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How Not to Make a Short Film: Secrets from a Sundance Programmer

Creating a short film can be a daunting task, especially when you aim to
stand out in a crowded field. While many guides focus on what filmmakers
should do to succeed, understanding how not to make a short film can provide
invaluable lessons. Insights from a Sundance programmer can help aspiring
filmmakers avoid common pitfalls. In this article, we will explore the key
mistakes filmmakers make and how to steer clear of them, ensuring your short
film has the best chance of success.

Understanding the Short Film Landscape

Before diving into the mistakes to avoid, it's essential to understand the
unique environment of short films. Short films differ significantly from
feature films in terms of narrative structure, budget, and audience
expectations.

1. The Importance of Narrative

- Brevity is Key: Unlike feature films, which have the luxury of time to
develop characters and plots, short films must convey their message
succinctly. A common mistake is trying to cram too much content into a
limited runtime. Instead, focus on a single idea or moment that can resonate
with viewers.

- Strong Opening: The first few seconds of your film are crucial. You need to
hook your audience immediately. A mistake many filmmakers make is starting
with unnecessary exposition or slow pacing. Jump straight into the action or
the emotional core of your story.

2. Audience Awareness

- Know Your Audience: A common misstep is failing to consider who will watch
your film. Understanding your target audience can guide your storytelling,
tone, and style. If your film is for a niche audience, embrace it—-don't try
to cater to everyone.

- Festival Considerations: Different festivals have different vibes and
audiences. Make sure your film aligns with the ethos of the festival you're
submitting to. A short film that thrives in the indie circuit might not



resonate with a mainstream audience.

Technical Flaws to Avoid

Technical aspects can make or break a short film. While creativity is
paramount, neglecting the technical side can result in a lackluster final
product.

1. Poor Sound Quality

- Prioritize Audio: A significant number of short films are rejected due to
poor audio. Invest in quality microphones and sound equipment. If your
dialogue is hard to hear or filled with background noise, it detracts from
the viewer's experience.

- Sound Design Matters: Don't overlook sound design. Adding ambient sounds,
foley, and music can elevate your film. Avoid generic or overused
soundtracks; instead, seek original compositions or soundscapes that enhance
your narrative.

2. Lighting Issues

- Natural Light vs. Artificial Light: Many filmmakers rely too heavily on
natural lighting, which can lead to inconsistent results. If you’re filming
indoors or at night, consider investing in basic lighting kits. Proper
lighting sets the mood and enhances the storytelling.

- Avoid Overexposure: Another common mistake is mismanaging exposure.
Overexposed shots can ruin the visual quality of your film. Always monitor

your lighting setup and test shots to ensure your visuals are crisp and
clear.

Narrative and Character Development Mistakes

A compelling narrative and well-developed characters are the backbone of any
successful film. Here are common pitfalls to avoid:

1. Weak Character Arcs

- Flat Characters: Filmmakers often create one-dimensional characters. Ensure
your characters have depth, motivations, and arcs. Audiences need to relate



to or empathize with them, even in a short format.

- Focus on Conflict: Every good story has conflict. Don’t shy away from
introducing challenges that your characters must face, even if the runtime is
short. This creates tension and engagement.

2. Failing to Edit Ruthlessly

- Cutting for the Sake of Length: One of the hardest yet most important parts
of filmmaking is editing. Filmmakers often struggle with cutting scenes they
love, but if they don’t serve the story, they must go.

- Avoiding Repetitive Themes: This often leads to a diluted message. If your
film has a central theme or message, ensure every scene contributes to it.
Remove anything that feels redundant.

Production and Post-Production Blunders

A smooth production process can help realize your vision, while post-
production can enhance the final product. Here are some common mistakes to
avoid:

1. Inadequate Planning

- Shooting Without a Plan: Many filmmakers jump into production without a
detailed plan. Create a shot list, storyboard your scenes, and have a clear
schedule. A lack of planning can lead to wasted time and resources.

- Ignoring Location Scouting: Don’t underestimate the importance of choosing
the right location. Filming in a location that doesn’t fit the story can
confuse viewers. Always scout locations in advance and ensure they align with
your vision.

2. Neglecting Color Grading and Editing

- Homogeneous Color Palette: Failing to color grade your footage can result
in a flat-looking film. Color grading adds mood and depth, enhancing
storytelling. Experiment with color grading during post-production to find
the right tone for your film.

- Overlooking Editing: Editing is where your film truly takes shape. Avoid
rushing through this process. Take the time to refine pacing, transitions,
and overall flow to create an engaging viewing experience.



Marketing and Distribution Mistakes

Once your film is complete, the next challenge is getting it seen. Here are
common marketing and distribution errors:

1. Neglecting Film Festivals

- Submitting to the Wrong Festivals: Many filmmakers submit their films to
every festival they find. Instead, research festivals that align with the
themes and style of your film. Tailored submissions increase your chances of
acceptance.

- Ignoring Feedback: After screenings, be open to feedback. Use constructive
criticism to improve your film for future screenings or distributions. Many
successful filmmakers attribute part of their success to the lessons learned
from feedback.

2. Lack of Online Presence

- Neglecting Social Media: In today's digital age, having an online presence
is crucial. Build an audience on social media platforms. Share behind-the-
scenes content, teasers, and updates to create buzz around your film.

- Underestimating the Power of Networking: Film festivals are not just about
showcasing your film; they are also networking opportunities. Connect with
other filmmakers, programmers, and industry professionals to build
relationships that may benefit your future projects.

Conclusion

Making a short film is a rewarding yet challenging endeavor. Understanding
how not to make a short film is crucial for avoiding common pitfalls that can
hinder your project's success. By incorporating the insights of a Sundance
programmer, you can navigate the complexities of short filmmaking more
effectively. Focus on sound and lighting, develop strong characters, plan
meticulously, and remain open to feedback. With careful consideration and
creativity, your short film has the potential to captivate audiences and make
a lasting impact.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the common pitfalls to avoid when writing a
short film script?

One major pitfall is trying to fit too much into a short format. Focus on a
single concept or emotion and develop that fully rather than cramming
multiple storylines into a short film.

How important is pacing in a short film, and what
should filmmakers avoid?

Pacing is crucial in a short film. Filmmakers should avoid dragging out
scenes unnecessarily or rushing through important moments. Aim for a natural
rhythm that keeps the audience engaged.

What role does character development play in short
films?

Character development is key, even in a short format. Filmmakers should avoid
one-dimensional characters; instead, provide enough depth to make the
audience care about their journey, even if it's brief.

What technical aspects should filmmakers not
overlook when producing a short film?

Filmmakers should not overlook sound quality and editing. Poor sound can
detract from even the best visuals, and editing should be tight to maintain
the film's pace and clarity.

What is a common mistake in the film's visual
storytelling?

A common mistake is relying too heavily on dialogue instead of visual
storytelling. Short films should use imagery and actions to convey emotions
and plot, allowing the visuals to tell part of the story.

How can filmmakers ensure their short film stands
out in a competitive festival circuit?

To stand out, filmmakers should avoid clichés and strive for originality.
Unique perspectives or storytelling techniques can capture the attention of
festival programmers and audiences alike.

What advice do Sundance programmers give regarding
the film's runtime?

Sundance programmers suggest keeping the runtime tight—aim for around 5 to 15



minutes. Avoid unnecessary filler; every scene should serve a purpose in
advancing the story or theme.
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