tempted to ‘get your blame in first’ or to defend
your own actions. If it has gone well you might be tempted simply to tell
each other ‘you were great’. Neither of these approaches is particularly
helpful. If it worked well, why was that? If it didn’t, can you work out
why, without apportioning blame? The likelihood is that you will have to
follow up the debriefing with an evaluation, so you need answers to these
questions.

Learning from production

We hope these notes will be helpful, but there is no substitute for
production work itself. Get involved as much as you can. Make things
with a view to finding out about the production process as well as 
reaching an audience. Listen and learn from other producers. Above 
all, reflect on what you have done and try to do better next time. And 
have fun.

References and further reading

Accessible books with plenty of good ideas on relatively low-budget video
production are:
Harding, Thomas (2001) The Video Activist Handbook, London: Pluto Press.
Watts, Harris (2004) Instant on Camera, London: Aavo 
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It’s more than likely that 
your evaluation of your own
production work will form part 
of your assessment for the
course. Examiners often
comment that evaluations are 
the weak point in otherwise good
production work. They want 
you to demonstrate that you are
able to ‘reflect’ on the process
you have gone through and that 
you have recognised what you
have achieved and what you can
learn from.
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For background on production organisation in different media sectors see
the Routledge Handbook Series:
Brierley, Sean (2001) The Advertising Handbook.
Fleming, Carole (2002, 2nd edition) The Radio Handbook.
Holland, Patricia (2000, 2nd edition) The Television Handbook.
Keeble, Richard (2001, 3rd edition) The Newspapers Handbook.
McKay, Jenny (2000) The Magazines Handbook.
Wright, Terence (2004) The Photography Handbook.

Useful reference sources, published annually: 
The Guardian Media Guide.
The Writers’ and Artists’ Year Book, London: A.C. Black.
The Writer’s Handbook, Basingstoke: Macmillan.

Technical manuals, dealing with different aspects of production and
different technologies, are published by:

BBC Enterprises (The full range of material can be seen in the BBC 
shop opposite Broadcasting House on Portland Place, London W1.
Publications include guides to scriptwriting and training manuals which
are listed in a catalogue obtainable from BBC Television Training, BBC
Elstree Centre, Clarendon Road, Borehamwood, Herts WD6 1TF.)

Focal Press (This imprint specialises in media technical handbooks and
manuals, in particular the Media Manuals series. Most of these manuals
are written for professional or semi-professional media users. Check the
catalogue for Focal Press on books.elsevier.com.)

Peachpit Press (Publishes guides to using software such as Photoshop,
InDesign, etc. UK sales organised by Pearson Education:
www.pearsoned.co.uk/Imprints/PeachpitPress.)

Websites

www.bbc.co.uk/commissioning/
www.bbc.org.uk/ohss/

www.mcps-prs-alliance.co.uk
The two UK agencies dealing with copyright issues for music and sound
performance and recording:

www.itrainonline.org/itrainonline/mmtk/index.shtml
Multimedia Training Kit
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