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  INTRO
   Even if you don’t have a film in competition at 
   Sundance or one of the other major film festivals, there         
   are still ways to profit, and potentially profit big.  So if   
   you  don’t have a film playing Sundance or Cannes, 
   don’t lose heart.  There are many ways to utilize film
   festivals to your advantage.  It may not be money in the  
   bank right now, but there is certainly a lot you can do to 
   make those relationships now which will count so much 
   down the line, and to get everything you can out of the 
   festivals, which you’ll be so glad you did later. 

   I have split this guide into two sections.  The first part 
   deals with the big film festivals – Sundance, Cannes, 
   and Toronto included.  The second part deals with the 
   smaller festivals.  Making the most of any film festival 
   where your film is playing or one that you’re attending is
   key in ensuring you profit big from every festival you 
   attend.

  This guide is intended for educational purposes only.
   © 2012 Film Specific.  All rights reserved.
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Not all distributors, known commonly 
as “buyers” or acquisitions 
executives, attend all film festivals.  
There are only certain festivals 
throughout the year that are buyer 
attended.  These festivals are the ones 
mentioned in the headline above, and 
they are known as “acquisitions” 
festivals.  Part 1 of this guide outlines 
practical tips to make the most of 
them.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

1. Set up meetings with buyers

First of all, know where the buyers go.  
Historically, buyers will only attend the 
biggest of the film festivals - Cannes, 
Sundance, Toronto, Berlin, SXSW, 
Tribeca, Los Angeles.  Although if in or 
near New York or Los Angeles there is a 
chance buyers may come to a second-
tier festival if it’s convenient (most 
acquisitions executives in the U.S. are 
located in New York or Los Angeles).

If you will be at one of the major, buyer-
attended festivals (or a second-tier 
festival located in or near NYC or LA) if 
you can not find an attendees list then a 
good strategy is simply to contact buyers 
who you think are appropriate for your 

film, e-mail them a link to your trailer, and 
inquire if they will be going to the festival. 

If they are in the market for independent 
films, chances are they will be in 
attendance.  These buyers are 
accustomed to scheduling meetings.  And 
if they like your trailer and have some 
time to meet with you, they will set 
something up. 

At the major festivals, no doubt buyers 
will be busy running around to 
screenings, taking meetings, going to 
parties, etc.  So even if you can’t get 
them to meet with you then, making that 
e-mail introduction may not be such a 
bad idea since you may run into them 
somewhere along the line at the festival 
and now have the perfect icebreaker.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

2. Attend as many panels, networking 
events, and parties that you can

Most film festivals have panels (and just 
about every day at the major festivals 
there are multiple panels), networking 
events and parties to attend. The 
dilemma becomes, at least at the major 
festivals, how many can you attend in 
one day! Take a look at the schedule and 
carefully and strategically choose the 
events you go to. For example, if you 
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notice someone is speaking on a panel 
that is an appropriate distributor for your 
film, or other contact that can help you – 
make a point of attending that panel so 
you can approach them afterwards and 
meet them face-to-face. So much of 
getting your foot in the door is actually 
being able to meet people face to face so 
that you are no longer an ‘unsolicited 
submission’. 

Another important part of festivals is 
networking with other filmmakers. You will 
be able to share information and get the 
scoop on what distributors they have met 
with, and possibly get some referrals to 
distributors, agents, and reps.  Plus, it’s 
always great to be surrounded by a 
bunch of like-minded individuals who 
share your passion and who might be 
able to teach you a thing or two or 
introduce you to that amazing editor or 
know of that great unknown writer who’s 
got the script you’ve been dreaming 
about making.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

3. Go to screenings

First, and this goes for all festivals, 
knowing what’s getting made and how 
audiences are receiving it is important for 
filmmakers.  So attend as many 
screenings as you can.  

If you’re at a festival where buyers are in 
attendance, even though buyers aren’t 
known to sit in screenings for any lengthy 
amount of time (some leave after 5 min) it 
can be a good opportunity to see which 
distributors go to which screenings, and 
get an indication of what types of films 
they are interested in acquiring. For 
example, if you had a film that was similar 
in genre to what they were watching, you 

could always contact the distributor after 
the festival and send them the link to your 
trailer. Something like Amazon does with 
– if you liked “XYZ” Film (the film they 
watched at Sundance), then you may 
also like “ABC” Film (Your film).  
Filmmakers always want to know just 
what types of films distributors are 
looking for so what better way to learn 
than to see it for yourself.  

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

4.Be prepared with marketing 
materials for your film 

Always be prepared! If you have a film 
that you are trying to find distribution or 
financing for, by golly have postcards, 
fliers, pens, merchandise or any other 
marketing materials you can think of so 
that when networking with buyers, reps, 
or anyone else you have something to 
hand them with your film’s details on it, as 
well as your own contact details.  

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

5. Get used to asking for business 
cards 

This may seem quite obvious, but I am 
always amazed by how many filmmakers 
fail to develop one simple habit that can 
mean so much.  That habit you should 
develop for film festivals is to collect 
people’s business cards – whether it’s 
distributors, reps, attorneys, or even other 
filmmakers. You may think you’ll 
remember everyone when you get home, 
but believe me, you won’t. So get in the 
habit of asking for people’s business 
cards (don’t worry, it’s quite customary) 
and keeping them in a safe place and 
even taking notes on the back of the 
cards, so you can remember what you 
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t alked about and be able to follow up 
properly after the market. At the very 
least, I would recommend sending 
everyone an email that you met at 
Sundance when you get home, and just 
say it was nice meeting you…this is how 
you will develop your network.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

6. Hire a publicist

If your film is screening in the Sundance 
official competition then you definitely 
want to invest in a publicist for your film. 
And believe me, if your film was accepted 
to Sundance, you will have no problem 
finding one. In fact, they will probably find 
you and propose their services (probably 
starting at $10K and up plus expenses). 
However, if you were not accepted to 
Sundance but your are screening your 
film during Sundance (out of competition) 
then you should consider hiring a 
publicist who can help you get key press, 
distributors, and other players to attend 
your screening. You will be competing 
with so many other screenings and 
distractions, that if you want to profit from 
your screening, it really makes economic 
sense to invest in a publicist to help you 
get people to attend.   Same goes for the 
other BIG festivals.  

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

7. Collect as many magazines and 
other collateral that you can

During the bigger festivals, all the normal 
film and industry magazines turn out 
special Sundance editions, and give them 
away for free. They will be stacked all 
over the place. Be sure to collect as 
many of these as you can as they have 
all the daily updates on which big sales 

were made, what big events are 
happening that day, and most importantly 
contact names and details of various 
distributors, reps, and other industry 
players. You will be able to use these 
assets when you get home to follow up 
and contact people with a link to your 
film.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

8. Look and act professional

When you’re at Sundance, Toronto, 
SXSW, etc. you will notice that there are 
often several filmmakers lined up to 
speak to one distributor or rep…and 
having been on the other side I can tell 
you that when people are lined up to talk 
to you, the ones you will want to speak to 
first are the ones who look and act most 
professional. Now, this obviously doesn’t 
mean you have to be dressed in a suit or 
anything, but definitely be dressed as 
professional as is appropriate for the 
event, be well groomed (sorry, I know 
most wouldn’t dream of looking 
completely inappropriate, but I have to 
mention this because you’d be surprised 
– maybe even shocked --at what I’ve 
seen!), and be prepared with business 
cards or your film’s postcard or some 
other material that you can use to identify 
yourself and your film.  Having a simple 
postcard can do wonders for you – and 
distributors, reps, lawyers, etc will always 
take someone who is prepared and 
professional much more seriously than 
someone who didn’t even take the time to 
get a business card made.  
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So what if your film isn’t playing at 
one of the most-prominent festivals?

This isn’t just a referendum on how to 
connect with buyers (although that is 
what a lot of filmmakers want to get out of 
festivals, so I wanted to start there), 
festivals are always a great opportunity 
for filmmakers.

Here’s a shortlist of ways to turn every 
festival to your advantage:

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

Gain exposure and  find an audience

Whether you’re looking for a traditional 
distribution deal, looking to drum up 
grassroots support for your film, looking 
to build a press kit, or looking to pursue 
alternative distribution, film festivals give 
you EXPOSURE.  And this is key.  No 
one will know your film is out there unless 
they see it or hear about it.  Film festivals 
are not only an ideal place to have you 
work seen, but it’s a public screening 
opportunity (more about that to come) 

and a chance to start building your 
audience offline.  Plus, it gives you a 
great opportunity to build the all-important 
press kit.
 
:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

It’s a great opportunity to see your film 
in front of an audience and to gauge 
how the audience reacts.  

1. It’s great that family and friends love 
your film, but how an audience of 
strangers reacts is going to be crucial to 
knowing what you’ve got on your hands.  

2. If you are thinking of self-releasing 
your film into theaters via four-walling, a 
service deal, or a limited theatrical run 
you should always see how it plays in 
front of an audiences of strangers first.  

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

Meet and network with other 
filmmakers 

Sundance and the other major festivals 
are massive and don’t allow for too much 
by way of personal interaction and 
meaningful relationship building – there’s 
a lot going on at those festivals, they are 
overwhelming, and, there are a ton of 
distractions.  Smaller festivals are far less 
overwhelming so instead of losing half of 
what you’re taking in in sensory overload, 
you can actually connect with fellow 
filmmakers and other professionals in a 
meaningful way.  In a business of 
relationships, this is key.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::
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Utilize the press office

Most festivals have a press office…if your 
film is playing at the festival you should 
absolutely be using it.  It exists and it 
should be utilized.

:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

Get reviews and start building your 
press kit

As mentioned earlier, you will need to 
start building that all-important press kit 
and use the festival screenings as an 
opportunity to do this.  Send out press 
releases about your film and screening, 
then pick up the phone and try to get 
local press to cover the screening.  At 
festivals like Sundance this can be pretty 
tough cause there’s so much competition.  
However, smaller festivals are the perfect 
place to court the local press and start 
getting your film reviewed. 

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

Make contacts and collect business 
cards

Festivals aren’t just to show films.  They
are an opportunity to make professional 
contacts.  Once again, be sure to collect 
business cards and make sure you follow 
up once the festival is over.  A lot of great 
professional relationships are born this 
way.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

Make up business cards, postcards, 
etc.

Just because buyers may not be at a 
certain festival does not mean that other 
people who could be important to you are 
not there.  Always make sure you are 
prepared with marketing materials for 
your film and make sure you always have 
your business card on you.

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

Collect email addresses at all your 
screenings 

Get the e-mail address of as many 
attendees at your screenings so you can 
start building you audience.  Having a 
way to get in touch with 

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

Get your own publicity

If you're at a smaller festival that doesn't 
merit hiring a publicist, try to do your own 
local publicity to get the word out about 
your screening – contact local radio, 
papers, even, if possible, local 
organizations who are concerned with the 
subject matter of your film.  Get the word 
out on the grassroots level as much as 
you can to attract viewers to your film…
and don’t forget to collect those e-mail 
addresses so if you choose to self-
distribute later, you already have a built-in 
audience you can reach directly and try to 
sell your DVD to later.
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THE TOP 10 TIER 2 FILM 
FESTIVALS TO APPLY TO
Slamdance -- held annually in January in 
Park City, UT.  Every year Slamdance 
occurs at the same time, in the same 
place, as Sundance. All the buyers are 
already there. This is one is a no 
brainer. www.slamdance.com

Palm Springs International Film 
Festival -- held annually in January in 
Palm Springs, CA.  Palm Springs has 
been gaining momentum and has the 
benefit of being about 2 hours from LA. 
You never know if some buyers might be 
looking for an excuse to head out to Palm 
Springs in high season.  
www.psfilmfest.org

Los Angeles International Film 
Festival -- held annually in June in Los 
Angeles, CA.  (Formerly the Los Angeles 
Independent Film Festival) Based on its 
location, the LA Film Festival can be a 
very good bet. www.lafilmfest.com

Maui International Film Festival -- held 
annually in June in Maui, Hawaii.  With 
some decent attendance by celebrities in 
years past, the press coverage 
surrounding this festival makes it a 
worthy festival. www.mauifilmfestival.com 

Telluride International Film Festival -- 
held annually in August in Telluride, CO.  
Telluride is one of the pickiest festivals 
out there so getting in gives a film a real 
stamp of approval. And Telluride itself is 
absolutely stunning! 
www.telluridefilmfestival.org 

Hamptons -- held annually in October in 
the Hamptons, Long Island, NY.  Has the 
benefit of being about a 2 hour trip by car 

or train outside of NYC. And aside from 
location has been gaining prominence on 
its own. And it tends to attract a good 
amount of press coverage so it's a good 
bet. www.hamptonsfilmfest.org

AFI Fest -- held annually in November in 
Los Angeles, CA.  Again, based on its 
location, the AFI Fest can attract buyers 
to its screenings. www.afi.com/onscreen/
afifest 

Mill Valley -- held annually in October in 
Mill Valley, CA. You probably won't get 
picked up by playing Mill Valley alone, 
however, in recent years the festival has 
gained more prominence. Is not a 
"competitive" festival, just more of a 
showcase but has attracted some high 
profile films. http://mvff.com 

Edinburgh -- held annually in August in 
Edinburgh, Scotland.  One of the biggest 
and most prestigious European festivals, 
is where you will likely find high-end UK 
and European distributors shopping for 
high quality films. www.edfilmfest.org.uk

Raindance -- held annually in October in 
London, England. This is another high-
profile European festival which attracts 
lots of buyers, particularly from the UK 
who pick up cutting edge films and attend 
the myriad events the festival hosts. 
www.raindance.co.uk 
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About Stacey Parks

Stacey Parks 
has over 16 
years 
experience in 
independent 
film as a 
sales agent, 

producer and 
consultant for independent filmmakers.  
She is the author of “The Insider’s Guide 
to Independent Film Distribution”, now in 
its second edition (2012 Focal Press), 
considered to be an essential handbook 
for independent filmmakers seeking 
production and distribution insights for 
their films. 

Stacey is also the founder of 
FilmSpecific.com, a training and 
consultancy organization for filmmakers 
focused on exploring financing and 
distribution models to maximize 
opportunities for their films in the 
international marketplace. Additionally, 
she founded IndependentFilmBlog.com 
where she writes extensively on how to 
make movies that sell.  Since its launch in 
2007, FilmSpecific.com has become a 
trusted resource amongst independent 
filmmakers with an active community of 
over 10,000 from all corners of the globe.  
FilmSpecific.com has been named by 
Moviemaker Magazine as “one of the 50 
best websites for moviemakers” and 
more recently, “one of the top 25 
websites that filmmakers need to know 
about.”

As a consultant Stacey advises on all 
areas of finance, distribution, and 
marketing for her clients’ films including 
providing strategic guidance on financing 
and distribution plans, packaging for pre-

sales, audience engagement campaigns, 
and facilitating distribution for finished 
films.  Her clients include Sundance, 
Cannes, Berlin and Toronto award-
winning filmmakers and producers who 
have successfully secured studio and 
mini-major distribution for their films.  

Prior to founding Film Specific, Stacey 
was a foreign sales agent securing 
distribution for hundreds of independent 
features and programs worldwide.  
Before becoming a sales agent, she 
served as associate producer of the 
feature film “Shadow Magic” (1999), 
which premiered at the Sundance Film 
Festival and was released theatrically by 
Sony Pictures Classics.  She was a 
pioneer in online video content in its 
earliest days, producing London-based 
SEED TV about socially conscious 
entrepreneurs in 2001, which was 
executive produced by renowned British 
PR “guru” Lynne Franks.  Stacey began 
her career in 1995 at the William Morris 
Agency, working in the soundtrack and 
independent film packaging departments.  

More recently in 2010 Stacey went back 
to her producing roots and launched 
Media Sparks Entertainment which 
specializes in producing film and 
television projects with international 
appeal for all media platforms.  Stacey 
also works on putting together 
international co-production and co-
financing ventures for film and TV 
projects with international partners.  

Stacey has conducted extensive lectures 
and workshops on film distribution, 
finance and marketing for the British Film 
Institute, the South Australia Film 
Corporation, the National Association of 
Latino Independent Producers (NALIP), 
FilmArc for FilmPool Nord, UCLA, 
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Women In Film, Berlin Film Festival and 
the Raindance Film Festival.  She has 
also spoken on panels at the Cannes 
Film Festival, the American Film Market, 
and Slamdance and for organizations 
including the Producers Guild of America, 
NALIP, Women In Film and the Alliance of 
Women Directors, among others.  She 
has also served on the jury of the 
Nashville Film Festival.  

Stacey has been profiled or interviewed 
in Moviemaker Magazine, Student 
Filmmakers Magazine, The Christian 
Science Monitor, and the Los Angeles 
Business Journal.  She is a regular 
contributor to Moviemaker Magazine and 
has served as an instructor in UCLA 
Extension’s Entertainment Studies 
Department.  

Stacey is a graduate of the University of 
Florida and holds and International MBA 
from Pepperdine University.  She travels 
extensively and, at last count, has visited 
over 40 countries.  When not traveling, 
Stacey currently resides in Los Angeles, 
CA.  She has previously lived in London, 
Paris, Florence and the Netherlands.  

Learn more about 
FilmSpecific.com
Check out our tools and resources for 
independent filmmakers including our 

- Sample Resources:
http://www.filmspecific.com/public/
department104.cfm

- Case Studies & Podcasts:
http://www.filmspecific.com/public/
department60.cfm

- Dissecting Distribution (our intro to 
distribution program): http://
www.filmspecific.com/public/
department131.cfm

And also be sure to check out our 
blog: http://independentfilmblog.com

Connect With Us
www.facebook.com/FilmSpecific

http://twitter.com/filmspecific
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