CAREERS—THE FILM INDUSTRY


Relatively speaking, the film industry fared better than most mass media during the recession of 2008-2009.  Granted, there were cutbacks, layoffs and some pictures didn’t get made, but on the whole, Hollywood weathered the storm.  Consequently, much of the traditional advice about getting a job in the film industry still holds true.


A young person with experience in filmmaking will probably enjoy more success in finding a job.  In general, there are two ways to get experience: (1) take courses in college that deal with film and (2) making your own films.



More than 700 college and universities offer curses in film, more than 200 offer bachelor’s degrees and many offer graduate degrees.  Majoring in film provides students with an opportunity to practice with technical equipment: cameras, editing software, lights, microphones, etc.  Students can also take courses in film history, film theory, and aesthetics.  Finally, students can take courses in other areas, such as art, music, literature, drama and photography.  During the course of their studies, students may have the opportunity to make a film as a class project.  This finished product can be shown to potential employers as a sample of the student’s capability.  Those interested in screenwriting should complete a couple of scripts to included in their portfolio.


The other approach in gaining experience is to become an independent filmmaker.  This method is valuable because it allows a person to gain knowledge of every aspect of filmmaking.  Of course, this approach also requires that an individual have some money to invest in basic film or video production equipment and the time necessary to complete a project.

Entry-level positions


Once a person has some experience, the next step is an entry level job.  There are three ways to accomplish this task.  The first is to know somebody.  As is the case in most industries, if you have a friend or a friend of a friend in the industry, getting that first job interview is less difficult.  (Notice I didn’t say easy; I said less difficult.)


The second way is to get yourself noticed.  Get an internship or join a training program with production companies.  Many times help in finding out about and applying for internships can be secured from instructors or campus placement offices.  Once you have gained entrance into an organization you will have a better chance of landing a job.    Another way to get noticed is to enter the many student film festivals.  Someone who wins one or more awards at these festivals may find getting into the film industry a bit easier.


The third and the hardest way to break into the industry is to be persistent.  Make a list of those companies where you want to work and call on them personally.  Take along a one page summary of your skills and education.  If you have a finished film ready for viewing, indicate that in your summary.  Don’t be discouraged in your first efforts are fruitless; keep checking back.  Be prepared to take any job in the company as a starter.  Once inside the company, your path to a more creative and challenging positions is easier to follow.

A good description of the many jobs available in film production can be found at http://www.bls.gov/oco/cg/cgs038.htm.

Upward mobility


Select your first job with an eye toward advancement.  Some routes are better if your ultimate goal is producing and directing.  Other avenues are more promising if top management is your goal.  One early choice a newcomer has to make is between editing and directing.  Although there are some exceptions, most who start in the editing department usually stay there, ultimately advancing to the post of supervising film editor.  Those interested in producing and directing should begin as production assistants and progress to assistant director, director and perhaps producer.  To reach high-level management, a person might consider breaking in with the distribution or sales department.

Salaries


According to 2006 data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the annual average salary for a film producer or director was about $93,000.  Keep in mind that some directors may settle for a percentage of the film’s earnings rather than a salary.  If the film is a hit, their share might run into the millions.  The average annual salary for a film editor was about $69,000.


Keep in mind that the technical and craft jobs in the industry are generally unionized and have their salary ranges specified in their current contracts.

