Inside Outreach
The Ins and Outs of MediaRights.org

all it outreach, call it creative distri-

bution, call it community partnering.

It's all about getting your film out

there in the world, reaching your au-

dience, making an impact. Finding
people who will watch, advocate for, learn from,
talk about, act on, and direct others to your work.
I'm not talking about a big distribution deal with
Artisan Entertainment or Docurama or The His-
tory Channel. I'm talking self-service, ground-up
connections, the kind that former Speaker of the
House Tip 0'Neill referred to when he said “All
politics is local.” I'm talking the Teen Pregnancy
Center on the corner, the Alliance for Human
Rights in your neighborhood, the local chapter of
PFLAG. I'm talking MediaRights.org.

Type those words into your Internet browser
and you will be glad you did. MediaRights.org is
avirtual (and virtually free) treasure trove of dis-
tribution information and outreach guidance.
Designed largely for social-issue documentaries,
MediaRights.orq provides a step-by-step quide to
designing and carrying out a grassroots distribu-
tion campaign. Launched two years ago by
filmmakers Julia Pimsleur (INNOCENT UNTIL
PROVEN GUILTY) and Nicole Betancourt (BEFORE
You Go), the easy-to-use site is infinitely search-
able and full of practical how-to information on
a variety of pertinent subjects.
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Becoming a member is free and requires
merely registering online with MediaRights.org.
This no-cost version gives filmmakers access to
four searchable databases, case studies, work
samples, online salons, and filmmaker-written
articles on everything from cheap gear to how to
land a grant for those vital but unglamorous
needs—like conducting an outreach campaign.
For a modest fee ($125, with a $10 discount for
Film Arts’ members), filmmakers get unlimited
access to the Independent Producers’ Qutreach
Toolkit, which includes a one-on-one consulta-
tion for up to two hours with Working Films’
distribution guru Robert West, a hard-copy re-
source binder (developed in conjunction with
ATVF and also available online) covering every-
thing from “How to Put Together a Team” to
“Using the Web Effectively,” and—my favorite
resource—an interactive budget worksheet that
helps you strategize and cost-out the best
grassroots campaign for your film.

“Documentary filmmakers are great about
sharing information with one another,” com-
ments MediaRights.org’s creative director
Betancourt, “but [comprehensive information] is
still hard to get at—you have to attend seminars,
dig up relevant articles to read, meet with other
filmmakers. And you have to know the right per-
son who has had the right experience to help you
with what you are struggling with at that mo-
ment. It's very time-consuming. Our Web site
democratizes the process.”

Over the years, I have seen many of my film-
maker friends wait until they were utterly
exhausted, broke, and tapped of all their re-
sources before they even started thinking about
distribution. Yet mobilizing audiences and af-
fecting change is often why we make our films
in the first place. “It’s never too early to be
thinking about outreach,” says Betancourt. “You
can't overestimate how beneficial it is to partner
with community organizations early on. If they
feel connected to your work, they will help when
the time comes to get it out there. One of the
biggest mistakes I see filmmakers make is not

The Independent Producers’ Qutreach
Toolkit offered by Mediarights.org can be
purchased for $115 by Film Arts’ members.

budgeting for these activities.” MediaRights.org
offers this kind of no-nonsense guidance in each
aspect of its Web site. And that advice is not just
that you should budget for an outreach campaign,
but how. Many of us could crank out an Excel
spreadsheet for production expenses in our sleep,
but how do you figure out how much to spend on
study guides? Or a Web ring?

Type the number $3,000 into the bottom line
of the Toolkit’s interactive budget, and you'll find
out instantly. The worksheet automatically breaks
your bottom line figure into various expense cat-
egories: $450 for VHS dupes, $900 for a color
brochure, $300 for study guides, $300 to set up
a Web site, and so on. The worksheet is flexible
and continually recalculates as you tailor the
numbers for your project. It also peppers the cost
estimates with practical money-saving tips like
“Don’t spend anything on hiring a cover designer,
just send your tapes in a simple sleeve. Or, for a
slightly better effect, create a simple black and
white photocopy cover and slip it into the window
jacket.”

The Producers’ Toolkit also features a series
of interactive worksheets designed to keep film-
makers from falling into the “general audience”
trap—as in, “My film will appeal to everyone; I
don’t need to be specific.” The worksheets pose
questions such as: “Are you trying to motivate
people already working on your cause, or are you
trying to reach people who know nothing about
it? Are you interested in bringing together dispar-
ate groups working on the same issue? Are you
hoping to influence lawmakers? Congress?” These
questions are designed to help you determine the
kind of impact you want to make and how to ap-
ply your time and money most effectively.

I first entered the MediaRights.org Web site
curious to see how a filmmaker can find and ap-
proach the right nonprofit partner and what
exactly the filmmaker can ask the nonprofit to
do. In poking around, I found numerous answers
to my questions in a variety of forms, from over-
all case histories of successful films to actual
sample letters I could download for my own use.
I could also use a bulletin board to post my query
to other filmmakers. “I like referring to it when I
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