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A Piece Of My Mind

By Bob Fraser
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If you’ve been reading my stuff for any length of time, you know I have a big problem with actors working for free. I just know it’s a bad idea. Recently, in a column about demo reels, I sounded off on this subject. 

I immediately got a letter from an actor in an eastern city who took me to task for my ‘stance.’ She complained that actors have to work, that no one ever gives a new actor a chance, that I – as a producer (and all producers) – should be more understanding of the actor’s situation and be willing to ‘step out of the corporate box’ once in awhile. 

Here’s my answer (which I think is fairly representative of most successful producers’ attitude): 

Dear Donna,

Your frustration should not be aimed at me – you should focus on those people who call themselves filmmakers or producers and systematically USE actors without recompense.

First, I’ve stepped ‘out of the box’ on many occasions – I was among the first producers to hire Jerry Seinfeld, Susan Ruttan, Ted Danson, Teri Hatcher, The Wayans Brothers, Ann Haney, Ethan Phillips, The Olsen Twins, Bob Saget, Michael Richards ... and literally scores of other ‘name’ performers who have gone on to enjoy long careers.

In my producing years I hired more than 2000 actors for paying jobs and in many cases – well-payinig jobs. A few of them have gone on to become super-stars. And – I’ve hired

close to 300 actors for their first paying jobs. I love discovering actors. And so do most producers. 

Here’s the way I look at it: As a pre-condition of my signing a contract to produce, direct or write a show – all the actors must be paid.

Period.

I believe actors should be paid for their work – at every level. After all, the crew people are often paid on AWFF (Actors Work For Free) productions, equipment is always rented, film (or tape) stock is always purchased, and money is found for sets, locations, licenses, costumes, props and other “necessities.”

The ‘film-maker’ generally ends up with a “saleable” product or a useful ‘calling card.’

The actors get a ‘credit’ (which is often not that credible in professional show business), a copy of something that frequently doesn’t qualify as very useful for anything more than showing on YouTube, and meals ... well, the less said about ‘indie’ and ‘student’ meals, the better.

So – why should actors (who are critical – nay absolutely necessary – to making the product) be expected to work without pay ... as a matter of course?

Frankly, I hate this practice.

My point in this article, however, was strictly about demo reels. There are a lot of advisors out there, telling actors that they MUST have a demo reel – and a lot of actors, taking that as “gospel” – go out and work in any sort of project, for free, in order to get footage.

The advice, in the first instance, is “iffy” – the only thing a demo reel can accomplish (in reality) is the attention of a talent representative ... or it can be used as a tool – by a

casting director – to convince a producer or director to hire an ‘untested’ actor.

Since in the first case you are dealing with agents and managers – you can rest assured that they will be coldly realistic about who they take on, to represent. They cannot

be convinced by “good work” – only by their own belief that the actor in question can book money producing roles in professional show business.

Since an agent’s entire income depends on representing actors who actually make money – as 10% of that is what the agents are counting on to pay their mortgage, buy groceries and send their kids to school – agents are often dismayed and ‘put off’ by actors who insist on working for free in order to get ‘footage.’ Footage that the agents know (in most cases) won’t help an actor get any closer to those paying jobs. 

In the second case, very few casting directors will look at a reel before they have seen you in-person and heard you read. They don’t have time to look at reels.

So, for them, they will only need a reel to show great work (in professional  circumstances) to convince a Steven Spielberg (or other pro) that the actor they like – can cut it – when money is at stake.

Make no mistake, we’re all willing to “take a chance” – but there has to be some sort of ‘back-up’ to the claim being made that an actor who has never been on the payroll – will do everything right and not cost the production any more than is budgeted for the role. And that means doing a lot more than being ‘very talented’ – such as being; on time, off

book, a team player, interested in helping me tell my story, not competitive, a good listener, able to interpret direction, knowing how to behave ‘on set,’ etc.

That’s why we producers talk to each other, know the kind of work we want to see, and give credence to those actors who have a reel full of professional paid work. If it was your money on the line, you’d feel the same way.

Believe me, I understand your frustration – everyone in the business understands your frustration. Because we’ve all gone through it, to get where we’ve gotten.

My main point remains: If you submit work that looks “nonprofessional,” you MAY be dismissed. Not that you CAN’T use footage you’ve gotten on free projects – it’s just that you run the risk of engendering the wrong opinion from the very people you want to impress.

Since how you present yourself to the industry is entirely your call – I want to convince actors to take a step back – and view things realistically.
I’m trying to help actors like you understand that belief in old shibboleths such as “they always hire the same people” or “they don’t care about talent” is essentially putting yourself in an adversarial position with the very folks you want to work with – the ones who pay actors.

It’s possible that those of us who’ve gotten to a certain level in the industry – might know a little more about what “works” than the people who are still struggling to get their producing or directing career going – who ‘do their thing’ by taking advantage of actors, who are also just trying to get started. It’s just possible.

The answer is not to do more free work – assuming that the decisions being made by the ‘pros’ are wrong – and that the situation will change if you don’t like it. The answer is to

run your business like a business.

That means knowing more than how much it costs to do your submissions – it means knowing the difference between a total waste of your time and taking a step up on

the professional ladder. 
Bottom line: Until you value your time, you won’t do anything with it. Until you think yourself worthy of being paid for your work – don’t expect anyone else to think that.

I am not slamming anyone, or disparaging their hard work – I’m just determined to help actors avoid those long, drawn out, and generally unsuccessful attempts to find “another

way” to go about this.

The road to success in our business is clearly marked and has been traveled by thousands. It is my belief that any serious person, with a good work ethic, good information and the ability to persist has a better than even chance of succeeding in their dreams.

I want to help actors to become what they want to become – by avoiding side-trips with people who don’t care a whit about actors ... who are content to use actors – for free – to

get what they want. That works for them.

Let me know the next time a ‘filmmaker’ guarantees that your hard work – for no money – will result in forward progress in your career.

Because I do guarantee that when you start going to work for a paycheck – forward progress is what’s happening. 
As always ...

Much Success,

Bob Fraser
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