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Managing Creative Projects

Producer’s Craft SP 10

 

 

Introduction 
Managing creative people is not easy. If you micromanage your team, you run the risk of stifling 
the very creativity that you hired them for, alienating them, and even outright rebellion or 
sabotage. Not unheard of. On the other hand, too little direction risks chaos. Your project will 
take off every which way; the result is an incoherent mess at the end. We’ve all seen that. 
So, what do you do? How does a producer rein in the strong egos and willfulness that are not 
uncommon among creative people whilst encouraging their best instincts? How do you 
motivate your team while herding them gently in the direction you would like to go? Particularly 
on larger projects, union rules often determine what you can ask someone to do. Be familiar 
with them.  
For a producer, that is managing “down,” dealing with people who are, theoretically at least, 
under your supervision. But there is another group of people who the producer must also 
manage – sponsors, clients, distributors and investors. They all have expectations and opinions 
that must be heard, but are not always useful or constructive. So, the producer must also 
manage “up,” balancing what is best for the project with the sometimes unreasonable demands 
of those folks who put up the cold hard cash to get things underway. Unfortunately, this often 
means fighting against the “Golden Rule” of production: He who puts up the gold, makes the 
rules. 
Not all creative projects are the same, and the collective wisdom that we present herein is 
necessarily general.  We don’t pretend to have all the answers, but there are some ways that 
have been tested by time and fire to help you keep things under control and on an even keel. 
And it starts, logically enough, with assembling the team.  
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Building Your Team

 Who are your key hires?

 Each project is unique

 Screen reels when available

 Evaluate resumes for skills

 IMDB, Google, websites

 Follow up references

 How will they work as part of 
the team?

 Interview multiple candidates

 Sleep on your choice

 

 

Building a Creative Team 
Think of each production as an individual company, in which you have to get the best people in 
the best positions to do their best work.  Getting these decisions right from the outset, can be 
the difference between a smooth production and an acrimonious train wreck.  
Who are your "key" hires? 
Each project will require a unique mix of professionals for the production team.  
The producer is the person who must determine what jobs must be filled, which are the most 
important, which are the first needed, and who should fill these jobs at what cost. 
Review The Production Team. This list follows the typical sequence of production steps and 
identifies many of the job categories you may need to consider at each step. Some of these 
positions may be “outsourced” to consultants, while you might want others as members of your 
team. In some cases, important specialists may be provided to you by a client or sponsor. 
Ideally, you will sort out which specialists you will need early in the production process, 
regardless of who pays for them. 
As producer, you may know from the start precisely which key roles most be filled. Often these 
include writer, director, cameraman, editor, lawyer, and production manager/accountant. Do 
you already know who you want to fill any of these positions? If so, get a copy of their bio and 
resume (both). 
Every producer has areas of interest and experience that are strong and which he/she can 
provide to the team. Know your strengths. But know your limits. 
Your goal is to hire the best available people, given the production's resources and allure. It is 
always a good idea to hire people who are "better" than you, the producer. 



In the long run, the quality, the experience and passion of those with whom you work defines 
your opportunities for learning more about the producer's craft. 
  
Vetting potential hires 
Acquire and screen reels (if possible, check the production credits) 
Evaluate resumes (you will want to determine what skills are in place vis-à-vis the needs of your 
project) 
Check them out on IMDB and Google (not 100% accurate but useful nonetheless) 
Follow up on references (when calling someone, you must have very specific questions or else 
you will generally get positive blather) 
Find a way to spot passion and commitment. This is the good stuff. Find a way to spot a hack, or 
someone who hypes or over-sells themselves. You don’t need that. 
Always be mindful of how of your various hires will come together into a cohesive team. When 
the team works well together, it almost invariably is apparent in the final product.  
  
Interviewing candidates for a specific job 
Interview multiple candidates for a given job if at all possible. This is the only way I know to get 
a visceral feeling for who will work out for you and who will not. 
Before you start interviewing, prepare a detailed job definition so you are clear about what 
needs to be done and what skills need to be in place (as opposed to those that can or must be 
learned on the job.) 
Consider the questions you want to ask before the interview begins. Listen carefully to the 
answers. Don't look ahead to the next question and miss responses that may answer 
subsequent questions. 
Ask specific questions about projects and/or contributions. This is not the time for vague or 
general answers. 
Determine the candidate's network of creative contacts. Has he or she worked on high quality 
projects (even if these are low budget)? 
Don't oversell the fun parts. Accentuate the hard and routine parts of the job. 
Always sleep on your choice. 
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The Production Team

Phase

 Development

 Brainstorming

 Content Research

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Funders

 Exec-in-Charge

 Client
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The Production Team

Phase

 Pitching

 Proposals

 One Sheets

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Development Staff

 Graphic Designers
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The Production Team

Phase

 Writing

 Scripts

 Treatments

 Storyboards

 Show Rundowns

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Writer

 Storyboard Artist

 Research Assistant

 Stock footage /Stills 
Researcher
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The Production Team

Phase

 Scheduling

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Assistant Director 
(AD)

 Production staff

 Unit Manager

 Facilities booking staff
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The Production Team

Phase

 Project
Management

 Project Office

 Staff

 Managing Up

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Line Producer

 Assoc Producer (AP)

 Prod Assistant (PA)

 Intern(s)

 Human Resources 

 IT staff
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The Production Team

Phase

 Finance

 Budgeting

 Insurance

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Unit Manager

 Accountant

 Funder’s Finance Execs

 Purchasing Staff

 Insurance Broker

 Travel Agent
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The Production Team

Phase

 Rights & Clearances

 Intellectual Property 
(aka “IP”)

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Rights Manager

 Attorneys
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The Production Team

Phase

 Deals

 Options

 Agreements

 Funders

 Distribution

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Lawyer(s)

 Agent (s)

 Funder’s preferred 
vendors
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The Production Team

Phase

 Talent

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Lawyer(s)

 Agent (s)

 Casting & Talent 
Agents

 Director

 Actors

 Voice-Over Talent
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The Production Team

Phase

 Vendors & Unions

 Gear

 Facilities

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Equipment rental house

 Post Production facility

 Union Business Agents

 Shop stewards (on set)

 Stages/Studios

 Mobile Unit

 Engineers
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The Production Team

Phase

 Production

 Locations

 Sound Stages

 TV Studios

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Director

 DP

 Art Director,  Production 
Designer

 Crew: Camera, Tech Director, 
AD, Floor Manager, Lighting, 
Wardrobe,  Electric, Make-up, 
Sound,  Video Playback, 
Drivers,  Set PA’s,  Crafts 
Serivces,

 VJ Shooter/Producer  (Preditor)
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The Production Team

Phase

 Acquired Materials

 Graphics

 Photographs

 Film

 Video

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Stock/Stills Librarian

 Footage researcher

 Attorneys
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The Production Team

Phase

 Music & Effects

 Original Music

 Libraries

 Sound Effects

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Music Director

 Composer

 Music Librarian

 Foley/ADR

 Sound Effects Editor
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The Production Team

Phase

 Post Production

 Editing

 Mixing

 Color Correct

 Opticals/Effects

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Post Production 
Supervisor

 Editor

 Asst Editor

 Digital effects artist 
(AE, Flame, Harry, 
etc.)
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The Production Team

Phase

 Motion Graphics

 Titles

 Generic opens

 End credits

 Lower thirds

 Logo design

 Animation

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Graphic Designer

 Animator

 Layout Artist

 Digital effects artist 
(AE, Flame, Harry, 
etc.)
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The Production Team

Phase

 Finishing

 Delivery

 Archiving

 Exhibition

 Air Dates

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Negative Cutter

 Colorist

 DI facility

 Online Tape Finishing: 
post-production house

 Film distribution: film 
lab
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The Production Team

Phase

 Audience Testing

 Focus Groups

 Pre-release screenings

 Ratings

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Ratings Service

 Focus Group tester
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The Production Team

Phase

 Press & Promo

 On-Air

 Theatrical release

 Festivals

 Project Web Site

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Promotion staff (spot 
producers, writers, 
editors, schedulers)

 Press Agent

 Production 
Photographer

 Web Designer & Master
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The Production Team

Phase

 Marketing

 Publishing

 Licensing

 Foreign Distribution

 Syndication

 Spin-offs

 Home video & DVD

Personnel

 Executive Producer

 Producer

 Marketing Staff

 Foreign Distributor

 Publisher

 Licensing Rep

 Syndicator

 DVD/Video Publisher
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Managing “Down”

 Jobs should be defined

 Informal contracts defining 
expectations with employees

 Deal memos with contractors 
and crew

 How will performance be 
evaluated (when not 
obvious)?

 

 

Managing Down 
 
The Job Definition 
Every person on a production, no matter what job they have, should be given a clear description 
of their responsibilities. The key items should include who they report to, their general 
responsibilities, their specific duties, their direct reports (people who answer to them), the 
qualifications required for the job. All this info is often (and best) included in a comprehensive 
job definition. (This is not often done on smaller-scale productions, or for freelancers hired to 
do a specific job for a short term. It is unnecessary for technical and crew people –the job 
definition for “gaffer” is pretty obvious.) Union rules often determine specific responsibilities for 
crafts. 
In some cases, it is valuable for you, as producer, to make an informal (but conscious) "contract" 
with an employee (they say what they want, you say what you want). This becomes a personal 
deal, a mutual understanding that will be the beginning (we hope) of a long and mutually 
beneficial working relationship. 
Determine in advance the terms of evaluation which you will be using in measure performance. 
If you are working in a largish organization, it may be useful to reference the organization chart 
when you are working out a job definition. Also, the Human Resources departments of larger 
organizations may have performance evaluation protocols that can help you (and the person 
working for you). 
Unions and union rules often determine the job definition, particularly in the crafts. Be aware of 
and familiar with those definitions – who can do what, use which piece of gear, etc.  
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Giving Assignments

 Direct people but don’t 
micromanage

 Always refer to larger goals

 Make it clear where you see 
need for invention. 

 This helps those working for 
you determine where you are 
seeking input.

 

 

Giving Assignments (providing "direction" while not "micromanaging") 
Always refer to project goals and conceptual documents ("Mission Statement" and "Vision"). 
Sometimes it is useful to distinguish between what you hold as fixed ("what we know") and 
where you see need for invention ("what we don't know"). This helps those working for you 
determine where you are seeking input, and where there is less room to rewrite the rules. (Stay 
away from the Rumsfeldian categories of “what we know we know” and “what we know we 
don’t know” and “what we don’t know we don’t know,” etc.) 
Different people require different amounts of detail. Some people will need and want a lot of 
specific direction while others prefer only the most basic, essential information. Which kind are 
you? Which kind is the person reporting to you? Is this a topic you can openly discuss? 
A team is more effective if everyone knows what the other team members are supposed to be 
doing. Hence, you may want to make information about the role each team member is playing 
available to all. Include your own job in this matrix of who does what. 
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Managing “Up”

 Always identify your “client”

 Manage expectations

 Anticipate key milestones

 Make it clear what kind of 
input you are expecting

 Delays in approvals will throw 
schedule out of whack

 

Managing Up 
  
Always Identify your "client" 
The “client” is the person from whom you get approval. Outside of the world of advertising and 
corporate communications, the term "client" is rarely used. Yet, it remains a useful designation 
and it helps you be clear about your job. 
A key to any endeavor is to manage expectations—both positive and negative. Clear 
communication throughout the process will help to keep expectations and reality in sync.  
Always try to give your client a heads up before important (or rushed) decisions/approvals are 
needed.  
Don't sandbag them with a tough call and no time to think about the decision. 
Your client should think of you as a collaborator, as an equal, rather than as a subordinate. It is 
essential to keep the relationship with your client as “horizontal” as possible to avoid potentially 
ugly conflicts. 
  
Anticipate Key Milestones 
You should identify the key "milestones" or "critical moments" in the project schedule. 
Remind your client (aka "the suits") what kind of response you need each time you ask. For 
instance, early in a project you might be looking for broad comments on the overall direction of 
the project, while, at a later stage, you need “sign-off” on a screening or another decision.  
If you are unclear about what kind of feedback you are asking for, you may get a level of 
commentary that you are not looking for and that could potentially hinder your work. 
Try to anticipate the possible outcome(s) if there scheduling dislocations prior and 
unanticipated budget items prior to a specific “milestone.” 
Try hard to get the “sign-offs” you need within the time window anticipated in the budget.- If 
you can't get the attention of your client, try giving them "the negative option plan": if I don't 
hear from you by xx time, I shall assume that you are approving and we will move ahead. 



Delays in “sign-offs” will throw a monkey wrench into the works, wreck the production 
schedule, and will cost money. 
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CYA

 Yeah. As if I didn’t know…

 If there is a chance of lawsuit 
or disputes about approvals 
and changes,

 date and save memos, save 
emails, blind cc yourself,

 and I do mean SAVE your 
emails. You’re not the Bush 
White House or the RNC.

 

 

CYA 

Covering your ass does not mean using “weasel words” or trying to avoid responsibility. In fact, 
CYA is simply good production discipline. 
Specially, if there is any chance of a lawsuit or disputes about who approved what and when, 
then covering your ass can mean avoiding a whole lot of trouble. 
So, here are two major CYA techniques: 

Always date your memos. Be clear about to whom they have been sent. Save them in a 
file. All of them.  
In our increasingly internet connected world, a lot of people don’t read memos, or even 
answer the phone. Key decisions are now communicated via email. Therefore, it is 
absolutely essential that you save all job-related emails in a file where they will not be 
lost or automatically erased. You may want to send yourself bcc's of emails just to make 
sure that there is a time-stamped copy in the file. 
Really, we’re not paranoid here. Someone may indeed be out to get you. So, be 
prepared. 
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Belaboring the Obvious

 Get to know the “suits” pet 
peeves if you have them.

 Raise issues in private

 Make sure good news travels 
fast

 Don’t go over your boss’ head

 Give everyone a chance to 
make a creative contribution 
(or at least feel like it)

 

 

Animal Cunning 
Get to know your “suits” and, especially, your client: Do they have any pet peeves? Anything 
that really rubs them the wrong way? When will the decision maker be most receptive to your 
"problems"? 
Bring up any "problems" in private (so your suits can respond directly to you, not be on the 
record and not paint themselves into a corner) 
Share good news quickly. Your clients should be the very first to know. Let them tell others. This 
is so simple to do and it makes them so deeply allied with your production. 
Do not go over your boss’ head (without supreme provocation). 
Always remember to give credit to your boss (as you do to those working for you) 
Give the boss opportunities to make a real creative contribution (that's why they are in this 
game, after all.) 
Any producer has at least one experience when a client or “suit” made a really important 
observation or suggestion that had not and probably would not have occurred to any of us 
working day by day. In fact, it is your client’s distance from the daily problems of your 
production - plus their understanding of the studio, TV network or other funding institution's 
interests - that makes them your best ally. So, work hard to keep them on your side. 
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The Status Report

 Keeps everyone abreast of 
what needs to be done

 Provides a framework for 
expectations

 Highlights responsibility and 
gives credit

 Makes deadlines clear

 Should include quantitative 
metrics and qualitative 
overview

 

 

Status Report Technique 

Meet the "Status Report", a management tool that can easily be set up using the table’s tool 
within MS word. 
There are three columns on the horizontal axis: 
 
Milestones/Tasks 
Notes 
Action /Deadlines 
 
and there are three broad categories along the vertical axis: 

New Tasks 
Continuing Tasks 
Completed Task 

Underline a deadline and underscore or put into bold the name of the person handling each 
action/responsibility. 
The values of the Status Report seems to be these:  

(a) People reporting to the producer (you) have a framework that encompasses your 
expectations of their jobs; 
(b) Staffers reporting to you can exhibit initiative in exploring what their job involves 
(pro-active, not just reactive);  
(c) the format highlights the name of the person responsible - the "neck in noose" 
(people inevitably scan the document quickly to see what they are responsible for);  
(d) Deadlines should be specified wherever possible; and  



(e) Some people (not everyone, fortunately) find that moving an item into the 
"completed" category is as good as sex. 
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Dealing With Crisis

 Crises will arise – inevitably

 In general, you can expect 
things to get hairy 

 during shoots

 with talent (the prima donna 
syndrome

 at key milestones or approval 
points

 It is a MAJOR crisis when you 
go over budget

 

 

Dealing with Crisis 

Bruises are good teachers 

Over time, you will be able to anticipate where difficulties will occur within the kinds of projects 
you are making.  
In general, you can expect things to get hairy  

during shoots (when there is greatest velocity of events)  
with talent (the prima donna syndrome, and this is as true – or more true -- of non-
professionals as professionals),  
at key milestones or approval points.  

Whenever you go over budget, there will be a crisis. 
  
Move quickly 

It is often enough for the producer simply to identify the problem and label it. Shining a light on 
a tricky, problematic or difficult issue goes a long way toward getting it solved. 
Try to find a neutral time and place "to talk" with those involved. It is sometimes, but not 
always, a good idea to get everyone involved in a dispute into the same room. 
Try to separate "fact" (this is what I observe) from "interpretation" (this is what it makes me 
think). 
Often, especially during shoots, the problem is caused by changes in circumstances, or 
unanticipated exigencies (the guy with the leaf blower outside the window where you’re 
shooting the love scene. Here, the producer must become a diplomat (with a handful of cash at 
the ready). 
  



Firing people 

It is not fair to fire someone if you have never given them a specific job definition. 
Build a record of problems you have encountered. 
Firing is often "counseling" a person out of job that is wrong for them. 
Move quickly once you know that the person needs to go. Don't keep someone around once 
they know they are leaving. 
Be as generous as possible with money and benefits. 
Talk with the person about how they would like you to word the separation. Or propose how 
you intend to explain this action to others. Often the “perception” is more important to the 
person being let go than anything else. 
If you are firing someone "for cause", be fast and maybe not so nice. It is important for 
everyone on the project to know how you will handle inappropriate behavior and performance. 
Many people working on a production will be freelance, and they understand that their 
assignments are only temporary. In those cases, it is often enough to simply let them know that 
their services are no longer required.  
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Dealing With Crisis

 Move fast!

 Identify the problem. Often 
that is enough

 Find a neutral time and place 
to talk with involved parties

 Separate fact from 
interpretation

 Keep cash at hand

 

 

Move quickly 

It is often enough for the producer simply to identify the problem and label it. Shining a light on 
a tricky, problematic or difficult issue goes a long way toward getting it solved. 
Try to find a neutral time and place "to talk" with those involved. It is sometimes, but not 
always, a good idea to get everyone involved in a dispute into the same room. 
Try to separate "fact" (this is what I observe) from "interpretation" (this is what it makes me 
think). 
Often, especially during shoots, the problem is caused by changes in circumstances, or 
unanticipated exigencies (the guy with the leaf blower outside the window where you’re 
shooting the love scene. Here, the producer must become a diplomat (with a handful of cash at 
the ready). 
  
Firing people 

It is not fair to fire someone if you have never given them a specific job definition. 
Build a record of problems you have encountered. 
Firing is often "counseling" a person out of job that is wrong for them. 
Move quickly once you know that the person needs to go. Don't keep someone around once 
they know they are leaving. 
Be as generous as possible with money and benefits. 
Talk with the person about how they would like you to word the separation. Or propose how 
you intend to explain this action to others. Often the “perception” is more important to the 
person being let go than anything else. 



If you are firing someone "for cause", be fast and maybe not so nice. It is important for 
everyone on the project to know how you will handle inappropriate behavior and performance. 
Many people working on a production will be freelance, and they understand that their 
assignments are only temporary. In those cases, it is often enough to simply let them know that 
their services are no longer required.  
 
 

 


