
THE BEST WAY TO
FUND YOUR FILM
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WHAT ARE YOUR OPTIONS?
This is a primer on the various indie film finance methods. 
(I didn’t include independent studios because they make very
few movies each year.) Each method described has
advantages and disadvantages –  only you can decide what’s
best for your next film. 
I honestly believe that Equity Crowdfunding is the best way
right now to raise money. I was the first producer in the U.S.
to raise money for a feature length film this way, and ended
up with over $1 million to make my movie. I had 100%
control over all aspects of the fundraising, as well as creative
decisions. Connecting with the 893 strangers who invested
in my film was heartwarming and gratifying beyond words.

1. Self Funding.
This is usually not practical with a feature, but is the norm for short films.

Pros: You only have yourself to answer to. 
Cons: If your film turns no profit, you will lose some or all of your money. Unless you’re
independently wealthy, this is absolutely not recommended.

 Learn  more  a t
Equi tyCrowdfunding
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2. Grants.
BEST FOR: Short films or microbudget films.

There are many grants available, but usually are not of significant amounts to fund a feature.
They are often five-figure amounts at most — but you can use that small grant to apply
towards your bigger budget. And there are often requirements: you have to make a film that
the grantor has a vested interest in, usually a social cause. Or you have to be a student, etc.
There are many resources on the web to track down grants. (Continued)
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Investor after investor came up to me at the premiere and shook my hand, while thanking me
for letting them invest in the film. Thanking me. I was humbled and honored that they felt that
way. Together, we made a movie. I hope this guide helps you on your journey to do the same.
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http://equitycrowdfundingmasterclass.com/


BEST FOR: Documentaries and diversity projects with smaller budgets, or

just for post production costs.

Pro: Good for social causes and documentaries, and you don’t have to pay them back!
Cons: Usually not enough to make the film, and is a time-consuming application process.

3. Presell foreign rights.
This used to be one of the main ways to get indie films made. But now it’s more difficult to
do. Here’s how it works (although the details vary):

Get a star (or two) to agree to be in the movie. Unless you are an A-Level producer, they
will demand a fee just for being attached. YOU the producer will be responsible for this
fee.
Shop around to all the foreign distributors and ask how much they’ll pay you for this film
with this star. Get a contract for this from your best offer.
Take that contract to the bank and they will loan you part of the amount that the
distributor will pay you. Only certain banks do this, and they’ll only do it with reputable
distributors.
Get an advance from the distributor for another part of the budget. Use private equity for
the rest and/or borrow against tax incentives.

1.

2.

3.

4.

Pros: It works if you have all the right attachments. Distribution is already in place when
you film.
Cons: This process takes a long time to do, with many meetings, many trips to the film
markets, and juggling a lot of variables. Often it takes years. You have to get real star
names. And nowadays it’s simply not as practical as it once was. 

Read this thorough article by Film Finance Attorney John Cones — I agree with him that it’s
not the best approach these days for small indie filmmakers.

BEST FOR: Projects with stars with worldwide followings attached and

for producers who are already visiting the film markets.

But remember, others will be applying for the same grants as you are, so it can be
frustrating. Some grants are not for money, but instead give services like post production
facilities, etc., which is just as good as cash. Note: Do not pay for services that offer to put
you in touch with grants — they are invariably not worth the money.

Read this thorough article by Film Finance Attorney John Cones

http://brothers-ink.com/category/independent-film-production/


4. State film Incentives.
This is not a complete finance method, but still very useful. If you raise money through
other methods, you can film in a state with film incentives. When you’re finished, they will
give you a tax rebate, or sometimes a grant, based on the amount of money you spent on
approved items within the state. If you have an experienced producer, then you can get a
bank to lend you money against the amount you expect to receive from the state. Learn
about which states offer incentives with this interactive map at 

Pros: You get from 5-40% of what you spent back in your pockets. It can pay off loans for
the film, or go to investors so they start recouping their money, or for post production
costs.
Cons: Not every expense is allowed and many states don’t include writer, director, and
actor salaries in the rebates, unless they happen to be state residents. There is no
guarantee. Red tape and other factors can hold up or even deny you the payout. If you’ve
borrowed from a bank against the incentives, then your company would be responsible
for paying back that loan. Small indie films in California never get state money.

BEST FOR: Films with at least a $2 million budget, unless you happen to live

in a state with incentives, in which case any budget will do – subject to

mandated minimums.

5. Rewards-based crowdfunding.
Kickstarter and Indiegogo have helped many a filmmaker get a project made. But despite
high profile successes like Zach Braff’s movie (which raised over $3 million), most
Kickstarter projects raise less than $10k, and the failure rate is high (63%). Also known as
the “friends and family” site, most donations do indeed come from your social circle. If
you’re not a star already, then it’s very difficult to raise more than a low five figures. If you
can attach a star who’s willing to promote it, that makes all the difference. But after several
high-profile celebrity crowdfunding failures, many stars are now reluctant to expose
themselves this way.

Pros: Everyone knows what it is, even your grandma — who will be thrilled to help you
make a movie. The site is well-run and dynamic and has a high level of trust. You don’t
have to deal with taking money individually from people since those platforms automate
the process. Kickstarter and Indiegogo get a lot of traffic.
Cons: Everyone knows what it is because everyone has been asked a million times to
contribute, leading to “Kickstarter burnout.” You'll send out hundreds of rewards if you’re
successful, costing time and money that could be spent making your movie. The
platforms take a percentage. There are many, many projects asking for money, so it’s
hard to stand out. Funds raised on Kickstarter 

BEST FOR: Microbudget films. Filmmakers with a large social media

following or a star attached who is actually willing to promote it.

ProductionIncentives.com.

"are generally subject to taxes."

https://www.productionincentives.com/home/production-incentives/united-states-incentives/
https://help.kickstarter.com/hc/en-us/articles/115005139533-What-are-the-tax-implications-of-using-Kickstarter-


6. Private equity.
This is the traditional way of making movies — and it simply means someone gives you
cash money in exchange for a predetermined share of the film. You beat the bushes and
find Accredited Investors to fund the film. It’s not legal to ask strangers to invest in your
movie unless they are accredited as defined by the SEC. (And they take that seriously.) 
Yes, there are ways around it, but filmmaking is hard enough — don’t cause extra legal
troubles. It involves wining and dining rich people and expanding your circle to find as
many wealthy individuals as you can.

Pros: If you have the connections, a few rich people can fund your movie quickly. Or a
few dozen moderately well-off people can fund your movie over time. If you get one or
two rich people on board, it could give you a nice start. Then branch out to other
methods.
Cons: You could be subject to the whims of a few rich individuals. It can take a very long
time indeed to meet enough people to get the funds. Requires much explaining and
educating how film investments work. Endless pitching and meetings. Finding all those
rich people in the first place takes a lot of work — but it can be done.

BEST FOR: Those with connections to high net worth individuals and are

ready to augment this method with others.

7. equity crowdfunding.
The new kid on the block. It’s been used to raise money successfully for just 17 movies
since it became legal in the U.S. in 2016. (Other countries have been using it for years.)
Unknown filmmakers have been driving these campaigns, so having stars is not necessary.
In fact, sometimes it’s a negative. Amounts from $15,000 to $1 million have been raised
this way — for development money, for post production, or for the entire budget of the film.
Equity Crowdfunding campaigns must be launched through approved portals, and there is
a higher standard for running a campaign than rewards-based crowdfunding, as well as
additional paperwork. Since you’re appealing to the crowd, you create an audience for your
project as well as financing it. Investors can be anyone, regardless of whether or not they
are accredited. The websites handle all the incoming money so you don’t have to.

Accredited Investors

https://www.investor.gov/additional-resources/news-alerts/alerts-bulletins/updated-investor-bulletin-accredited-investors


Pros: Filmmakers control their own destiny and aren’t beholden to studios. The minimum
investment can be as low as $100, so anyone can invest in the movie. You can still take
large single investments from high net worth individuals, and having many small
investors often attracts big ones. The average amount raised per campaign in 2018 was
over $270,000. You can take money out as you go — you don’t have to wait till the end to
receive payouts, which is great for cash flow. You just pitch your film once on the website,
then everyone can see it — no chasing rich people. No need for rewards, so there’s no
mailing out of t-shirts, etc., after the campaign. The same work put into an Equity
Crowdfunding campaign that you'd put into a Kickstarter campaign gets you 10 times the
money on average. There are over 250,000 interested investors registered online already.
Cons: A bit more paperwork and filing fees are needed, so you'll incur around $2k-$4k in
startup costs depending on how much you like to DIY. Outreach becomes more important
since the stakes are higher. It’s new, so there's almost no expertise freely available for
those who want to raise more than the minimum. You (or your team) must keep track of
your investors — but that can be automated. Platforms charge 6 -10% of the amount
raised, and some also require you give them 2% of the amount you raise in shares.

BEST FOR: personal films, films that don’t need star names, films that need

much more than a Kickstarter raise but not as much as Hollywood budgets.
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8. Debt.
This is where you borrow money to make the movie.

Pros: When you run out of other options, borrowing
on the strength of a distribution contract can give
you enough to start or finish your film, and is quite
common. The debt is tied to the film. You could also
borrow money yourself based on your own personal
assets, which means you’ll have complete control.
Cons: The bank may ask for a personal guarantee,
which means you could be responsible for repaying
the debt. They’ll also make you buy a completion
bond, which costs money. If you are responsible for
the debt, since the film business is risky, you may
end up with just a very expensive hobby. If you use
credits cards to make your movie, just google that
and you’ll find many a sad story of those who did
that and regretted it. Credit cards shouldn’t be used
to create risk capital.

BEST FOR: Augmenting existing financing as

long as it’s company debt, not personal debt.

http://equitycrowdfundingmasterclass.com/


9. combo platter. 
Most films raise money using a combination of methods.  For example, most indie films
start with private equity, usually the savings of the filmmaker themselves. They put in
enough money to develop the film — get a script, set up an LLC, travel to meet investors,
etc. (And no, sweat equity does not count.)  If you don't believe in yourself enough to put
money in, it's almost impossible to get others to invest in you. But once you're off and
running, you're in a stronger position to explore other methods of investment.

Pros: This allows you to pivot and take advantage of the best method for you at the
moment. If a distribution deal comes up, you can take it before you make your movie and
perhaps get an advance. If a rich person puts in $25k, you can start your Equity
Crowdfunding campaign with that information on your campaign page, which will
encourage other investors. If you get a grant, do the same. If you’re aware of all the
methods, you can concentrate on the right one at the right time. Some methods lead to
others — online crowdfunding campaigns of any kind can attract the attention of rich
people or stars or distributors, and leapfrog you to your goal.
Cons: You’re in danger of diluting your efforts. You don’t want to have so many irons in
the fire that all methods suffer. If you’re crowdfunding (any kind), you should concentrate
only on that so you get all you can from it. Success begets success — overachieving a
goal in a crowdfunding campaign will impress others you approach afterwards. But if you
try every approach at once, you’ll likely fail at them all.

BEST FOR: Films that have a nimble team in charge that can concentrate on

the right method at the right time.

CONCLUSION
Independent films get made in many ways. The vast majority of indie filmmakers do not
have stars attached that can facilitate financing, but what they do have is passion to get
their movie made. Passion, coupled with professionalism, can connect you with investors
big and small. That’s why we believe Equity Crowdfunding is the future of indie film
finance — no other method lets you efficiently and cost-effectively connect with such a
wide variety of people who are as eager to get your movie made as you are. And by giving
them a piece of the film in exchange for their investment, you’re telling them you value
them — which can lead to more investments. 
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Note: No part of this ebook is legal advice. Statistics are from latest publicly available sources. This is an overview, not an exhaustive

analysis, and reflects the author's opinion only. Conduct your own research before proceeding.
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