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You have to be true to your own ideas and your own creative impulse. But at the 

same time, be aware of the market.  
—Roger Corman, Academy award–winning producer, director, and actor  

(cited in Holdsworth 2013) 
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Abstract 

This exegesis proposes an alternative strategy for financing feature films in Australia, 

one centred on working to create a fictional narrative screenplay in conjunction with 

commercial brand partners. The studio project at the heart of this reflective practice 

research is the writing and development of King of Speed, a feature film script set in 

the realm of competitive automobile racing. I argue that the alignment of this milieu 

and industry with my narrative interests has provided a unique opportunity to 

partner with key corporations and brands without ceding creative control. I suggest 

that a major challenge confronted in the design of the project is the aesthetic 

contextualisation of commercial content. A key aim of the script development is to 

provide opportunities for sponsorship and the showcasing of ‘products’ that appear 

to be contextually naturalised and hence not to violate the integrity of the artwork. 

This research contributes to the field of screen producing and filmmakers who are 

seeking ways to finance feature films that are outside entrenched and established 

models. The exegesis investigates the process of script development; the financial 

advantages and disadvantages that can be gained from associating films with brands; 

the ethical and aesthetic limits of product placement; the complex issues 

surrounding artists’ rights; and the commercial challenges to influences on creative 

integrity. 

 

 



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

My entire life has been shaped by stories. Stories recounted by my working-class 

grandfather of the hardships of the Depression. Stories recounted by my mother of 

her near-drowning as a child that scared her so much that she never set foot in open 

water again. Bizarre confessional stories of alien encounters recounted from 

strangers who attended monthly UFO research meetings that my father presided 

over. These stories have shaped me into a passionate screenwriter. I relish the 

creative thrill I feel from plotting out ideas, shaping characters, and researching new 

worlds. Over the years, I have also come to appreciate that writing the story is only 

one component of the filmmaking journey. Applying for government development 

grants, seeking private investors, and securing a distribution guarantee are all 

equally challenging and complicated processes in the realisation of a film, and 

filmmakers are often at the mercy of other factors. In the following chapters, I will 

describe the creative development process of one of my stories and its union with a 

financial plan. My intention has been to provide the film with a self-determined 

bankrolling strategy, underpinned by advertising and brand partnerships.   

          

I became aware of the power of brands, albeit unconsciously, in my father’s 

Tuckerbag supermarket when I was a little boy growing up in Melbourne. My parents 

had a very strict policy regarding what I could take from the shelves, and it wasn’t 

chocolate or soft drink that I wanted most. I was convinced my remote-controlled 

car went faster with Energizer brand batteries. I had no real evidence for my claim; 

nevertheless, I was convinced from the in-store and television advertising that the 

Energizer brand would make my remote-controlled car superior. In my teens, 

growing up on the Gold Coast, my yearning transferred to what I considered ‘cool’ 

brands that were aligned with my social activities and extracurricular pursuits: 

Billabong, Quicksilver, Vans, and Converse. Thirty years later, I reflect on my need for 

branded goods with both sentimentality and pity.  
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‘Brand’ is an elusive word with many associations and meanings. In the introduction 

to Brand Thinking and Other Noble Pursuits (2011) by Debbie Millman, Rob Walker 

explains:  

 

Brands do not exist, you can’t extract them from the earth, craft them 

in a workshop, manufacture them or fabricate them. You can’t put one 

in your pocket, grow it on a farm, put a fence around it, fling it through 

a window or even leave it in a restaurant by accident. You can’t even 

download a brand, a brand is nothing but an idea. Creating the idea is 

a complicated process involving design, anthropology, advertising, 

public relations, semiotics and of course, the often over-looked factor 

of tangible reality. (Walker 2011, 2)              

 

A brand can be as simple as a manufactured product by a particular company or an 

identifying mark that can be burned on with a hot iron. Millman proposes that a 

brand is a creative achievement that is as capable as any art form of stimulating our 

emotions and intellects (Millman 2011, 11). In contrast, Naomi Klein argues in her 

book No Logo (2000) that brands are “the surrender of culture and education to 

marketing” (Klein 2000, 14). I have come to understand that branding is the process 

of attaching a concept to a symbol, product, service, event, or establishment that 

differentiates it from others. The concept can be fairly simple (such as representing 

value for money) through to more abstract concepts that do not represent anything 

specific (such as marine conservation). 

 

For over a century Hollywood has understood the advantages that can be gained 

from associating films with brands. In the 1910s, the Model T Ford was frequently 

found in the credits of Mack Sennett comedies (Lehu 2009, 20). In 1916, 

LKO/Universal produced She Wanted a Ford where the brand was explicitly featured 

in the title. Alfred Hitchcock subtly used Gordon’s Gin in Blackmail (1929) (Lehu 

2009, 21). In The Big Sleep (1946), car brands Packard and Plymouth are not only 

seen but also find their way into the script. These instances confirm a long history of 
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brands in films and that there is no single model for how they can function, but 

rather that there are multiple possibilities. 

 

This Doctor of Visual Arts (DVA) exegesis accompanies the feature film script King of 

Speed (2016), a draft screenplay where subject matter and commercial partnerships 

intersect, creating bankrolling opportunities to finance content through 

collaboration with brands in the broadest sense possible for mutual benefit. What 

distinguishes this story development process from others is that this model 

challenges the ingrained compartmentalisation of the filmmaking process of writing, 

production, and distribution. The strategy proposed in this exegesis is that financing 

and story develop in parallel. The screenplay has been revised several times over the 

seven-year process of pursuing this research, and the draft I am submitting for 

examination is King of Speed screenplay draft four, dated April 2016. 

 

I have drawn on primary as well as secondary sources for my writing. The primary 

sources consist of personal journal entries and e-mail communication with 

stakeholders and various relevant professionals, as I believe their responses 

influenced my approach and connection to my creative work. I have also sought 

responses from fellow writing colleagues and government screen agencies regarding 

my screenplay when finalising certain drafts. 

 

This exegesis combines personal narrative and critical analysis, and has been written 

in tandem with the screenplay, informing my creative practice. My intention behind 

including sections of the personal writing is to provide a reflection on some aspects 

of my research. I have tried to present this work in a cohesive linear timeline.  

 

Research Questions 

When I decided to enrol in doctoral studies, my objective was to try and bring both 

aspects of my filmmaking practice together: my experience directing several state 

government–funded short films and directing television commercials. The latter had 

made me into a precise and efficient storyteller because of strict duration and 
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classification limitations, but nevertheless one interested in creating work that is 

story driven. It also allowed me to practice directing fundamentals, stay current 

across advances in filmmaking technology and emerging talent, while earning a living 

as I prepared to make the hard step from directing short-form to long-form drama.  

 

This research is about a project that unites both areas of expertise and originated as 

a financing experiment through branding and commercial partnerships. Along the 

way, that process has uncovered numerous possibilities with respect to 

crowdfunding, marketing, and distribution strategies, while also prompting 

questions about the ethics behind such practices. The research project is about 

collaboration and exploring alternative finance options in a context different from 

the ingrained Australian model, because, as any filmmaker will attest, funding films 

is an expensive, complex, and difficult process. “Filmmaker Bets the House on His 

First Feature” (2015), published in Inside Film (IF) magazine in November 2015, 

illustrates how far some filmmakers are willing to go to chase their dream. Here, 

Australian TV drama and short film director Kane Guglielmi explains his motivation 

by telling IF: 

 

I am making the jump from directing TV to features, and in order to 

make my movie, I’m selling my home in Leura to pay for it. I am 

married with a baby on the way, and we live in what I would consider a 

dream house. So it’s not an easy decision for us. But I have been 

pushing hard for a decade now and this has been a life-long dream. 

We’re taking a big calculated risk. (Guglielmi cited in Groves 2015)   

 

My life mirrors that of Guglielmi in many ways; however, I am not gambler willing to 

take such an enormous risk, even if it is a calculated one. The model offered in this 

exegesis allows filmmakers to pursue alternative financing opportunities without the 

personal jeopardy. I am an advocate of letting the market decide, and if you have 

market support and share a like-mindedness about content, that synergy can create 

an opportunity, providing the impetus for a feature film to secure all the requisite 

components for financing and move forward into production.   
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The research questions underpinning this exegesis are as follows: 

1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of working with commercial 

partners while developing a screenplay?  

2. How might brand relations be fostered and maintained without impacting 

story integrity vis-à-vis development and production? 

3. Can branded content contribute to the financing of an Australian film and 

work in conjunction with traditional funding sources, such as the 

Commonwealth Government’s Producer Offset and the various funding 

schemes run by state and federal film agencies? 

Scope 

This exegesis is written from the point of view of the writer/producer, drawing 

together aspects of theory and practice explored in the project. It proposes an 

approach where a percentage of the film’s budget, either directly or in-kind, is raised 

through brand partnerships. The intent is to provide a point of view of the individual 

generating the creative content, reflecting on the advantages, compromises, and 

ethical considerations that are encountered when working with the corporate 

sector. The exegesis includes an analysis of current film financing models in 

Australia, an exploration of offshore trends in branded content, and an assessment 

of the suitability of their local application. Issues surrounding artists’ rights, the 

influences on creative integrity when working with brands, and the ethics of 

speaking to an audience in a context different from classic advertising 

communication are also examined. 

 

The concurrent development of the exegesis and script allowed each to inform the 

other. The engagement of corporate partners early in the creative development 

phase allowed different strategies to be prototyped. This exegesis gives a step-by-

step account of the progression of the screenplay, alongside a suggested 

methodology for those hoping to partner with brands for finance on Australian 



 6 

shores. To understand the purpose of this study, the exegesis should be read before 

the screenplay.  

 

For the purposes of this study, I am defining a feature film script as having an 

approximate length of ninety pages or more.  When correctly formatted, one page 

usually equates to one minute of screen time. The classification of what constitutes 

the duration of a feature film is both broad and varied, depending on the institution 

defining it, but, on average, it is between seventy and 210 minutes. This means that 

a target of one hundred pages will result in an equivalent screen time that is suitable 

for commercial distribution.   

 

This research focuses on identifying suitable brand partners and financial models, 

and the ethics and responsibilities of the writer to preserve narrative integrity. The 

aim is to guide the reader through the creative, ethical, and financial considerations 

that both a writer and producer might encounter when working with corporate 

partners on a feature film, using my proposed film King of Speed as a case study. 

Sometimes, responding to these considerations requires common sense and at other 

times specialist knowledge. This exegesis documents my experience of working with 

advertising, brand, and corporate partners.  

 

The objective is for others to be able to replicate this process more efficiently, based 

on the lessons I have learned through this research. Together, the screenplay and 

exegesis took seven years to complete. The screenplay took roughly three years to 

develop before brand partners were approached. Engagement with brands has been 

an ongoing process for the past four years. 

   

Rationale 

Australian film production has typically relied on taxpayer financing and, to a much 

lesser extent, private investment. Branded content is a supplemental revenue 

strategy not so new to the world of film, but one that at present rarely factors into 

Australian film bankrolling. James Grant-Hay from In Shot, an Australian company 
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that specialises in branding, explains: “branded content in the Australian motion 

picture industry is still in its infancy because producers look to the public screen 

funding bodies first” (Barclay and Rigg 2011). However, Australian filmmakers must 

be increasingly resourceful with recent federal government cuts of $51.5 million 

over four years from Australia’s film bank Screen Australia since the 2014–15 budget 

(Karlovsky 2015). This tight monetary policy balanced against increases to the 

Producer Offset that was created in 2007 to enable producers to retain equity and 

build sustainable production companies means that Australian producers must 

investigate innovative and unorthodox methodologies of finance. This should include 

approaching brands and fostering relationships with these partners that can be 

mutually beneficial in this tight economic climate.  

Some filmmakers are fearful that the marketing association and other forced 

connections from partnering with brands will come at the expense of their integrity. 

For example, Mark Miller, Professor of Media Ecology at New York University’s 

Department of Culture and Communication, believes the practice of incorporating 

brands into a film is a complete creative compromise: “the director has to please 

people who are paying for their product to be displayed” (cited in Galician 2004, 

222). While this is entirely possible, the rationale behind this research is to expand 

the definition of a brand from the limited conception that it is a product, and explore 

ways that a brand can function a narrative beyond simple visual incorporation in 

return for cash. In its infancy, gross forms of product placement could be labelled as 

a form of commercial propaganda, but with an expanded perspective, a brand 

doesn’t necessarily have to be part of the story; it could in fact be access to a 

location not otherwise available, or even the basis of a narrative, because certain 

brands and most films depend on strong cultural and universal themes. 

Consequently, the aim of this research and studio work is to understand how story 

can integrate with an expanded view of what a brand can be, providing both sides 

with a financial lift. 
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Literature Review 

There is a significant amount of academic inquiry and analysis regarding the 

challenges and opportunities facing the Australian film industry.  Embracing 

Innovation: A New Methodology for Feature Film Production in Australia (2008), a 

paper written by acclaimed filmmaker Robert Connolly and published through the 

Australian Film Television and Radio School (AFTRS) Centre for Screen Business, 

offers an overview of the recent state of the Australian film industry, the entrenched 

practices that Connolly believes are holding it back, and proposals for innovation and 

reinvigoration. Connolly’s paper provides an in-depth analysis of the challenges and 

opportunities facing the local film sector from a practitioner’s perspective, as well as 

offers constructive proposals for what Connolly describes as “re-imagining not only 

the way we make our films but also the way we finance and exploit them” (Connolly 

2008, 2).  

 

Complementing the Connolly paper is Vincent Sheehan’s white paper, also for 

AFTRS, Why Australian Producers Should Think More Like Distributors (Sheehan 

2009). Like Connolly, Sheehan is a respected screen practitioner, who has produced 

some of Australia’s most acclaimed films in recent times including Little Fish (2005), 

Animal Kingdom (2010) and The Hunter (2011). Sheehan’s paper identifies the 

challenges facing screen content producers in developing and maintaining 

sustainable businesses. The paper draws attention to the specific needs of 

producers, who are vital to the film industry but are all too often exiting the 

Australian industry early due to the financial volatility of the sector. Sheehan’s paper 

brings into focus the imbalance between film production and distribution:  

 

First of all, in most industries, the entity that puts up the earliest, 

riskiest money is paid back first. But in the film industry, it is the 

reverse. Distributors, who have put in the least risky money on a 

feature film, and pay most of it only when the film is completed, are 

able to take first dollars from all income. (Sheehan 2009, 3)   
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Not At a Cinema near You: Australia’s Film Distribution Problem (2013b), written by 

Lauren Carroll Harris from the University of New South Wales, continues this line of 

reasoning, with her book being widely circulated, and generating a lot of discussion, 

with extracts appearing in the Sydney Morning Herald, Screen Hub, Real Time Arts, 

and numerous other publications. Like Connolly and Sheehan, Harris suggests that 

the continued interrogation and focus on the filmmakers producing the content is 

misguided, arguing the current problems of the Australian film industry have more 

to do with shortcomings in making content accessible rather than the content itself. 

In other words, good films are failing due to poor distribution strategies. Harris 

contends that the theatrical release of local films isn’t working, and that for 

Australian films to reach their intended audience, distribution and exhibition 

strategies should be reworked and prioritised:  

 

By looking at Australian films through the lens of distribution, the 

lesson is that those who view the theatre as the main arena of 

audience engagement and fail to factor in multiple channels of 

distribution are the most likely to fail to reach their distributive 

potential. Most of all it shows that a good story, a crowd-pleasing 

genre and even a marquee cast are not necessarily enough. A snappy 

distribution plan can’t save a bad film. But distribution and marketing 

can make or break a good one. (Harris 2013b, 30)  

 

This call for a paradigm shift by Connolly, Sheehan, and Harris has informed the 

distribution strategy underpinning my studio work and will be discussed in later 

chapters.  

 

When investigating how filmmakers are successfully using branding techniques to 

finance feature films, it is necessary to examine literature based on overseas films 

due to the limited number of locally proven models. Literature that can inform this 

process comes in many forms, including reference guides to financing, marketing 

and distribution; how-to manuals; and case studies. Jean-Marc Lehu’s Branded 

Entertainment: Product Placement and Brand Strategy in the Entertainment Business 
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(2009) is considered one of the most comprehensive publications on this subject. 

The book explains how product placement and branding now embrace all forms of 

media in many different guises, with opportunities for brands becoming increasingly 

varied. The application of concepts as presented in Mary-Lou Galician’s The 

Handbook of Product Placement in the Mass Media (2004) provides specific 

measureable quantitative as well as qualitative assessments, while addressing the 

impact on consumers from an ethical standpoint.  

 

Despite being on popular music culture, Nicholas Carah’s research in Pop Brands: 

Branding, Popular Music, and Young People (2010) is transferrable to Hollywood 

cinema, particularly the strategic and critical ways of thinking about branding (Carah 

2010, 12). By drawing attention to the transformations of cultural spaces caused by 

capital, Carah prompts artists to critically consider how the culture industry is 

increasingly, unintentionally or not, being manipulated by brands and commodifying 

social life (Carah 2010, xx). 

 

There is an abundance of texts about new approaches to financing and marketing 

feature films. The most useful literature tends to be the most current, as the 

marketing landscape that filmmakers face changes as quickly as the technology to 

support it. While much of the literature covers the same territory, Think Outside the 

Box Office (2010) addresses new distribution and marketing tactics from a 

filmmaker’s point of view, offering specific techniques regarding distribution, 

audience identification and targeting, rights negotiation, and crowdfunding. This 

pedagogical account of the mechanics of film marketing is both practical and 

insightful.  

 

For the Australian filmmaker, local texts about branded content are almost non-

existent. What little literature does exist is generally television oriented and written 

from a marketing point of view, not filmmaking. The Product Placement Handbook 

(2013) by Michael Byers, the managing director of the Australian branded content 

measurement company Showbrands, does provide a unique local insight into the 

revenue that branded content can generate for Australian television producers, 
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using the Channel Ten MasterChef program as a case study. The publication has a 

narrow view of what constitutes a brand in comparison to this research; however, it 

sheds light on many of the unknowns, such as the metrics for analysing the 

effectiveness of branded content, as well as the costs to advertisers, which makes it 

a useful resource. 

 

In Australia, only a limited number of local films have entered into commercial 

partnerships with brands and companies for mutual benefit. Red Dog (2011), written 

by Daniel Taplitz, is the most documented. For reasons that perhaps say something 

about both the mining and film industries, Red Dog is a wonderfully balanced piece 

of work that was not only the highest-grossing Australian film of 2011, but also 

unashamedly open about working with corporate partners for either direct or in-kind 

financial support. There have been numerous written and recorded interviews with 

the producers and mining company executives discussing the partnership, and this 

information has informed the financing strategy underpinning my studio work.   

 

Unfortunately, literature that textually analyses Red Dog and the naturalised brand 

associations is scarce. In fact, many sources discussing the commercial relationship 

between filmmakers and brand partners tend to focus on the commercial 

relationship after it has been established, with a distinct gap existing in the literature 

on how producers have initiated their engagement. By contrast, this exegesis has 

been written as an attempt to document how one might initiate such a dialogue, 

which seems vital given today’s economic climate. Despite the lack of literature, Red 

Dog is a worthwhile case study in terms of its chosen subject matter, the nature of 

the filmmaker and brand partner relationship, as well as the financial outcomes and 

editorial control exercised in this exchange of content and cash.  

 

In an international context, The Greatest Movie Ever Sold (2011), Morgan Spurlock’s 

documentary about branding, advertising, and product placement that is financed by 

brands, advertising and product placement, is possibly the most iconic, well 

documented, first-hand look from a filmmaker’s perspective at how to raise money 

for a film by selling advertising. While the movie has been criticised for not really 
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being about anything, Spurlock’s non-fictional account does provide an invaluable 

insight into the relationship dynamics between filmmaker and brand. The strategies 

he applied when negotiating with brands to achieve a reciprocal outcome are 

applied and tested here; however, what differentiates The Greatest Movie Ever Sold 

from this research is that Spurlock’s film is about branded content, whereas mine is 

about story and using brands to realise it. Additionally, I am specifically targeting 

brands because of their association or connection to the automotive industry, as 

opposed to Spurlock’s brand partners that are random and heterogeneous.   

 

Online resources are increasingly complementing filmmaking literature, providing a 

platform for agencies, guilds, and individuals to share information. A range of 

frequently updated material ranging from articles to interviews is available through 

industry-focused websites, such as IF Magazine, Screen ArtsHub, and Mumbrella. IF 

Magazine and Screen ArtsHub are specifically film and television oriented, and they 

publish daily updates with an Australian focus regarding current productions, 

policies, debates, and box office earnings inter alia. Mumbrella is very popular for 

Australian media, marketing, and advertising discussion. With articles and blogs 

written by advertisers, television executives, filmmakers, and industry experts, as 

well as its association with The Festival of Branded Entertainment, the website’s 

scope and data make it a valuable resource for keeping up-to-date with current 

marketing trends.  

 

Complementing existing literature and online resources, moderated panel 

discussions by experts at film festivals such as South By South West and the Tribeca 

Film Festival provide first-hand accounts from a diverse range of presenters about 

their attitude as filmmakers or corporate executives towards an increasing number 

of content partnerships. The recording of these sessions and later accessibility 

through podcasts and video streaming broadens concepts raised in more traditional 

instructive resources.  

 

While there is a wealth of information about branded content business strategies 

and tactics for marketers, for the writer to learn by example, literature is almost 
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non-existent, and filmmakers find themselves learning in isolation with no guidance 

or support to formulate an approach. In summary, branded content financing could 

offer more opportunities for emerging filmmakers if they knew how to go about 

doing it. This understanding has contributed an important aspect to my research, 

which will be explored in this exegesis.  

 

When surveying the current literature and media, it became evident that various 

types of material could inform the process underpinning this study, but that there is 

no definitive guide on how to produce a film in partnership with brands during story 

development. There are successful models to learn from that retrospectively discuss 

the dynamics of commercial partnerships in exchange for content, but the intent 

behind this research is to provide candid practical information based on first-hand 

experience. In summary, the objective of this research and exegesis is to provide a 

guide for filmmakers who are interested in engaging with brands to financially 

support their film.           

 

Chapter Breakdown 

This exegesis uses a case study approach by detailing the process of writing and 

developing the feature film screenplay King of Speed and the process of working 

with brands, while also considering supplementary distribution and marketing 

opportunities made available from event-based content. The discussion draws from 

personal experience, debates about the ethics of branded content, general 

screenwriting principles, and a review of existing funding methodologies. The 

intention is to explore whether branded content financing is feasible, sustainable, 

and ethically conscionable when applied to Australian film production. General 

principles are elaborated first, followed by specific examples from the process.  

 

Chapter 2: “STORY: GETTING TO THE WHY” is a discussion of the different spheres I 

have occupied as a filmmaker and the influences those sectors have had on me and 

the stories I tell. The chapter reflects on creative processes that inspired me to write 
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King of Speed, highlighting the similarities and differences in development when 

writing about subject matter that is already part of the public’s consciousness.   

 

Chapter 3: “BRANDR: TO BURN BY FIRE” is focused on defining a brand, the history 

of branded content and the transformation of brands from interrupters to enablers. 

The chapter also discusses the ethics when crafting content with a marketing 

agenda, its implications and imposition on audience, authorship, and the creative 

process.  

 

Chapter 4: “FINANCING: SUPPLEMENT, DON’T REINVENT” examines the current 

funding model for Australian feature films and the position branded content could 

occupy in this scheme. I discuss the rapidly changing landscape of financing and 

releasing films, and analyse the current funding structures available to Australian 

filmmakers. The Australian film Red Dog (2011) is studied in detail, and I examine the 

branded content support provided by the Australian mining sector.   

 

Chapter 5: “APPLICATION” is a chronological account of my strategies and tactics to 

engage with corporations and brands for financing my feature length screenplay 

King of Speed. It discusses the suitability and application of branding schemes to my 

studio work and reflects on the trial-and-error process when embarking on a new 

approach. The chapter also addresses the additional, unexpected difficulties and 

politics when engaging with the private sector.   

 

The paperwork that sits between the exegesis and screenplay and links the two is a 

short paper trail created when producing documentation to engage with brand 

partners. These documents can be located in the appendices and are a mix of 

correspondence and pitching proposals.  

 

The outcomes of this research have extended beyond the current paradigm of what 

constitutes branded content, taking into account broader tie-in opportunities 

through crowdfunding and event release strategies. My hope is that, taken together, 

this exegesis, additional documentation, and screenplay will form the basis for a 
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pedagogical guide that could be used by academics, writers, and filmmakers who are 

investigating alternative production partnerships and financing strategies. 
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Chapter 2 

STORY: GETTING TO THE WHY 

Shaping the Brand Filmmaker 

I will commence by outlining the professional domains I have engaged in, how my 

involvement in a cross section of the industry has shaped me as a filmmaker, and 

how this has impacted on the development of my studio work. I have occupied the 

role of writer, director, and producer across a number of sectors in the screen 

production industry, including corporate production, television commercials, and 

narrative short films. My academic engagement has seen the continuation of these 

professions applied in a supervisory role, shaping students’ work through the critical 

application of knowledge. The talent one draws on to produce creative work or to 

educate students does overlap, with an ever-increasing cross-fertilisation of ideas 

among different disciplines. The differences between these spheres largely centre on 

my relationship with an audience: Am I selling to them? Am I educating them? Or am 

I trying to emotionally connect through character, screen language, and story? In 

many ways, the last question is the link to the other two, because, if it is achieved, 

then the rest naturally follow due to the emotional, rather than intellectual, 

association. Consequently, the intent to persuade, educate or influence is embedded 

into the narrative, and to a certain extent disguised, and therefore subject to less 

interrogation and scrutiny because it is relatable through character and story.     

 

There is an extensive history and tradition of directors commencing their careers by 

making television commercials then transitioning to long-form narrative films. 

Before embarking on their first independent feature Undead (2003), my home state 

contemporaries Peter and Michael Spierig, who now direct Hollywood features such 

as Daybreakers (2009), and more recently Predestination (2014), followed this 

pathway, directing over sixty commercials for the Brisbane-based Australian Film 

Company under the mentorship of Dick Marks, a distinguished cinematographer and 

director who is a recipient of the Order of Australia for service to the film industry as 

well as member of the Directors Guild of America. 
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Director Kriv Stenders, who made four feature films including The Illustrated Family 

Doctor (2005), Blacktown (2005), Boxing Day (2007), and Dark Frontier (2009) before 

finding major success with Red Dog (2011), reveals the importance of television 

commercials as a financial support mechanism while developing longer projects. 

Stenders says:  

 

Developing features can take years and many first time directors 

sacrifice a lot financially to get their first films up. It’s a real struggle to 

maintain that kind of commitment financially on a personal level after 

making a film, especially if that first film and the time it has taken to 

make it has sapped your bank account dry. I have worked on a number 

of projects over the last 20 years that have died in the financing stage, 

and therefore have spent many years in unpaid development. It’s brutal 

especially when your life changes and you start to have a family. Some 

people simply can’t take that chance again. I earn my main income 

making TV commercials and this basically not only pays the bills, but 

allows me to continue to develop and pursue projects. (cited in Groves 

2012a)     

 

Directors of television commercials constantly borrow ideas and styles from 

photography, painting, and fine art, while coming to terms with trying to find an 

original voice among the vacuum-sealed vegetables, lottery jackpots and fast food 

promotion. Nevertheless, I have found that there are advantages of commercials 

training over directors emerging from television, literature, or even theatre. 

Commercials directors are far more accustomed to working with images than words. 

Consequently, the resulting work is often more visually refined than that of the 

directors who remain too fond of dialogue. Commercials may not be the best 

possible medium for communicating complex ideas, but they can teach a director 

how to compose powerful images that linger in the viewer’s mind long after many 

others have faded. Lord David Puttnam explains,   
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Commercials directors, just like feature film directors deal in a kind of 

heightened reality, a world comprised of artificial and deliberately 

attractive images. Both are in the seduction business. Both are looking 

to create visual images that steal up on you quietly, subtly winning you 

over, shifting your attitudes and working away at your emotions. (cited 

in Dzamic 1997, 9)  

 

Corporate screen practitioners give credibility to a company or brand through 

narrative and testimony, often by borrowing quasi-documentary techniques of 

interview, observational coverage and personal journey stories that, once edited 

together, present a commercial goal masked behind an artistic idea. A background in 

corporate production is sometimes perceived as impure, as opposed to the creation 

of real cinema or television (whatever that might be) because almost all material 

commissioned, even that by studios and broadcasters, has a huge “institutional 

voice” (FitzSimons, Laughren, and Williamson 2011, 25–27). Some agendas are just 

more hidden than others. However, experience as a corporate screen practitioner 

has its benefits, as it equips one especially well with confidence when engaging with 

the business sector, as well as the ability to demonstrate the contribution and value 

a filmmaker can make to businesses and brands. Wesley Enoch, the artistic director 

of Queensland Theatre Company, talked about the practical and ethical dilemmas for 

those giving and those receiving non-government support in his speech about ethics 

of corporate sponsorship:  

I think if artists consider themselves as equals to board members, 

philanthropists, sponsorship managers, believe in the worth and 

ambitions, then dialogue can occur without necessarily compromising 

the artistic intent. But I have seen a growing trend of late where the 

artist feels disempowered in these discussions. I come from a 

collaborative art form in an Indigenous community so I think I am all 

for good debate about what is the ‘right’ way forward together. (Enoch 

2015)   
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As an academic, I enjoy teaching the next generation of filmmakers about working 

practices and traditional filmmaking values, while also continuing to learn in a 

nurturing environment. My choice of profession may seem incongruent with my 

prior history, but I was drawn to academia partly because of the autonomy the role 

allows, together with the sense of self-expression it gives me. Academia provides the 

freedom to experiment, the freedom to fail, which can sometimes be just as 

invaluable in an industry where you are often judged by your last project. Academia 

allows me to research what I am passionate about without leaving behind certain 

aspects of my commercial background. The intent is the combination of theory and 

practice will result in a distinctive edge that can be identified as my own. I am 

convinced that my time spent making television commercials has shaped my 

development as a filmmaker. The interesting aspect now is that academic research is 

also informing my filmmaking, and has expanded my understanding of advertising 

beyond simply being a practitioner who is engaged by an agency to realise a script. It 

has provided me with awareness that we are get closer to an age of brand 

filmmaking as businesses increasingly understand the power of entertainment. 

 

As a drama filmmaker, I have operated in the roles of writer, director, and producer. 

I have successfully obtained state government funding and won awards for my work 

locally and internationally. My aim, as with when I make commercials and other 

corporate media, is to engage with the intended audience, but in this role, my 

objective is not to persuade, or drive a purchase, but simply to tell an engaging story. 

The drama filmmaker is first and foremost a servant to story and character, allowing 

a greater sense of self-expression. Narrative filmmaking is my passion; I get a greater 

sense of satisfaction through bringing characters and story to life and watching the 

completed film with an audience. 

 

The objective when completing my short drama projects was for them to be 

accepted and screened at top-level film festivals to help elevate my reputation as a 

director and to propel me into long-form drama. Until recent years, this pathway 

was clear and well-trodden. Local and international success of short films on the 

festival circuit, particularly high profile festivals, creates recognition and a ‘buzz’ 
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among your peers from promotion in trade press. This provides distributors and 

screen agencies with a sense of security that the creative team understand how to 

realise a film with a budget and find an audience. My career plans were aligned with 

this route; my first funded short film The Parlour (2002) was one of only three films 

to screen in competition at the 2003 Dendy Awards, which is the short film section 

of the Sydney International Film Festival. It also screened abroad, winning the 

audience choice award at the Long Beach International Film Festival in 2004. My 

second funded short film Bloody Footy (2005) screened in competition at the 

Berlinale (Germany), Tribeca Film Festival (USA), and Pacific Meridian Film Festival 

(Russia), as well as many others. It won 2005 AToM (Australian Teachers of Media) 

award, Best Short Drama under 50 minutes, Best Australian Film and Best Narrative 

Film at the Hearts of Gold International Film Festival, as well as the Gold and Silver 

Cairo at the Cairo International Film Festival. It is still distributed today through 

Kurzfilmagentur (Germany) and recently has been selected to be part of Facets Kids 

(USA); a new film streaming app and online service devoted to making films for 

children broadly available.  

 

Despite the acclaim and success of my short films, my goal of shifting into long-form 

drama coincided with several events that hampered the pathway towards this goal. 

This included the collapse of the Queensland film industry, which had accounted for 

30 percent of the spending generated by television and film in Australia in 2009–10 

but had fallen to a galling 3 percent in 2012–13, and the destabilising “bureaucratic 

wrangle that saw the top job at the state government-funded Screen Queensland 

change hands—either with acting or permanent CEOs—five times” and a board that 

was rebuilt twice in that time inter alia (Scott 2014). The flux of the state-funding 

agency led me to think that the traditional forms of funding were not going to be a 

vehicle for moving my drama career forward as I intended. In 2007, I found myself 

teaching drama and video production on a casual basis at the Griffith Film School, 

directing corporate videos through my own business Entropy Pictures and being 

represented by Two Little Indians as a television commercials director. As Monica 

Davidson highlights in “The Age Game: Australian Producers in the Twenty-First 
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Century” published in Metro Magazine (2012), I was not alone in working full-time 

hours from a number of part-time jobs: 

 

In 2010, AFTRS’s Centre for Screen Business, in collaboration with RMIT 

and the Bergent Producer Survey, led the first major research into 

Australian Producers. According to the survey, young producers are 

quite different from their older peers. They are much more likely to be 

found producing corporate content and commercials, including 

advertising and music videos, than working in traditional film and 

television. (Davidson 2012, 115)      

 

In a move towards more secure employment as I became a father, I took up a full-

time position at the Griffith Film School in 2010. Through academia, I wanted to 

rationalise and implement a way to bring all the spheres of my filmmaking practice 

together.  

 

Bloody Footy and Sports Films  

In 2005 when the Bloody Footy screenplay was sent to me on recommendation from 

the Pacific Film and Television Commission (PFTC), Queensland’s then state film 

agency and an earlier incarnation of Screen Queensland (SQ), I was immediately 

interested. The writing had beautifully interwoven the underlying central theme of 

father and son, tolerance, and the importance of family with sport; specifically, 

soccer and Australian Rules football (AFL). Having grown up in Melbourne where AFL 

is the dominant football code, then moving to the rugby state of Queensland, I 

identified with a lot of the story, but felt it wasn’t sophisticated enough for my tastes 

and declined the offer to direct. At the time, the PFTC had been accused of being 

‘interventionist’ and I am grateful for this, because certain people there did not 

accept my decision and requested a meeting to discuss how directing a more family-

orientated story could be a good counterpoint to The Parlour and could demonstrate 

my diversity as a director. I reconsidered and accepted the offer.       
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Bloody Footy turned out to be a very successful short film and while travelling with it 

on the global festival circuit, I found it interesting that even when an audience did 

not understand the idiosyncrasies of our national football code, or the distinctly 

Australian colloquialisms in the dialogue, they still found a connection to the film 

through the character and the broader mythology of sport. Richard Cashman, 

Associate Professor in History at the University of NSW explains, “Sport is a theatrical 

occasion involving play and display and has long played an important social and 

cultural role, providing a form of social cement that binds communities” (Cashman 

2006, 41).  

 

When attending the Pacific Meridian Film Festival in Vladivostok Russia, questions 

directed at me during the press conference after the screening were not just about 

Bloody Footy, but about Australia’s then current national soccer coach, who was 

about to leave and train the Russian squad. It confirmed to me that sport as 

entertainment operates on many levels, and the arts and sport do not exist as 

separate cultural institutions, but overlap at many points.  

  

Hollywood understands this and produces a number of sports films per year. 

Selected titles include: Race (2016), Concussion (2015), Creed (2015), Foxcatcher 

(2014), Money Ball (2011), Invictus (2009), Any Given Sunday (1999), A League of 

Their Own (1992), Field of Dreams (1989), Raging Bull (1980), and the Rocky 

franchise (1976–2006). Europe has also produced a number of sport themed films, 

including Veloce come il vento (2016), Rush (2013), Das Wunder von Bern (2003), 

Bend It like Beckham (2002), and Chariots of Fire (1981).   

 

Surprisingly, given Australian’s fondness for sport, the Australian sporting film is 

something of a rarity. According to the database of the Motion Pictures Distributors 

Association of Australia, of the 997 Australian feature films released between 1966 

and 2012, only nineteen could reasonably be said to feature sport as a major plot 

element, and another eight or so feature it as a background element. A handful of 

titles include: Blinder (2013) Save Your Legs (2013), The Cup (2011), Two Fists One 
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Heart (2008), Footy Legends (2006), Australian Rules (2002), The Coolangatta Gold 

(1984), Phar Lap (1983), and The Club (1980).  

 

Those that have been released in recent years have been both critical and 

commercial failures. In 2013 when commenting on Blinder and Save Your Legs, Leigh 

Paatsch, movie critic for the Daily Telegraph and Melbourne’s Herald-Sun said, “they 

will quickly be forgotten” (cited in Groves 2013d). When specifically reviewing 

Blinder, Paatsch opined, “Due to some very strange scripting—it is hard to tell if it is 

blatantly misogynistic or just plain ignorant” (Paatsch 2013). The box office figures 

also confirm that audiences had minimal interest in Blinder, grossing $47,394 in four 

days on 99 screens (Groves 2013d).  The four-day tally of $188,000 on 176 screens 

for the cricket-themed film Save Your Legs almost looks respectable when compared 

to Blinder, but for a film that cost approximately $5 million and had an estimated $1 

million spent on P&A [Prints and Advertising], the distributor Madman had been 

anticipating better performance (Groves 2013d ). When discussing the box office 

performance of Save Your Legs, Paul Wiegard, co-director of Madman said: 

 

It’s very very confusing. There’s always the argument that the 

publicity could have been timed tighter to release, but I genuinely 

thought all the pre-news during January was timed well—there’s very 

little else competing then for the space—and I suspect the awareness 

is good-to-high. We’re incredibly disappointed and somewhat 

flummoxed—I mean, we haven’t always got things right, but it’s not 

like we haven’t done this before. (Quinn 2013) 

 

Sadly, the failure of Australian feature films with local audiences isn’t uncommon at 

present, but it is rare to see two films open in successive weeks on a relatively large 

number of screens and flop instantly. Could it be that for all the talk of Australia as a 

great sporting nation, we do not much care to watch movies about that aspect of 

our lives? Karl Quinn, National Film Editor for Fairfax media, comments: “maybe the 

people who go to watch movies in the cinema are not the same as those who go to 

watch sport” (Quinn 2013). Television, evidently, is a different matter if the success 
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of Howzat! Kerry Packers War (2012), the story of the birth of World Series Cricket, is 

anything to go by. The sport-themed miniseries had the best start to a two-part 

miniseries ever in Australia, with almost 3 million viewers. As one industry figure put 

it, “the sad irony is that there appears to be a correlation between people with a 

passion for elite athleticism and the desire not to leave the couch for entertainment” 

(Quinn 2013).        

       

Although I had no immediate plans to follow-up on the success of Bloody Footy and 

write a sport-themed screenplay, there was a realisation from my time travelling 

with the film, that sporting content engaged audiences on many different levels and 

sports films could serve as a serious way to explore human psychology. As much as I 

am convinced that my time making commercials has shaped my filmmaking 

development, I am equally sure that Bloody Footy has informed my story choices. 

Ultimately, I wanted to unite this knowledge in an environment that is mutually 

beneficial for story and character.     

 

Uncovering the High-Octane Formula  

After the success of Bloody Footy, I started writing several feature film treatments 

and attempted to shift from short films to features. At the time, I found myself trying 

to write something that would fit a funding agency scheme, whether it be a low-

budget initiative or, if that failed, something that I could make for no budget. 

However, after witnessing first-hand the struggles and sacrifice that friend and 

fellow Brisbane-based filmmaker Michael Craft had been through to raise $1.4 

million of private finance for his first feature film Storage (2009), then see it fail to 

excite distributors and not gain a cinema release, I understood that making my first 

feature would be an enormously complex creative and personal undertaking and 

there was no room for failure. Bill Bennett, an Australian director who has made 

thirteen feature films, explains the sobering realities for the first time feature 

director in article published on the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) website from 

research conducted by Screen Australia: 
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There is no nurturing in this business. Your first film has to hit it out 

of the park, either creatively, or at the box office, or you do not get a 

second innings. If you do not get great reviews—merely good reviews 

aren’t enough—or you do not do big business, then your career will 

be limited to your first time effort. (Groves 2012a)   

 

Unlike many first time feature directors who are driven by the need to tell a story 

which is usually their own, the reasons for my initial attraction to a story are never 

clear. At the time, I was developing several projects, one of which was called 

Clocked, a comedy about a photographer who is not finding any work, so he 

becomes the operator of a speed camera instead and approaches his speed camera 

photography with the same artistry and craft. The origin for this project was a news 

story about the privatisation of speed cameras. The other project was a road movie 

thriller with the working title Journey, which was about the transportation of a coffin 

over a long distance by a young funeral parlour assistant. Here, my goal was to 

infuse elements common to the haunted house genre, transplant them into a 

moving vehicle and write something low budget: one actor, in a car, with a coffin.  

 

I relish the thrill of plotting out ideas, but it can rapidly dissipate when you start to 

comprehend the rewriting and critique that lies ahead, especially if there is no 

remuneration for the hard work and sacrifice. I have also come to understand that 

writing the story is only one component of the journey. Applying for government 

grants, rallying private investors, and seeking a distribution guarantee are all equally 

challenging and complicated processes. Nobody likes rejection or wants their idea to 

remain undeveloped, but often writers are at the mercy of other factors.  

 

At the time, I had no intentions of taking on any further screenwriting projects but 

an evening spent channel surfing led to a new project that would become the basis 

of this doctoral research. By chance, I found myself watching an episode of Top Gear, 

the British television show about motor vehicles, where the presenters were racing 

in the world’s oldest active marathon car race, the Le Mans twenty-four hour. I was 

totally engrossed, and wallowed in disappointment when the Top Gear team 
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suffered mechanical or driver difficulties, and cheered when their ace masked driver 

The Stig got behind the wheel and made his way up the order. I had never been a fan 

of motorsport, but this was enthralling, and the storyteller in me quickly realised this 

endurance race contained all the ingredients for great drama: novices battling 

professionals, engaging characters, failures and turmoil, as well as genuine humour 

and empathy. When the episode ended, I consciously acknowledged the excitement 

of motor racing and the contest. I thought to myself, Australia has one of the world’s 

most unique endurance races, the Bathurst 1000. Perhaps this race has the potential 

to offer a unique Australian motor racing story.   

 

The Bathurst 1000 is probably the only Australian motor race I have ever sat down 

and watched. The one thousand-kilometre Australian touring car endurance race 

held annually at Mount Panorama in Bathurst, New South Wales, is a place where 

race drivers are worshipped. Motor racing fanatics are drawn to the magical 6.2 

kilometre stretch of bitumen, seduced by the smell of ever-present danger and the 

promise of drama, raw excitement and despair. The race's popularity and profile, 

propelled by its massive TV audience, have encouraged Prime Ministers to present 

themselves for the prize-giving and requisite booing from the punters. Traditionally 

run on the first Sunday in October, the race is known as ‘The Great Race’ and is 

widely regarded as the pinnacle of Australian motorsport. The more I thought about 

it, the more obvious it became that the subject was suitable territory to explore as a 

film.  

 

In 2009, I started researching, reading drivers’ biographies and accounts of landmark 

races. During this time, I discovered films that feature cars as a significant narrative 

function have been popular with Australian audiences. They range from Running on 

Empty (1982), The Big Steal (1990), Metal Skin (1994) and Love The Beast (2009), 

through to box office standouts such as Mad Max (1979), Mad Max 2 (1981) and 

Mad Max: Fury Road (2015), which are ranked fifty-second, twenty-sixth and ninth 

respectively, in the top one hundred highest grossing Australian feature films of all 

time (Screen Australia 2016). Additionally, the fifth instalment of the Hollywood Fast 

and Furious (2011) franchise grossed $18.5 million in only two weeks at the 
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Australian box office, giving Universal Pictures its biggest Australian opening 

weekend ever, while Furious 7 (2015) grossed $33.8 million domestically, making it 

the third highest grossing film at the Australian box office in 2015 (Diaz 2011, 1). To a 

certain extent, this validated to me that cars are popular and a draw-card with local 

audiences, so perhaps there was an existing market for my motor racing story.  

 

I decided the V8 Supercar championship would be the setting for my screenplay and 

the ‘Great Race,’ the Bathurst 1000, would be the climax and final event. I allocated 

the project the working title 1000 and although the writing and development 

process was more organic than specifically setting out to write a sports film, 

structures inherent in the genre influenced act structure, story catalysts and turning 

points. However, to engage an audience for more than ninety minutes, 1000 needed 

to be about something more than a historical motor race. Initial script treatments 

were riddled with sentimentality and I had reservations about the story. Rather than 

studying more sports and motor racing films, I broadened the scope and considered 

anything that featured cars, including the action and road movie genres as well as 

documentaries.  

 

Cars have featured significantly throughout cinema history, particularly in the 

modern era where the road itself has become a metaphor for new frontiers, themes 

evident in films like Easy Rider (1969), Taxi Driver (1976), Drive (2012) and Mad Max 

(1979). Other conventions common to car films include breaking from tradition and 

normality, embracing change, escapism from the constraints of society, and, most 

obviously, freedom (Altman 1999, 25). Cars provide an environment for intimate 

conversations that perhaps characters would not otherwise have; for example, 

Sideways (2004) and Collateral (2004). Cars also enable characters to go on a journey 

of discovery; this discovery can be either literal, in that characters travel through a 

changing landscape, or metaphorical as the characters make an inner journey of self-

discovery. Examples here include Thelma and Louise (1991), As Good as It Gets 

(1997) and Little Miss Sunshine (2006). The act of journeying itself involves 

embracing change and breaking away from the constraints of tradition, authority, 

normality, and security (Altman 1999, 24).  
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Earlier, when examining Save Your Legs (2012) and Blinder (2013), I drew attention 

to criticisms concerning their box office failure being partly attributed to the 

marginalisation of women in the narrative. When reviewing Blinder, Jake Wilson 

from The Melbourne Age said, “[Blinder] makes a show of exposing the dark side of 

footy’s blokey milieu—but when it comes to the incident at the heart of the story, 

there’s more empathy for the predator than the victim” (Quinn cited in Groves 

2013d). Critics also said Save Your Legs suffered from “a perception of blokiness, the 

emphasis on mateship and the game which may have turned off some women” 

(Quinn 2013). Paul Wiegard from Madman, the distributor of Save Your Legs, 

admitted, “We always knew it was going to be tricky to find the core audience of 30 

to 45-year old males. Why didn’t they turn up? Maybe the girls had the say last 

weekend. That has to be part of it” (Quinn 2013). Armed with this insight, I wanted 

to make certain my story would not suffer the same ‘blokey’ marginalisation.  

  

When sitting down to write the script treatment for 1000 in 2009, I consciously 

noticed a different sensibility in my approach to writing a fictional story about a 

high-profile event like the Bathurst 1000. I couldn’t help but question if a project had 

already been developed and failed, or if I was unaware of a similar project already in 

the early stages of pre-production. I kept asking myself, “why hadn’t anybody 

written about this topic before?” When setting out to invest so much effort in the 

development of a feature film screenplay, it would be utterly shattering to know that 

it was all a waste of time. I consciously recall an elevated sense of urgency to 

complete the treatment in a faster manner than perhaps subject matter that is 

private or personal. Drafting the treatment for 1000 became not only about the 

process of writing a motor racing film. Figuratively, I was in a race with myself to be 

the first to complete a fictional screenplay about the Bathurst 1000. It’s surprising 

how motivating that fear actually is, but I am thankful for it; otherwise, I may not 

have been as committed. I continued combing the trade press, slightly anxious that 

at some point I might read an article about a similar project in development. 

Thankfully, the focus of Australian screenwriters was elsewhere. Six drafts and two 

years later, I was satisfied with the character development and narrative structure. 
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1000 told the story of Dan Sloane, a race driver wannabe who is a mechanic by day 

and taxi driver by night. From a chance encounter in his taxi, Dan meets and falls in 

love with Kristy Stoddard, the daughter of one of the most powerful men in V8 

Supercar motorsport, Owen Stoddard. Dan almost destroys Owen’s family in a street 

race, but redeems himself by winning the one race that Kristy’s legendary father 

never could, the Bathurst 1000.  

 

It’s hard to pinpoint the exact moment that I began to consider alternative financing 

possibilities that might apply to this story. It was never intentional for 1000 to be 

tailored to suit a financing agenda, but it was obvious during script development that 

there were prototype and hybrid-financing opportunities outside the current 

Australian norms that perhaps could apply. From a branded content point of view, 

given the saturation levels of branding throughout motor sport, it would be 

absolutely impossible to avoid it. Therefore, why not explore the scope and 

opportunities that might be available by partnering with brands to facilitate part of 

the financing? I decided in 2011 to commence exploring financing opportunities by 

reaching out to my advertising connections while continuing to redraft. However, up 

to this point, my role in advertising was that of a third party, engaged to realise 

words from a page into a visual format for broadcast in exchange for a fee. Now I 

would be potentially partnering with advertising agencies, using my content to enter 

into a joint venture, so I needed to know what was relevant to them, their future 

directions, and how what I was offering could potentially feed into that agenda for 

mutual benefit.    
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Chapter 3 

BRANDR: TO BURN BY FIRE 

The astronomical growth in the wealth and cultural influence of 
multinational corporations can arguably be traced back to a single, 

seemingly innocuous idea developed by management theorists in the mid-
1980s: that successful corporations must primarily produce brands, as 

opposed to products.  
(Klein 2000, 35) 

 
What Is a Brand? 

The artist in me always tries to do something original, even if that originality is the 

method used to create the work. Some assume that the minute you use the word 

‘brand’ in relation to a film, it means artistic compromise. Perhaps they have never 

attempted a joint venture with a brand in the first place; I haven’t, but I’m interested 

to try. Academy award–winning producer, director, and actor Roger Corman says, 

“motion pictures have always been part-art and part-business. It’s what makes 

cinema interesting, but also difficult” (cited in Holdsworth 2013). Screen Australia 

CEO Graeme Mason, when speaking at the Currency House Arts and Public Life 

Breakfast in 2014, repeatedly stated that “there is a big difference between the 

screen sector and pure arts practice. Our sector is big business”, reinforcing this 

incongruous straddling of two worlds (cited in Blatchford 2014). If there are new 

ways for filmmakers and brands to benefit without forced connections, perhaps this 

can be both a genuine collaboration and an alternative model that provides 

opportunities that wouldn’t have existed through traditional funding options.   

 

Earlier, I discussed how ‘brand’ is an elusive word with a many associations and 

meanings. For the purposes of this research, brands will be considered to represent 

both a product and concept, and will function in three ways. The first is to use the 

conceptual brand of the Bathurst racetrack: Mt Panorama, a brand with a sixty-year 

history that has come to represent Australia’s ‘Great Race’ and the pinnacle of 

Australian motorsport. As brand integration strategist James Grant-Hay describes, 

“When we define a brand, a brand can also be a location, a city, a town or a country” 

(Barclay and Rigg 2011). Bathurst is a significant annual event on the Australian 
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sporting calendar, with global awareness among the motor racing community. The 

first function of exploiting the Bathurst brand is to create pre-awareness about the 

subject matter of my screenplay, with the aim of attracting interest from brands 

wanting to product place or sponsor the film. My intention is to leverage off the 

sixty-plus years of mythology about the racetrack to reassure commercial clients that 

there’s a pre-existing audience, and reduce the fear of the film being a commercial 

failure.  

 

The second function is to pursue branded content opportunities by linking brands to 

the film. It is impossible to imagine a motor race without sponsors, given that the 

world of racing to a large extent is financed by these partnerships. Content 

marketing is rapidly evolving, and when brands and entertainment meet, the funding 

model also modifies. The key is finding the right brand partners and the balance 

between the benefits of financial support through branded content, without altering 

the tone or direction of the story to service the brand.  

 

The third function is to build the completed film into its own brand by capitalising on 

the previous two. Presently, Australian films aren’t reaching audiences in the cinema 

and good films are failing. The reasons for this are complex and varied and will be 

discussed in later chapters, but this project is as much about pioneering financing, as 

it is about ensuring the film reaches its intended audience through innovative 

marketing. Brands that contribute financially with a real dollar value to the film will 

also be expected to tie-in with the promotion and marketing when the film is 

released, with an aim to create pre-awareness, penetrate the public consciousness 

and motivate people to go and see it. The Hollywood machine understands the 

importance of marketing when releasing films. Lynda Obst, producer of Sleepless in 

Seattle (1993) The Fisher King (1991) and Hope Floats (1998) among other titles, 

explains in her book Sleepless in Hollywood (2013) about the importance and cost of 

marketing a film: 

 

Marketing is crucial to the life or death of a movie and is the one hard 

cost in moviemaking now: the studios cannot change how much a 
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television ad, a billboard etc., costs. But getting the word out—through 

all the noise of other movies getting their word out—costs a fortune. 

Free advertising and publicity have become crucial. (Obst 2013, 81)  

 

It could be argued that success in the business of Hollywood is more dependent on 

the art of marketing than the art of filmmaking. A typical Hollywood blockbuster 

opens in Australia on approximately 500 screens, with a P&A spend anywhere 

between $1.5 million and $3 million (Groves 2014d). Comparatively, Australian films 

get a limited release locally, and that means a small budget for advertising and 

marketing (Quinn 2014). Moreover, Hollywood films tend to be released globally at 

the same time. The $3 million spent in Australia might come on top of $30 million 

spent in the US. The chatter around the film – in advertising and marketing, 

traditional and social media – is simultaneous and deafening (Groves 2014d). It is not 

surprising Australian films being released and marketed simultaneously get drowned 

out. Julie Ryan, who has produced some of Australia’s biggest commercial hits, such 

as Red Dog, and box office failures, such as 100 Bloody Acres (2013), explains: 

 

With a very small P&A spend, there’s little hope of spreading the word 

to a broad audience. Watching the campaign of Red Dog really made me 

understand that a great result in the first weekend requires advertising 

dollars. It doesn’t matter what genre it is, it’s the same principle. 

(Groves 2013a)  

 

The structure of exhibition and the difficulties of Australian films reaching an 

audience is a current and real problem, but rather than trying to find additional 

revenue to spend on advertising, my intention is to share the expense through brand 

partnerships. Michael Byers from Showbrands says: 

 

Traditionally branded content is supported by television commercials 

and very few brands will consider a branded content proposal without 

paid television commercial (TVC) support referred to as ‘spots and dots’ 
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and a more relational experience for the audience beckons. (Byers 2014, 

9)  

 

The goal for King of Speed is to not only have brands feature their logos within the 

film in return for financing but also to partner and share some of the promotional 

responsibilities through traditional forms of advertising such as television 

commercials, in-store promotion, and packaging, to mirror a spend comparable to 

the Hollywood model without the hard costs.  

 

A Plotted History of Branded Content 

The history of Hollywood is a tale of the collision of art and commerce.  
(Puttnam and Watson 1998, in Galician 2004, 16)  

 

For over a century, Hollywood studios have been using marketers’ products and 

advertisements as props in films. There is evidence that this practice began before 

the First World War, but it really intensified in the 1930s when studios began 

sending marketers shot-by-shot breakdowns of scripts with promotional 

opportunities (Galician and Bordeau 2004, 16). Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was the first 

studio to open a placement office in 1939. Not long after, Walt Disney Studios began 

selling plates and glassware depicting images from its popular films, and product 

placement expanded slowly until the late 1960s, when movies began emphasising 

reality-based themes and, accordingly, infusing them with actual brand label 

products and advertising images (Galician and Bordeau 2004, 17). Since marketers 

desiring product exposure have increased, branded entertainment has progressed 

beyond a Hollywood-based cottage industry to become a billion-dollar enterprise 

(Galician and Bordeau 2004, 17).    

 

Nowadays, brands need to connect with audiences more than ever, because we are 

living in an ‘á la carte’ communications environment and the traditional means of 

reaching an audience is being interrupted with the proliferation of video streaming, 

online broadcasting, catch-up TV, and personal video recorders that are designed to 

skip the advertisement breaks. Research from the US into television viewing habits 
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shows that almost 90 percent of the American television audience are now multi-

screening, which is diverting their attention away from advertising. This brings the 

role of traditional thirty-second advertisements into question. 

 

Branded content is a form of advertising that blurs conventional distinctions 

between what constitutes advertising and entertainment. Branded content is 

essentially a fusion of the two into one, with the intention for it to be distributed as 

entertainment. Branded content may be visual or audible, or even a combination of 

the two. It may be a logo, a brand name, a product or its packaging, but it is not 

designed as a matter of subliminal communication; rather, the objective of this 

approach is to ensure that the brand or product is seen.   

 

The technique of product or brand placement brings together a cinema project and 

an advertiser for financial, technical, or logistical help (Lehu 2009, 8). The impact 

that a placement may have on its audience is affected by the manner of its 

integration into a film. In order to exist, a brand must be known, not necessarily by 

everyone, but to those who are likely to buy its products. It must also be placed in a 

strategic location that will enable it to connect with its potential audience. 

Hollywood cinema is often condemned for the growing visibility of brands, but for 

the most part, audiences accept it and do not class the movie as an advertising 

object. The key is the product or brand must be discreetly integrated into the film.  

 

Branding can’t be forced because audiences sense when they are being 

sold to. It’s all about character and story and the brand must have some 

kind of harmony with the story. You need to understand how a brand 

comes together with your project. I fell in love with the Porsche 928 

because the car was integrated into the story. It was the McGuffin for 

Risky Business [figure 1]. (Ratner et al. 2012)  
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Figure 1 The Porsche 928 as featured in Risky Business (1983). Porsche executives 

wanted the 928 to feature because they believed it would have wide appeal and was 
designed to replace the well-established Porsche 911. 

 
Lehu identifies four basic types of appearance that are usually detectable: classic 

placement; institutional placement; evocative placement; and stealth placement. 

 

Classic placement like the one below from Back to the Future (1985, figure 2) is 

where the brand or product appears in the camera’s view. Anything is really possible 

for this form of placement that makes few demands as to the form. It can range 

from a pair of Converse sneakers worn by Ty Simpkins in Jurassic World (2015) 

through to a supporting role alongside Steve McQueen in Bullit (1968), played by his 

Ford Mustang GT (Lehu 2009, 8). 

 

 
Figure 2 The DeLorean car will always be the star placement in Back to the Future (1985) but retailer 

JC Penny also featured throughout the well-known car park scene.    
 

Institutional placements prioritise the overall brand over a specific product, because 

brand placements bring benefits to all the products and in some instances are more 
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durable than a product. In Minority Report (2002, figure 3), brand advertising can be 

seen for Reebok and Pepsi Cola, but not their products (Lehu 2009, 8). 

 

 
Figure 3 Minority Report (2002) is an example of an institutional placement and shows that even in 

the future we will need purified bottled water produced by PepsiCo.  
 

Evocative placements are more discreet; the brand does not appear, nor is it clearly 

seen onscreen. In these cases, the product itself is unique enough in its design to be 

recognisable, such as the Rubik’s cube as featured in Rian Johnson’s debut feature 

film Brick (2005, figure 4) (Lehu 2009, 9).  

 

 
Figure 4 The Rubik’s cube featured in Brick (2005) as a prop to demonstrate a character’s intelligence.    

 
Stealth placements are not specific enough to be identified and are well integrated 

into the scene. They usually only received a mention in the credits, but their 

inconspicuous nature means that they risk going unidentified (Lehu 2009, 9). These 

placements can be cosmetics makeup artists’ use on the actors, or costumes 

provided by designers like the Thierry Mugler dress that Demi Moore wore in 

Indecent Proposal (1993, figure 5). 
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Figure 5 High school formals and fashion stores were littered with imitations of the dress that Demi 

Moore wore as Diana Murphy in Indecent Proposal (1993). 
 
Tie-in advertising and support offer a halo effect that comes from the involvement of 

brands and forms a vital part of the ancillary market. The aim of tie-ins is to create 

an orchestrated promotional synergy that can help expand awareness of the film, 

leveraging off advertising paid for by a brand that makes reference to the film. In its 

most obvious form, tie-ins include toys and figurines of characters, limited edition 

accessories, such as watches or special meals, with free toys based on the film or its 

characters (Lehu 2009, 83). Films do not always necessarily need to feature a 

product or brand to tie-in. For instance, New Zealand isn’t directly mentioned in 

Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings or Hobbit trilogies, but it is common knowledge 

now that it was the location for Middle Earth, and international tourism campaigns 

targeting sightseers and fans of the movies take advantage of this.       

 

 
Figure 6 Tourists visit the Hobbiton set from the Lord of the Rings and Hobbit trilogy in the ‘100% 

Middle-Earth’ campaign for New Zealand Tourism. 
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Figure 7 100% tie-in 

 
Complementing the ‘100% Middle-Earth’ campaign (figures 6 and 7), Air New 

Zealand produced a Hobbit-themed airline safety video to tie-in with the release of 

The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (2012). The four-and-a-half minute clip features 

characters and costumes from the films (figures 8 and 9). The director Peter Jackson 

makes a cameo, and the video also includes appearances by Mike and Royd Tolkien, 

great-grandsons of The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings author J. R. R. Tolkien. Air New 

Zealand used the video as part of a major global promotion linking the airline to the 

movie. Air New Zealand marketing manager Mike Tod said, “We will invest several 

million dollars in Australia, Asia, the United States and Europe on uniquely Air New 

Zealand marketing efforts related to The Hobbit movies to attract more tourists to 

New Zealand” (“Hobbits Take to the Air in New Zealand Safety Video” 2012). 

 

 
Figure 8 Orcs, Ringwraiths and Dwarfs all feature in Air New Zealand’s safety video.  
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Figure 9 In-flight entertainment releases often parallel cinema release and when the airline and film 

tie-in through advertising, there is a halo effect that can help expand awareness of the film and 
brand.  

 
Tie-ins take on some of the responsibility for marketing a particular film, offering 

some dispensation for an expensive activity. When well-orchestrated, this synergy 

can help to massively expand the impact of both the film and brand (Lehu 2009, 86). 

 

The exact conditions that will ensure or guarantee an increase in the awareness of a 

brand by integrating it into a movie or television programme is still uncertain. There 

are too many uncontrolled variables in the model, too much instability in the 

market. What if the film isn’t a success and audiences do not watch it? How do you 

measure an audience’s ability to recognise a brand during a film, and the delay 

between the recognition that results in he or she remembering it and a reaction 

based on that memory? (Brennan, Rosenberger, and Hementera 2004) Despite the 

variables, there are concrete data to demonstrate that when a film reaches an 

audience and a product is visible, it does not go unrecognised. Undershirt sales 

plummeted nationwide after matinee idol Clarke Gable took off a dress shirt and 

exposed his bare chest on screen in It Happened One Night (1934) and corporate 

America took notice (Galician and Bordeau 2004, 16). When E.T. gobbled up Reese’s 

Pieces in the 1982 blockbuster E.T. The Extra-terrestrial (1982), sales of the candy 

leapt by 65 percent in three months (Galician and Bordeau 2004, 16). 

 

Branded content emerged from product placement, but what separates the two is 

that product placement is a more crude form of integration. Branded content 

involves the actual integration of the product or brand into the story. I want to 
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highlight that does not necessarily mean a product; the primary brand used in King 

of Speed, for example, is the Bathurst racetrack. There will undoubtedly be 

additional commercial brands that will be visible, but in a very naturalised context. 

These days, branded entertainment is used in events and installations, film, video 

games, music concerts, the internet, and television. There are hundreds of brands 

out there that stand for something that works as entertainment and there’s no 

reason why brands can’t produce it.  

 

The brand Red Bull is regarded as a content-producing pioneer. Their global media 

production and distribution division Red Bull Media House launched in 2007 in 

Salzburg, Austria, and is now almost as big as the product they sell. If it were not for 

Red Bull, we wouldn’t have seen a person jumping from a balloon in space. In 2011, 

Red Bull released a trailer for their snowboarding film The Art of Flight (2011), 

produced for a rumoured $2 million (Wearne 2012). More than half a million people 

watched it in the first three days and it has now amassed 15.8 million YouTube 

views. In 2011, Red Bull also signed a partnership deal with American free-to-air 

broadcaster NBC and became a partner in YouTube’s original content strategy. At 

Red Bull, content isn’t considered a loss leader; rather, its media arm turns a profit.  

 

Like Red Bull, brands that pay big money to sponsor sport could produce their own 

content and have those in sport wanting to be associated with them. Greg Logan, co-

founder of Hatch entertainment, an Australian agency that creates formats for 

broadcasters, distributers, brands and production companies, predicts “very soon 

everyone in business will be making original video content. In a few years, online 

video will be exploding at levels we cannot imagine, and those who have done the 

hard work, who have worked out what works and what doesn’t, will be producing 

entertainment people will turn to” (Logan 2013). In 2015, entertainment lawyer Tara 

Cole moderated a talk featuring the head of Amazon Studios and executive vice 

president of business operations at NBC Universal, among other panellists. The 

takeaway message was “personalities and brands may be content in and of 

themselves. The future may hold a J. J. Abrams or Amblin Television (Steven 

Spielberg) channel” (Littleton 2015). With brands transforming from content 
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interrupters to content creators, they are enmeshing themselves into the daily life of 

consumers and if they get it right, they have an incredible opportunity to create 

connections with their audiences that were once never thought possible. This 

approach needs to be centred on compelling content that appeals to the audience 

whom a brand is looking to attract. The current generation are predisposed to 

actively seeking out what they want to watch. If brands and filmmakers can create 

and position their content correctly, the partnership opportunities are copious 

(Penny 2013).      

 

Australia has no regulatory body or specific legislation managing product placement 

and branded content. As such, content that incorporates branding or placements 

falls under the broader consumer advertising regulations managed by the 

Advertising Standards Bureau (Byers 2014, 14). A close eye is maintained on alcohol 

and tobacco as well as broadcasts to children, as branding and placements 

specifically targeting children is not allowed (Byers 2014, 14).  

 

The cost to brands wanting their product placed within a program is formulated on 

the cost of a thirty-second commercial placed into the advertisement break, which is 

based on a national buy rate. In other words, one second in the programme is worth 

the same as one second in the advertisement break (Byers 2014, 7). However, this is 

negotiated and, depending on the popularity of the programme, some producers 

consider in-programme placement to be much more valuable than the 

advertisement, especially with so many members of the audience now skipping 

them, and the possibility of second exposure also holding a lot of value. Therefore, 

the producers or broadcasters apply a multiplier equation in some cases, where the 

cost per second is multiplied by three. The Nine Network’s Director of Development 

says:  

 

In the UK where branded content is quite sophisticated now, brands 

generally put a multiplier of the value of programme integration of 

seven times the value of a 30-second spot. So the cost that a 
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broadcaster can charge for integration can be up to seven times what 

they would charge for a 30-second spot. (Byers 2014, 7)   

 

Ultimately, what brands pay depends on many variables, but as audiences fragment, 

branded content is progressively becoming a principal strategy for advertisers. With 

the average cost of producing a feature film increasing, combined with explicit 

feedback from sales agents that Australian films cost too much to be competitive in 

the international market, perhaps there is a role for branded content in Australian 

film financing whereby brands can contribute to lowering budgets and the necessary 

capital outlay for a project, either directly or indirectly (Connolly 2008, 2).  

There must be rigorous analysis to determine whether a story is compatible with 

branded content, because not all films are suitable, and it is unwise to think that you 

can put an advertisement in a film because, as Holt explains, “Savvy consumers are 

inherently sceptical about corporations claiming to support their cultural values” 

(Holt in Carah 2010, 24) The theory behind successful placement is to achieve 

natural integration and certain principles need to be applied for it to be done well. 

Researcher Jane Scott from the University of NSW has said, “Australia lags well 

behind the US, and brands indulging in product placement or branded content 

remain focused on sales resulting from the placement, rather than other marketing 

benefits” (Caning 2007, 2). Successful partnerships are first and foremost an 

exchange whereby each of the parties can benefit. Filmmakers are looking for 

finance and ways to reduce their costs. Brands want identification and a positive 

presence onscreen. King of Speed is a fertile project for such opportunities given its 

pre-existing audience, content and context, but this still does not guarantee success. 

If we return to the example I examined in the second chapter, Save Your Legs, the 

distributors of that film believed they had the right mix, with a TV partner in the Nine 

Network, commercial sponsors such as the Commonwealth Bank, and extensive 

coverage in the media. In short, people knew the film was out there and they still did 

not attend screenings. The Bathurst brand is iconic in this country and recognised 

internationally, and I expect this will alleviate some doubt for potential sponsors and 

assure a certain viewership, but that does not guarantee success and one shouldn’t 

be overconfident simply though a brand association. As a storyteller, it is important 
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to prioritise narrative over everything else, regardless of the possible branding and 

marketing associations. Successful filmmaking is always dependent on having a story 

that resonates with its audience, on many levels, for different reasons, just as I 

discovered when making Bloody Footy.           

 

Commoditised Imagination  

Naomi Klein discusses various movements that sprung up during the 1990s, in her 

seminal book No Logo (2000). Adbusting and culture-jamming are reactions by 

guerrilla artists and groups against the saturation levels of advertising and the 

duplicity between the standards and morals a brand projects to the public, and the 

real human cost to some societies—which are normally Third World countries—for 

the First World public to buy into what the brand wants us to believe it represents. 

Such movements are aimed at ending unethical work practices such as sweatshop 

labour. By parodying advertisements and hijacking billboards, guerrilla artists can 

drastically alter the brand’s message (Klein 2000, 245).  

 

Adbusting and culture-jamming argue that the public should have the right to talk 

back to images they never asked to see. Adding even greater urgency to their cause 

is the belief among many jammers that the concentration of media ownership has 

successfully devalued the right to free speech (Klein 2000, 246). As Klein elaborates: 

  

The most sophisticated culture jams are not stand-alone ad parodies 

but interceptions—counter-messages that hack into a corporation's 

own method of communication to send a message starkly at odds with 

the one that was intended. The process forces the company to foot the 

bill for its own subversion, either literally, because the company is the 

one that paid for the billboard, or figuratively, because anytime people 

mess with a logo, they are tapping into the vast resources spent to 

make that logo meaningful. (Klein 2000, 246) 
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For some, seeing brands everywhere in films is a source of irritation. I would take it 

one step further and say for all the financial benefits and marketing possibilities that 

working with brands can provide, there is a very real risk that the film itself could be 

hijacked, resulting in complete audience rejection if the film sacrifices its integrity by 

acquiescing to corporate demands, or aligning itself with brands that aren’t good 

corporate citizens. James Bond films have been derided for lingering shots of 

Ericsson phones and, in Casino Royale (2006), 007 even talked about his Omega 

watch, which some say is absolutely ridiculous, although one-third of the budget, or 

$45 million was raised from companies wanting their brands featured in the film 

(Harlow 2011). The remake of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty (2013) has been 

criticised for several gratuitous instances of product placement, including the dating 

website eHarmony.com. Love it or hate it, branded content is nonetheless 

increasingly a part of our daily lives. Volkswagen and its linked company Porsche 

spend $210 million a year to ensure the cars they manufacture are driven by screen 

heroes (Harlow 2011). The risk for those who, like me, decide to engage with brands 

for financial subsidy in return for creative output is that this unofficial advertising 

insertion departs from the traditional screens that are generally reserved for it, 

therefore speaking to an audience in a context different from classic advertising 

communication. If I do not maintain my integrity as a filmmaker and prioritise 

character and story over everything else, then negative reactions are sure to ensue.  

 

Studies such as “Product Placement in Movies: An Australian Consumer Perspective 

on their Ethicality and Acceptability” by Brennan, Rosenburger, and Hementera 

(2004) show that people expect a certain amount of branding in films and storylines, 

because we use brands every day. Our contemporary environment is populated by 

products that are branded rather than being generic, and if there were no brands in 

King of Speed, it would be more conspicuous, considering motor sport is saturated 

with them. The vital thing is I don’t jeopardise the creative integrity of the film by 

being too blatant and risk breaking the differential threshold or ‘just noticeable 

difference’ (JND), which is the theory behind when a consumer notices the 

marketing, changing the nature of the engagement with the audience from natural 

to manufactured (Hughs 2015). When audiences go to the cinema, they suspend 
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their disbelief, accepting that the story that is presented on screen for the duration 

of the film is real, no matter how extraordinary. When filmmakers overuse branding, 

it threatens to break that contract, resulting in resentment. As Carah explains, 

“Savvy consumers are inherently sceptical about corporations claiming to support 

their cultural values” (Carah 2010, 24).  

 

Beyond this core concern over deception, the issues surrounding artists’ rights and 

the influences on creative integrity need careful control. When engaging with brands 

to produce King of Speed, I must scrutinize the integrity of the story after the 

impositions, pressures, and conditions a brand has placed on its financial 

contribution. As a consequence, I must ask, is the film itself a compromise because 

of commercial subsidy? Where is my line that won’t be crossed when brands want to 

go to places that are not accurate for character or story? Do I say “I’ll take the 

money” or “Hang on, this is not ethical, I feel compromised”? The mere fact that a 

product or brand has a key role in the budgetary process, one on which I will rely 

upon for the completion of the film makes the issue deserving of scrutiny. As 

Lawrence Wenner explains in his chapter “On the Ethics of Product Placement in 

Media Entertainment”, “storytellers and filmmakers must consider that featuring a 

brand enmeshes entertainment, storytelling, and consequently the imagination in 

the logic of commodity culture (Wenner 2004, 107). Carah broadens this rationale 

and the social activity of brand building by examining the ‘commodification of 

culture’ and the ‘commodification of enjoyment’ through the ever-increasing 

penetration and presence of brands in cultural spaces (Carah 2010, 6). Popular 

culture by classification is transactional and the product of capital, but by invading 

and transforming spaces that were once exclusive zones for enjoyment and 

amusement, and enmeshing a brand into that space, “The culture industry 

naturalizes capital as a form of social organisation. It manufactures the ideologies of 

capitalist societies” (Carah 2010, 6).  

 

The intention of this chapter has been to explain that branded content is not a new 

idea, but that does not deny its complexity, as it raises some very real ethical 
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concerns for the filmmaker and their audience. I believe the process needs to be 

evaluated case by case, because commercialism exists in varying socially defined 

conceptions. The dilemma is in reaching an agreement about what is excess or 

acceptable. The problem is also compounded by a lack of certainty about the 

consequences of commercialism. Commodified imagination is an important 

argument because, as Wenner explains: 

 

Product placement is one way in which the forces of commercialisation 

link themselves to emotional experiences. For example in Cast Away 

(2000) FedEx is a source of comfort, a saviour, and a link to hope for 

the lead character played by Tom Hanks. If the lens through which we 

come to see social worth and happiness is filtered through brands in 

the stories we tell, at what point do filmmakers stop thinking about 

their audience as an audience, but as consumers? (Wenner 2004, 109)  

 

When evaluating the financial and marketing advantages of creating content in 

association with brands, filmmakers must ask if they are better off in an increasingly 

saturated commodity culture, or should it be avoided altogether, or at least 

acknowledged up front, alerting an audience to its presence. These points are best 

explained in the next chapter, which describes the motivation behind my decision to 

engage with brands.  
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Chapter 4 

FINANCING: SUPPLEMENT, DON’T REINVENT 

Before embarking on a new venture, one must understand what’s been done in the 

past and evaluate why that process needs reapplication or renovation. In this 

chapter, I will analyse the current mechanisms used to finance Australian feature 

films and examine in detail a case study of a recent successful Australian film that 

partnered with brands for a percentage of its financing. As I explained in the 

introduction and second chapter of this exegesis, my reason for exploring 

relationships with brand partners as part of a film’s financing relates to providing 

some level of self-determination outside the traditional funding channels for 

Australian films. I have witnessed first-hand the cessation of years of unpaid work on 

a film or screenplay with a single bureaucratic decision. This research is an attempt 

to fashion my own destiny and raise a percentage of the budget with no promise of a 

return. What I am offering is exposure for a brand through content that is capable of 

reaching an audience aligned with its market.  

 

The Status Quo  

Australian cinema, like most film industries around the world with the exception of 

India and America, relies on taxpayer funds. This is partly due to the expensive 

nature of filmmaking and also because often there is more than just a commercially 

motivated desire to make a movie. Phillip Adams explained at the 2014 Screen 

Producers Australia (SPA) conference that film meets broader economic and cultural 

needs, “so we can see our own landscapes, hear our own voices, tell our own 

history, celebrate our own heroes.” We can also broaden this perspective when 

Australian films screen internationally, in a way, they also work as a form of “soft 

diplomacy to provide an insight into the mind of a country” (Adams cited in Jones 

2014).  

 

In recent years, film production throughout the world has undergone significant 

change. From the demise of film as a captive medium through to the proliferation of 

online media and downloaded content, technological advances in production, 
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distribution and exhibition have driven what Robert Connolly describes as a 

“necessary re-imagining of the film industry” (Connolly 2008, 2). In parallel with 

technological advances, in the past eight years, the Australian film industry has 

witnessed the merging of The Australian Film Commission, Film Finance Corporation 

Australia, and Film Australia into one agency, Screen Australia. This amalgamation of 

federal screen agencies, combined with successful lobbying for taxation and other 

structural reforms, led to the introduction of the Producer Offset in 2007, ushering in 

a new era for Australian film bankrolling. However, not all practitioners are 

convinced that this merger was for the betterment of the industry. Producer Sue 

Milliken has over fifty years of film industry experience, producing films such as The 

Odd Angry Shot (1979), The Fringe Dwellers (1986), Black Robe (1991), Sirens (1993), 

and Dating the Enemy (1996), as well as also being the chairperson of the AFC in the 

1990s and serving as a completion guarantor. She believes that the merger was a 

missed opportunity: 

 

Unfortunately, the transition fell between the outgoing and in-coming 

governments, and the new organisation, Screen Australia retains many 

of the problems of the old organisations. It was a disappointing waste of 

a rare opportunity to revitalise subsidy to the film industry. The tax 

offset has many benefits, but it is cumbersome and complicated, and I 

can’t help wondering if direct subsidy and simplified administration, 

might not give as good or better a result while directing more of the 

taxpayer funds where they should go—onto the screen” (Milliken 2013, 

253).  

 

The introduction of the Producer Offset was intended to build stronger ties between 

Australian producers and prospective financial partners, weaning filmmakers off the 

public purse. Foreign banks were considered the most likely candidates to enter the 

space and cashflow offset amounts, but as the sub-prime credit crisis hit global 

markets in July 2008, the timing of the Producer Offset rollout could not have been 

worse. With film financing already suffering from a bad reputation in some sectors of 

the investment community, according to James Michael Vernon from Media Funds 
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Management (MFM), “the relatively low opinion of film in general, from the banking 

marketplace. It is difficult to get a bank to get positive on investment in film, given 

they do not have a high regard for it” (Reed Business Global 2008, 22). Since the 

introduction of the Producer Offset, industry developments have done much to 

alleviate the potential risks for prospective lenders and make them more 

comfortable with the process, but there is no denying that the credit crisis has made 

the accessibility of investment dollars globally more difficult. Since the formation of 

Screen Australia, accessing taxpayer funds for financing is also increasingly harder.  

 

Earlier I highlighted the $51.5 million dollar reduction in government funding to 

Screen Australia since the 2014–15 Budget (Karlovsky 2015). What is particularly 

significant is that the agency is required to make an additional $2.2 million of savings 

in 2016–17, and a further $2.35 million in 2017–18 (Karlovsky 2015). This means that 

filmmakers are competing for less money, potentially lowering not only the number 

of films that are made, but also Screen Australia’s investment in them. London film 

festival director Clare Stewart expressed her concern about the state of Australian 

film output saying: “The very dramatic cuts to Screen Australia have had a noticeable 

impact. My concern about the state of the Australian film industry is very much 

about the need for Government to be properly investing in the development of films 

(Stewart cited in “Cuts Hurting Film Output” 2016).  These budgetary cuts have come 

at a time when Village Cinemas general manager Gino Munari says, “a commercial 

sensibility has crept into the psyche of the Australian filmmaking community” (Quinn 

2015). Australian films collectively made $84 million at the local box office in 2015, 

accounting for 7.7 percent of total domestic gross receipts, the biggest in raw dollar 

terms since 2001, and more than double the ten-year average of 3.8% (Quinn 2015). 

Just when audiences are demonstrating Australian films can be popular, tough 

economic cuts to Screen Australia leave filmmakers with no option but to review 

entrenched financing methodologies and reconsider the way they bankroll a film.  
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Crowdfunding  

More and more filmmakers from Australia and around the world are turning to 

crowdfunding as a real financing option for their films, and its potential should not 

be underestimated. Since its formation in April 2009, Kickstarter, the most popular 

crowdfunding platform for filmmakers (but by no means the only one), has 

transacted $85.7 million to help create 7,233 films worldwide (Masnick 2013). 

Eighty-six Kickstarter-funded films have been released theatrically and have won 21 

awards at respected film festivals, including Sundance, SXSW, Tribeca, Cannes, and 

the Berlinale, as well as two being nominated for academy awards, Sun Come Up 

(2011) and Incident in New Baghdad (2011) (Masnick 2013).  

 

Veronica Mars (2014), the cancelled American teen noir TV series that was rebooted 

as a feature film, is regarded as one of the most financially successful crowdfunding 

campaigns, with 91,000 people donating more than $5.7 million between them. In 

Germany, the creators of Stromberg (2014), another adaption of a cult TV show, 

went directly to the fans for donations and within six days of launching its online 

campaign had hit its $1.4 million target (Roxborough 2014), Here on Australian 

shores, hundreds of thousands of dollars have been donated to independent film 

projects, perhaps with less pre-awareness and commercial potential than Veronica 

Mars and Stromberg, but still reaching respectable start-up or gap financing targets. 

Projects like Gayby Baby, a documentary that looks at children reared by gay and 

lesbian parents, raised $105,000 via the Australian crowdfunding platform Pozible. 

Wolf Creek (2005) and Wolf Creek 2 (2014) writer and director Greg McLean raised 

$37,643, beating the $35,000 target, for development of the graphic novel Sebastian 

Hawks – Creature Hunter (Groves 2013e). David Barker, a Queensland-trained 

television commercials director now based in Sydney, attracted $77,000 in forty-two 

days for development of his debut feature film that is yet to go into production, The 

Second Coming.  

 

In some Australian states, the finance that filmmakers raise from crowdfunding 

campaigns gets an additional boost from traditional film funding agencies. For 
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example, Screen West offers a 3:1 grant from a total allocation of $250,000 to 

support crowdfunded projects. In other words, for every crowdfunding dollar raised, 

Screen West donates three.  

 

Additional financing options are of benefit to any filmmaker, but the advantages of 

crowdfunding go further than simply a cash injection. James’ Kartemquin Films, a 

Chicago-based documentary production company responsible for producing the 

Academy Award–nominated Hoop Dreams (1994), as well as the more recent Life 

Itself (2014), a documentary based on renowned American film critic, journalist and 

screenwriter Roger Ebert, raised an additional $150,000 through crowdfunding, but 

also recognise additional benefits: “The money raising strategy also enhances the 

trust between the creators and fans, which can provide a word-of-mouth marketing 

boost (O’Falt 2014). Tim Horsburgh, director of communications at James 

Kartemquin Films, explains: 

 

To me, the crowd building is just as, if not more important than the 

funding part of crowdfunding. Nothing gets a film to audiences better 

than having the support of a hardcore group of fans that will be 

passionate on your behalf. It’s my belief that only getting the full 

backing of ‘the choir’ can help you reach ‘beyond the choir.’ This is a 

self-identified audience, so not only are they predisposed [to like the 

movie] but they feel greater ownership when donating, which makes 

them a better word-of-mouth source. (O’Falt 2014)    

 

However, not all crowdfunding targets are reached. Matt Zeremes and Guy Edmonds 

raised only $14,050, well short of their $50,000 goal, for their gay marriage comedy 

Super Awesome! But Zeremes says it was a worthwhile exercise and they secured 

sponsorship from other sources during the campaign (Groves 2014c). Ralf Husmann, 

head writer of Stromberg, doesn’t believe his crowdfunding investment model can 

easily be applied to other indie projects because, “You need to have a project that 

has real commercial potential and those are rare, especially here in Germany” 

(Roxborough, 2014). From evidence, the most successful crowdfunding campaigns 
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are those with a clear intention to engage a specific audience, rather than to simply 

satisfy the creative urges of the filmmaker. From the evidence above, when projects 

have some form of pre-awareness, strategic crowdfunding campaigns can really 

resonate and connect with their target audience, resulting in a substantial 

contribution to the film in various ways. As filmmakers seek new and increasingly 

public methods of financing their work, they should look beyond crowdfunding as 

simply a potential revenue source and recognise they are cultivating and engaging 

their audience earlier in the process, creating numerous opportunities for a film to 

benefit from these early and passionate backers. With that in mind, the filmmaker 

has substantial currency when exploring opportunities with brands and should not 

discount the potential for turning that supporter base into a real dollar contribution 

from the brand, with reciprocal benefits for both sides. 

 

Branded Content 

The difference between advertising and entertainment is, “would I pay 
money to actually watch this, or would I pay money to own it?”  

(Mescall cited in Ward 2013) 
 

Branded entertainment is not new to the Australian media landscape, but is one that 

at present, rarely factors into Australian film financing. At the 2013 Spikes Asia 

Festival of Creativity, attended by over 1,800 delegates, from thirty countries, and in 

collaboration with organisers of Cannes Lions, Dubai Lynx and Eurobest festivals, 

Australia was by far the most dominant in the Branded Content & Entertainment 

category, with twelve finalists and one Grand Prix awarded to McCann Melbourne 

for Dumb Ways to Die (“Spikes Asia” 2013). Disappointingly, in the feature film 

category, there wasn’t an Australian entry. James Grant-Hay from In Shot explains, 

“Product placement in the Australian motion picture industry is still in its infancy 

because producers look to the public screen funding bodies first” (Barclay and Rigg 

2011).   

 

There is a growing level of acceptance of branded as film festivals accept viral and 

branding formats into their catalogues for exhibition. In 2016, the respected Tribeca 
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Film Festival (TFF) announced the Tribeca X Award, sponsored by General Electric 

(GE) to celebrate the best collaborations between filmmakers and brands (Tribeca 

Film Festival 2016). Jane Rosenthal, founder and executive chair of TFF says: 

 

For the past decade, a shift has taken place across traditional models of 

entertainment, art and advertising, as brands step in to serve as 

financiers and studios, and become catalysts for high quality provocative 

storytelling. We are looking forward to shining a light on the 

contributions that brands are making to support filmmakers and 

celebrating the exciting work that has been produced. (Tribeca Film 

Festival 2016)  

 

Eight brands are in the running for the award, including Samsung, Olympus, Kenzo 

and American Giant, with many of the films made by alumni of the festival. Genna 

Terranova, director of TFF, explains:  

 

That brings along the authenticity that we're looking for, that the 

filmmakers have a creative vision for the work. That's what we're really 

recognizing with this award: originality, creativity and the collaboration 

[between brands and] artists. For us, it's not about whose produced a 

great story; it's about that story itself. (Monllos 2016) 

 

Samsung’s effort Hearing Colours (2015) directed by Greg Brunkalla won the 

inaugural Tribeca X award. The five-minute short film, sponsored by Samsung in 

partnership with online video-sharing website Vimeo, is part of The Connected Series 

which looks at how modern technology affects the way people communicate. 

Hearing Colours takes a look at a day in the life of Neil Harbisson, a young man with 

achromatopsia, a rare condition that leaves people colour blind. Neil is like 

something out of a sci-fi movie in that he has convinced doctors to implant an 

antenna in the back of his head that allows him to hear colours (figure 10). The short 

film is available to view for free on the Vimeo website and has presently amassed 

169,000 views. The only hint that the content is sponsored by Samsung is a two-and-
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a-half second Samsung Galaxy logo that features at the end of the credit sequence. 

“This film exemplifies the kind of work that we applaud in which a brand is telling a 

genuinely compelling story in a way that adds value to people's lives”, said Andrew 

Essex, CEO of festival owner Tribeca Enterprises. “I'm told it was a very difficult 

decision for the jury, that there was tons of great work, and that's an encouraging 

sign for the industry” (Monllos, 2016).  

 

 
Figure 10 Cyborg Neil Harbisson with his antenna implant affording him a new sense, the ability to 

hear colours. 
 
Australia’s longest-running short film festival, The St Kilda Film Festival, is regarded 

as a marquee Australian film festival both locally and internationally. The acceptance 

of Never Extinguish (2011, figure 11), a short film produced for Coca-Cola and 

released as an element in a global campaign advertising Burn energy drink, 

demonstrates further that you can make a creative campaign and be accepted by the 

establishment into categories once reserved for traditional filmmaking. Filmed in 

Buenos Aires in July 2011, the short film features four professional skateboarders in 

a Buenos Aires housing estate, daring to ride towards an approaching tornado of 

fire. St Kilda Festival director Paul Harris says, “The viral campaigns which are now a 

part of our visual culture can't pass muster to savvier audiences who are rightly 

suspicious about blatant product plugging but are open to new forms of visual 

storytelling” (“Spikes Asia” 2013). Executive producer Pete Grasse from Curious, the 

production company responsible for producing Never Extinguish highlights the 

importance of story and credibility, “We worked hard to depict the story in an 

authentic way, so being selected as one of Australia's Top 100 Short Films feels 
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pretty good. As a company, we have learnt something about the art of filmmaking 

due to our involvement as film distributors” (“Spikes Asia” 2013). 

 

 
Figure 11 A skateboarder from Never Extinguish (2011) riding on an apartment rooftop in Buenos 

Aires while storm clouds begin to form in the background. 
 
Presently, there are a large number of advertising agencies with a branded content 

focus. Belgiovane Williams Mackay (BWM), The Content Agency, In the Thicket, In 

Shot and The Connected TV Marketing Association are all branded content 

specialists; however, through an online study of their clientele, television is where 

most of the content is being produced, not cinema. Rob Belgiovane, Executive 

Creative Director of BWM, says he wants to place his clients in Australian films but 

admits that advertisers are worried about appearing in ‘flops’ and were difficult to 

persuade on the merits of the discipline. He adds, “Australian marketing is all about 

eliminating risk. It’s difficult, in such an eyeballs driven industry to get clients to 

commit to [film] funding. There’s the risk of being associated with a film that fails” 

(Belgiovane 2011).  

 

There’s been no real leadership in branded content and product placement by 

production companies or advertising agencies specifically targeting narrative 

storytelling. Most are focused on reality-television formats, like The Voice, 

MasterChef, The Block, but Brisbane-based production company Hoodlum has joined 

forces with Sundog Pictures (UK) and Imperative Enterprises (US) to launch a brand 

engagement division that intends to craft stories that fit with a brand’s culture, 

working with digital specialists, media owners, script writers and celebrities (Swift, 

2012). Sundog managing director Johnny Webb said: 
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[The new partnership will combine] world-class storytelling and social 

amplification for brands with real stories to tell. We do not believe 

branded content is currently doing justice to the advertising and 

television worlds. We want to upgrade the way brands tell stories by 

using audience insight to create strong content that people not only 

choose to actively engage with, but are inspired to share. (Swift 2012)  

 

The online series The Power Inside (2013, figure 12) is a good exemplar when it 

comes to brand partnership and innovative storytelling. Revolving around alien facial 

hair and starring Harvey Keitel, The Power Inside is a social film developed by brands 

Intel and Toshiba in conjunction with the San Francisco advertising agency Pereria & 

O’Dell. The web series centres on Neil, a seemingly normal twenty-something who is 

stuck in a dead-end job and going nowhere in life. Everything changes when a race of 

planet-destroying moustached aliens needs something inside Neil to help them 

destroy Earth.  

 

After Intel and Toshiba financed The Beauty Inside (2012), an episodic tale that 

became a major success that propelled the small agency onto the world stage when 

it won a Daytime Emmy Award, and three Grand Prix at Cannes, it was a natural 

progression for the three partners to experiment with more branded content. As 

with their previous projects, Inside (2011) and The Beauty Inside, The Power Inside is 

designed to allow audience participation and affect the story’s narrative. P. J. 

Pereira, chief creative officer, explains:  

 

[The entire project] is designed for maximum enjoyment, no matter 

how deeply different people engage with it. We’ve learned that you 

have to plan everything to multiple levels of engagement. If you do it 

right and have a good story, there will be a small group of people who 

will geek out about it and want to spend hours obsessed by it. Others 

will want to be far less involved but wherever you are, the brand 

message needs to work on all those levels. (Fera 2013)  
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The success of The Power Inside suggests that Pereria & O’Dell understand their 

audience and market and engage people in a way that is pleasing to the financial 

backers of the content, Intel and Toshiba. Pereira says, “the previous movies were so 

successful that a few other brands are doing product placement in this one.” This 

may very well be a new model for branded content because companies like Spotify, 

Skype, Fossil Watches, and Skull Candy are all product placing in someone else’s 

content (Fera 2013).  

 

 
Figure 12 Actor Zac Pearlman who plays Ari in The Power Inside (2013) uses his Intel powered Toshiba 

notebook.  
 
Greg Logan, co-founder of Hatch entertainment, an Australian agency that creates 

formats for broadcasters, distributers, brands and production companies, and won 

the 2013 MIPFormats International Pitch Competition in Cannes, forecasts “Brands 

and companies will become a studio or publisher, and publishers will become 

brands. Very soon everyone in business will be making content” (Logan 2013).  

 

However, not all branded content collaborations are so amicable. The Michael Bay–

directed cyborg tent pole Transformers 4: Age of Extinction (2014) was a massive 

success in China, earning $134.5 million in its first five days of release, overtaking 

North America comparatively (Coonan 2014). The Kasite tourism company signed a 

deal with a Chinese partner in the film China Movie Channel’s subsidiary M1905, 

stating that a reference would be made to the historic natural heritage site Wulong, 

and also appear in the film in a striking manner for a $1.6 million payment (Coonan 

2014). The intention was to introduce the scenic location to an international 
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audience and the site was closed to the public for five days of filming at a cost of 

$819,500 in lost revenue. China’s tourism marketing company did not get the 

promised exposure in the final edit of the movie and was considering suing Bay’s 

production company for not mentioning Wulong as promised. An M1905 spokesman 

stated the tourism company delayed payment, causing a shortened production 

period, while administrators of the area claim they paid on time (Coonan 2014). 

Regardless of the outcome of this case, one can learn from it that the expectations 

between brand and filmmaker must be clear before production commences, with a 

minimal number of parties involved in negotiations.        

 

Hearing Colour, Never Extinguish, and The Power Inside are all exemplars of the 

synergy that is possible between brands, storytelling, and production. The 

acceptance by Australian audiences of branded content in narrative storytelling is in 

its infancy, but, given our viewing habits are infused with heavily branded US 

content, surely Australian producers can get some reassurance that when properly 

thought out, the model can provide some innovative opportunities on local shores. 

One rarity that will now be analysed in-depth is Red Dog (2011), a film that 

benefitted from the assistance of branded content, by working in partnership with 

the Australian mining industry. 

 

Mining for Red Dogs 

Red Dog (2011), a heart-warming drama about a kelpie who helped unite an isolated 

West Australian mining town, is Australia’s tenth highest grossing film of all time, 

and a rare project that benefitted from the assistance of branded content by 

working in partnership with the mining community. Support included travel from 

regional airline Skywest, local council help with locations, union support for crew 

and actors to access restricted sites, and use of a freight train (figure 13), earth 

movers from mining equipment company Westrac, as well as a financial contribution 

from major gas company Woodside Petroleum, which also aided with logistical 

support and a handful of extras. Mining company Rio Tinto also contributed 



 59 

financially and supplied free accommodation and food (Bodley 2010). Nelson Woss, 

Red Dog’s producer, explains:  

 

We had a few big challenges with Red Dog. One was it takes place in 

the 1970s in a mining region in WA. There really was a red dog, and he 

really did ride on three-kilometre trains and was friends with the 

miners that drove caterpillar trucks. We had a script that required us 

to show those things so it was really a necessity because as a producer 

with a limited budget, I realised I probably couldn’t rent a three-

kilometre train, so I better get into business with someone who had 

one. (Barclay and Rigg 2011)  

 

 

 
Figure 13 A Rio Tinto freight train as featured in Red Dog. 

 
Set in the 1970s, in the tiny town of Dampier in Western Australia’s remote Pilbara 

region, Red Dog is based on the real-life exploits of a stray dog that roamed the area, 

hitchhiking between settlements and bringing people together as it travelled. The 

characters that work for Hamersley Iron, which is an actual and wholly owned 
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subsidiary of Rio Tinto (figure 14), are roguish and likeable. With long-sweeping 

aerial shots across the red Pilbara landscape, the cinematography is resplendent. 

‘Red Dog’ is so famous in the Pilbara region that a statue of the dog, not the explorer 

William Dampier, stands at the entrance to the town of Dampier (Bodley 2010). It 

was enough to prompt a passing traveller, author Louis de Bernières, to pen a half-

fictional memoir of the Red Kelpie’s life that became the short novel Red Dog, 

published in 2001. 

 
 

 
Figure 14 A Hamersley Iron transportation bus that features throughout Red Dog. Hamersley Iron is 

an actual and wholly owned subsidiary of Rio Tinto.  
 
Red Dog is as unlikely a film as the Pilbara’s genesis, but as Kriv Stenders, director of 

Red Dog, explains, “Thematically, it’s about how civilisation evolves in an uncivilised 

locale and this is a story of a particular place in the 1970s that didn’t exist until there 

was a reason for it to exist” (Bodley 2010). Chief operating officer of Screen Australia 

Fiona Cameron says, “It’s a reflection of the stories being told. [Red Dog] is set in the 

Pilbara so there’s a natural synergy” (Maddox 2011, 6). For Rio Tinto executives, 

boosting the morale of their Pilbara workforce was part of the reason for getting 

involved with Red Dog. The company’s communities’ manager Robyn Sermon 

explains, “mining companies have had a long involvement in the arts including 

bringing opera, ballet and theatre to the area” (Maddox 2011, 7).  

  

Red Dog had unprecedented access to Rio Tinto sites in the Pilbara that feature 

throughout the film, “We’ve had support from people like the head of iron ore Sam 

Walsh at Rio Tinto and managing director and chief executive Don Voelte at 
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Woodside Petroleum, and we’ve told them this is a really important story that needs 

to be told and it just so happens it took place in your backyard”, said producer Woss 

(Bodley 2010). Woss convinced the mining companies to provide access to a mine, a 

port, heavy machinery, and a helicopter for aerial shots (figure 15) (Maddox 2011). 

Woss explained:  

 

I didn’t have a Hollywood budget. I’m a small Australian film producer; 

I work on fumes. There was no way I could pay for that, so you’ve got 

to work out deals where perhaps we could put the spotlight on the 

region, shoot a film which generates some economic impact, and 

excite the local community, and for that they helped. A lot of our deals 

were based on necessity rather than trying to pocket the money. We 

are very, very proud that all the value we generated is on the screen. 

(Barclay and Rigg 2011)   

 

 

 
Figure 15 Mining company access to a remote Pilbara port and heavy machinery.  
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According to Screen Australia’s 2010 annual report, approximately $3 million of the 

estimated $8.5 million dollar budget came from the Australian Government. 

Although it has never been fully disclosed how much cash top-up came from the 

mining community when the industry support was made public, Rio Tinto CEO Sam 

Walsh said it was “an exciting opportunity to showcase our industry” (Bodley 2010). 

Stenders told film industry magazine Encore about the importance of the support.  

 

Without that we couldn’t have made the movie and we were 

incredibly well supported by them, it was overwhelming, they were 

welcoming and excited. The mining industry has been maligned 

recently; it was a chance for them to remind Australians that this is a 

part of Australia, an amazing vital part. We were really paying tribute 

and honour to the pioneers who built that place. (Barclay and Rigg 

2011)  

 

When watching Red Dog, one can see the filmmakers have been careful, respecting 

the intelligence of the audience and not drawing overt attention to the brands. Rio 

Tinto did not require their corporate logo to feature in the film, although Hamersley 

Iron is a wholly owned subsidiary of Rio Tinto and features heavily with both an on 

screen presence as well narrative incorporation, with the characters working for the 

company. Ironically, for a film that is set in a remote mining outpost that centres on 

a mining community, you do not see the characters doing any actual mining. As 

previously mentioned, Stenders also directs television commercials and recognises 

their importance in sustaining him financially. One would assume this background 

and experience in dealing with commercial clients aided the visual integration of 

branding into the film because it isn’t objectionably obvious, but there is plenty of it.  

 

Several screen shots (figure 16) illustrate how several brands have been 

incorporated into the film. The name ‘Hamersley Iron’ is on the side of the staff bus 

and on the hard-hats of the workers who drink in the bar and stand next to the CAT-

branded heavy earthmovers; there’s the sporadic appearance of a Woodside 

employee in uniform; and the dog Koko is also fed Pedigree pet food in the bar 
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during the opening scene. The film acknowledges the support of the mining 

companies at the end of the closing credits and their logos do appear in the small 

print of the movie poster.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 16 CAT mining trucks, a character in Woodside uniform, and Koko the red kelpie eating 

Pedigree dog food in Red Dog (2011).  
 
In the case of Red Dog, there’s been no deliberate attempt to hide the fact that 

mining companies financially supported the film, although casual moviegoers would 

be unaware. In an online Q&A by the Australian Film Institute, Stenders was asked to 

respond to claims the film was “a massive public relations exercise” for mining in 

Australia: 
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What we tried to do with the film is actually make Australians aware of 

the history of the place and of the industry. And people can criticise it 

all they want, I mean the film isn’t really about that. It’s about the 

formation of a community and an incredible part of our history. 

(Stenders cited in Stratton 2011)        

 

In his review of Red Dog for The Australian newspaper, respected Australian movie 

critic David Stratton rejected the idea that the movie was a propaganda piece, but 

James Madden, an online movie reviewer was less generous, saying, “In a time of a 

mining tax debate in the current Australian political zeitgeist, this PR stunt does feel 

like a relationship based in mutual exploitation” (Readfearn 2011). When asked 

about the audience’s response to the incorporation of brands during an ABC Radio 

National interview in 2011, Woss said:  

 

There hasn’t been any reaction to the product placement in Red Dog. 

Not directly anyway. For us, we were very, very careful, we respected 

the intelligence of the audience; we didn’t want to push it. We wanted 

to tell an authentic story and an Australian story and we wanted to put 

aspects of that story, that really existed on the screen so that’s the 

only area we went into. I think what’s pretty terrific about some of the 

companies that supported us, was simply, they supported us. They said 

it is an important story and something people will like, we’re going to 

get behind you and it wasn’t a case of we want to put our logo in your 

film. (Barclay and Rigg 2011) 

 

Red Dog wasn’t instigated by the mining industry, but from early on, there’s 

evidence the mining companies knew it was supporting something that would show 

the industry in an encouraging light, and also provide a positive boost internally 

among Rio Tinto staff and break a daily routine that is repetitious and lengthy. The 

company’s communities manager Robyn Sermon said,  
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[Rio Tinto] wanted the chance to host a preview in the area and have 

staff visit during the filming and there’s a certain amount of 

recognition we’d obviously expect. I think we did read the script but 

we were open to creative license. We’re miners, we’re not script 

writers or film producers, so we wouldn’t pretend to get involved in 

the creative side of the project. (Maddox 2011, 7)  

 

Whatever the intricacies of the negotiations with Rio Tinto, Red Dog says something 

about both industries—pragmatic miners and persuasive filmmakers (Maddox 2011, 

6). There is no doubt it is an Australian story that is told in an authentic way, and it 

was a commercial success.  

 

Red Dog demonstrates that financing can come from both public and private sectors 

and managed in a way that rewards all stakeholders. Screen Australia got a PR boost 

by backing not only a critically acclaimed project, but also one that pulled local 

audiences to the cinema, which is somewhat of a rarity. For the mining giants 

involved, they were able to showcase their business and put the spotlight on their 

industry for a period of time in a positive way, and connect with the public through 

storytelling. Red Dog demonstrates that brands and industries can contribute 

directly to the budget of an Australian film, with a genuine interest in making sure 

the film is seen, given the intention is to show the rest of the country what they’re 

doing. Red Dog confirmed that an enterprising funding model could work for mutual 

benefit. King of Speed would test if that rationale could also apply to the automotive 

industry.   

 

The case studies outlined in this chapter confirm that there is a real opportunity 

through branded content and crowdfunding to not only provide funds, but also to 

cultivate and engage an audience early in the development process, with numerous 

opportunities for a film to get a lift from these early supporters. This method is 

aligned with my belief about self-determination and story development running in 

parallel to financing and marketing.  Success has been mixed, but that’s what one 

should expect because filmmaking is inherently uncertain. Equipped with this 
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knowledge, and with my screenplay reaching a point that I believed it was ready to 

involve industry, the next chapter will examine in a diarised manner how I intended 

to employ my financing strategy.  
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Chapter 5 

APPLICATION 

This chapter provides a documented account of the process and development 

pathway for King of Speed after June 2012, a period where the screenplay had 

reached a point where it was ready to pitch and engage with potential stakeholders 

and brand partners. In this chapter, I explore the advantages and pitfalls of 

cultivating commercial relationships. 

 

At this juncture, it is necessary to introduce my external industry collaborator, Mr 

James Greville, who had been assisting with script development until this point in 

the project. Greville has an advertising and marketing pedigree, and his influence on 

this project extends beyond script editing. Greville is a writer, producer, and creative 

director. In 2002, he and his wife Tori Garrett established Two Little Indians (TLI), a 

Brisbane-based film production company that quickly became one of the top 

commercial production companies in Australia, and in 2005 made its first foray into 

drama with the multi-award-winning short film, The Barrows (2005). James won the 

best-unproduced screenplay AWGIE (Australian Writers Guild) in 2009 for Box and 

has also participated in Screen Queensland’s script initiative The Writers Room, 

where he wrote the feature length screenplay Passenger. Before establishing TLI, 

Greville was Vice President and Head of Creative for Turner Entertainment Networks 

Europe, Middle East and Africa, and, prior to that, the launch director for MTV 

Australia. Greville has actively been involved in story development and facilitating 

the branding strategies developed for this studio work.  

 

Throughout this exegesis, I have analysed various financing methodologies with the 

intention of hybridising and applying them to my screenplay. In 2012, I found myself 

at a point where I was ready to trial these methods and test if story and financing 

could develop in parallel based on a union founded on shared themes and content. It 

is worth highlighting that although both processes were evolving jointly from this 

point, they were not influencing one another. Financing strategies were not affecting 
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narrative choices, because one fundamental thread that is consistent throughout all 

the research is the integrity of the content is paramount.  

 

The screenplay I had written was ambitious, and industry peers kept sensing from 

experience that it was a $10 million film, and unfortunately there is no market for 

such a film in Australia. I agreed that it would be a costly film to make, but I was 

confident that if I could generate in-kind support from the motor racing community 

and gain access to tracks, teams and vehicles, then the figure would reduce 

dramatically and bring the budget into line with what the market can support. I paid 

particular attention to the budgets of Australian films that were being released and 

their box office performance. Information concerning the distribution of box office 

proceeds was difficult to access until Screen Australia’s The Screen Blog website 

published a candid article about the division of earnings from Last Cab to Darwin 

(George 2015). This Australian film is regarded as both a critical and a commercial 

success, with box office receipts totalling approximately $8 million (George 2015). In 

the article, Greg Hughes, Chief Executive Officer, Dendy/Icon Group who distributed 

Last Cab to Darwin, along with producers Greg Duffy and Lisa Duff, revealed valuable 

information concerning the film’s budget, distribution fees, and investor 

recoupment. What resonated with me was that for the film to be viable, the budget 

almost halved. Producer Lisa Duff explains: 

 

Our first budget, back in 2007, was more than $8 million. The 

investors, both private and government, wanted it to be less. Jeremy 

[director/co-writer Jeremy Sims] said: “I’ve got a good feeling about 

$6.7 million” so I got it down to that. Screen Australia thought if the film 

was budgeted at more than $4 million we wouldn’t be able to finance it. 

By carefully working out what could be compromised, I brought it down 

to just below $4 million. It was hard work and we were left with a 

skeleton crew on the road and lots of multitasking of roles, including 

Greg, the writer Reg Cribb and I doing traffic control all the way from 

Broken Hill to Darwin. (George 2016) 
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I knew that no matter how exciting or ambitious the story of King of Speed is, in 

order for it to be made into a feature film, it would have to be made as cheaply as 

possible and I would need to continually look for ways to partner with stakeholders 

on expensive items. Most importantly, I needed access to the Bathurst 1000 race, 

from both a budgetary and branding perspective. Once I had Bathurst secured, what 

initially might seem impossible would all of a sudden be feasible. Additionally, I 

would also have the currency of pre-awareness about the race and its sixty-year 

history when engaging with commercial brands for investment. Therefore, securing 

Bathurst was my starting point.         

      

Phase One 

Like the development of most screenplays, stories go through an evolutionary 

process that can span years. King of Speed is no different, and I need to explain 

earlier important developmental changes that occurred once I began engaging with 

brands. King of Speed was initially entitled 1000 (refer to Appendix 1) because the 

device that activates the character’s journey in the story is their determination to 

race in Australia’s ‘Great Race,’ the Bathurst 1000. This motor race is controlled by 

V8 Supercars (V8SC), Australia’s national touring car motor sports category. Without 

support from V8SC, producing the film would be impossible. Moreover, because the 

race is so legendary, the intention has always been to leverage from that pre-

eminence to lure well-known actors, reassure brands that an audience exists, and 

reduce their fear of being associated with a flop. Obtaining the exclusive rights to 

produce a film about the Bathurst 1000 in partnership with V8SC was the first step; I 

was confident that once the rights were secured, other brands would follow.  

 

As I was aware knocking on doors at an entry level is a slow and risky process, my 

plan was always to exploit my advertising network to collect information, establish 

who held the V8SC account, arrange a meeting with the agency, get them enthused 

about the film, and have the agency introduce the project to the client. Fortunately, 

V8SC headquarters was close to me, and so was the agency that held the account, 

Publicis Mojo Brisbane. I listed all the positives that 1000 and its financing model 
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could potentially have for the agency. Armed with evidence from The Power Inside 

that branded content propelled the Pereria & O’Dell agency onto the world stage, I 

had a good case that 1000 was an opportunity to do something similar for Publicis 

Mojo Brisbane, but in a context where brands are completely naturalised and can 

feature in an obvious way. Additionally, I would propose that this was an 

opportunity for the agency to consolidate its ties with V8SC and offer countless new 

opportunities to other clients. If the financing model proved successful, it could also 

be the beginning of an ongoing relationship with the film industry, because, in all 

likelihood, 1000 wouldn’t be the last film to utilise branded content in this way, and 

Publicis Mojo would now have a track record. The final selling point was that the 

script was in a healthy state of development; this was a project that could 

commence the next phase without delay. Contact was made with trusted people 

from the agency, inviting them discuss the project; the only condition was that I was 

responsible for selecting the location of the meeting.  

 

Locating yourself and your potential clients in an environment that reflects the 

nature of your project is a vital component for filmmakers when pitching new ideas 

to experienced professionals. I learned of its importance through an interview I 

heard with Morgan Spurlock who was touring Australia promoting The Greatest 

Movie Ever Sold (2011), a documentary about his search for sponsorship and 

branding money to fund the film. When Spurlock discussed his screening at the 

Sundance Film Festival with his brand partners in the audience, I came to appreciate 

the importance of being in a supportive environment when negotiating with clients 

about creative subject matter. Spurlock said: 

 

The last thing you want, the last thing I want, is to be sitting in a 

conference room, at a table with them all freaked out. It would have just 

been them and they would have been watching the movie with their 

own lawyers seeing the film through a tunnel that’s all about their own 

brand, and its integrity saying “we look stupid.” It would have been such 

a bad idea. (“Morgan Spurlock on Product Placement” 2011)  
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I did not want to be in the agency boardroom pitching 1000 to creative account 

executives. I wanted them to start thinking about long-form filmmaking, marketing, 

and advertising, so the intention was to invite them to the Griffith Film School and 

pitch the idea in its cinema. I gathered clips from motor racing films and compiled a 

sizzle reel that was interspersed with persuasive titles to inspire and convince the 

agency that the project was an attractive proposition. If challenged about the 

storyline and content, I had prepared an argument that used the Clint Eastwood 

boxing film Million Dollar Baby (2004) as its basis.  

 

Despite having a strong euthanasia theme, Million Dollar Baby turned out to be a 

critical and commercial success, grossing over $100 million and winning four 

Academy Awards. Although it didn’t contain any brand partnerships, it does to a 

certain extent validate that great characters and stories come from truth and that is 

what audiences identify with. Brands need to trust filmmakers and be aware that 

although a story might deal with subject matter that to them is taboo, it’s actually 

what an audience wants. Today’s audiences are savvy enough to be rightly 

suspicious of narratives that are sanitised, and if that reduces the project’s integrity, 

the film is destined to fail, meaning it will also come to nothing for the brands. Good 

movies predominately come from truth: being true to yourself as a writer, being true 

to your characters, and being true to your audience. For 1000 to be successful, I 

needed ownership of the work, and to remain true to why I was initially drawn to the 

subject matter. I am confident I can serve all the participants, the brands and the 

audience by building a community around the concept, and not simply producing a 

container for disguised advertisements.  

 

Despite being only a week away from briefing the agency, the pitch was postponed 

because of a chance meeting with Bronwyn Humphrey, the former V8SC marketing 

manager who had left four months prior to our scheduled meeting in March 2012. 

She was somebody who could potentially fast track the introduction to V8SC 

management and a decision was made to seek advice from her first to ensure that all 

the decisions regarding our strategy were informed. A meeting was organised for 

early August, with the intention of discussing how current management might 



 72 

receive the project, and the best strategy to ensure we were taken seriously, given 

pitching a feature film can be an abstract proposition for those unfamiliar with the 

business. Humphrey proved to be approachable and forthcoming with her views 

about the viability of 1000. She assured me that while she had been in her marketing 

management position, nothing like 1000 had crossed her desk, so I took comfort that 

all the work I had put into developing the script to this point was not in vain. Our 

initial meeting was productive and Humphrey provided inside knowledge regarding 

media rights and management hurdles we would encounter, as well as what V8SC 

might want in return. I raised my idea about introducing 1000 to V8SC management 

via the advertising agency but Humphrey clearly thought this wasn’t a good idea. 

From my time directing television commercials, I knew that the relationship between 

an agency and client isn’t always harmonious, clients shift agencies regularly for 

various reasons, but it hadn’t occurred to me that this could be the case with V8SC 

and Publicis Mojo. From Humphrey’s feedback, I gauged that the relationship with 

the agency was unhealthy, and V8SC were in the process of switching, so the tactic 

was abandoned. Humphrey expressed interest in reading the script and then a 

decision would be made about her level of involvement and the connections she 

could provide. Humphrey and I both thought V8SC Executive Chairman Tony 

Cochrane could advance the project. Cochrane had enjoyed a sixteen-year tenure as 

Chairman and is considered responsible for reinvigorating the sport from a break-

even business to a $330 million dollar sporting empire. Humphrey was confident 

that 1000 would appeal to Cochrane because, prior to V8SC, he was involved in the 

entertainment business.  

 

Having read 1000, Humphrey contacted me to convey her interest in discussing the 

project further. We met at the TLI office, where she expressed genuine enthusiasm 

towards the story; to use her words she “wanted on-board.” Knowing that I could be 

the first to bring a project about Australia’s great race to a cinema audience, and 

that approval to do so would occur in perhaps a few meetings time, it seemed that 

the strategy of approaching industry first was proving itself. Towards the end of 

September, I revised the screenplay and a meeting with Cochrane was in sight. 

However, on 22 September 2012, I received unanticipated news: Cochrane 
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announced that he was stepping down from his position and retiring. In Humphrey’s 

opinion, Cochrane would still make a strong ally because he would remain on the 

board of directors. Humphrey had received an e-mail that indicated he would be re-

evaluating his future early in the New Year and she promised to make contact in 

January 2013.  

 

Regime Change and Making Your Own Luck 

During 2013, V8SC received significant news. The announcement by Ford to stop 

manufacturing in 2016, after nearly a century of Australian production, meant the 

end for a significant brand with a devoted following rooted in the history of 

Australian motor racing. Even though Ford is an American-owned company, the blue 

oval, as it is fondly referred to among its Australian supporters, is half of the racing 

duopoly and rivalry that has been the lifeblood of V8SC. This coupled with the 

revelation that Ford and Holden—the major automotive manufacturers involved in 

V8SC racing—would no longer be installing V8 engines into their Falcon and 

Commodore models respectively meant the guarantees that these institutions would 

always be part of Australian culture were increasingly tenuous.  

 

After what was initially a positive and progressive project launch, waiting for a reply 

from Cochrane became increasingly frustrating. A disadvantage of partnering with 

the commercial sector is its lack of definitive deadlines and decision-making 

concerning projects outside of core business. When engaging a government funding 

agency, one follows a concrete process that leads to a positive or negative outcome 

within a specified time frame. In this situation, there is a part-time interest that is 

dependent on other preoccupations. February lapsed and Humphrey was yet to hear 

from Cochrane. During informal discussions with associates regarding 1000 and my 

ongoing stasis, it became apparent that my network linked to other staff at V8SC, so 

new options were pursued.    

  

In March 2013, I began the introductory process again, approaching Jayne 

Manwarring, the Community Liaison Manager at V8SC. As I highlighted earlier, 
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pitching a film can be a somewhat abstract concept for those unfamiliar with the 

industry, and Manwarring was initially guarded; it took several e-mails and follow up 

phone calls to convince her I was genuine. The March meeting was arranged at V8SC 

headquarters between Manwarring, Dominique Burgess, the Community Projects 

Manager and myself. It soon became clear that Manwarring and Burgess thought my 

intention was to make a documentary about the Bathurst 1000, and I sensed this 

was something they had encountered before. I explained that I wanted to make a 

fictional feature film with Bathurst as the climax. Although I could sense a shift in 

their interest, they were still guarded and wanted to know what it would cost V8SC. 

When I explained that all I wanted was access to race events, they became more 

receptive to the idea. I began talking openly about plans to try and introduce the 

project to Cochrane. Manwarring and Burgess thought the project had a better 

chance without Cochrane attached, but would not go into detail as to why. They 

were happy to present 1000 to upper management if Cochrane was not attached. I 

left them with two copies of the screenplay. The following day, Burgess sent an 

email requesting a one to two page overview that could be presented to the CEO, 

highlighting relevant points around buy-in required from V8SC, target audience, and 

timelines. Two days later, Humphrey contacted me with news that Cochrane wasn’t 

interested. She was disappointed with the reply, but quietly I was thankful given 

information I received from Manwarring and Burgess prior. Humphrey left the 

project at this juncture and I commenced drafting a pitching document for V8SC 

management.  

 

The importance of good pitching documents should not be underestimated. In my 

case, they needed to concisely explain why 1000 presented a unique partnership 

opportunity for V8SC (refer to Appendix 2). Being a visual person, I believe that the 

manner in which information is presented is as critical as the content. When I 

commenced pre-production on my first funded short film The Parlour, a logo was 

designed for all documentation that tonally represented themes within the film 

(figure 17). I wanted to do the same with 1000, so I engaged a graphic designer to 

create a logo.  
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Figure 17 The Parlour was about gravediggers involved in the racketeering of coffins. The logo above 

was designed to convey the unhinged quirks of the black comedy.       
 
The brief for the graphic designer was the logo needed to be dramatic, daunting and 

iconic. These descriptions apply to the race, and to the film. 1000 is a drama and the 

odds are stacked against the protagonist so the logo should not look like an 

advertisement for a race. Two designs were put forward. The first (figure 18) is 

below:  

 

Figure 18 First logo design option for 1000. 

The concept behind the first logo was to use the iconic design of Australian speed 

limit signage as a direct and obvious reference to the limitless speed of the race. The 

vibration-like blur showed that the race is not as smooth in the driver’s seat, as it is 

from the grandstand. 
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Figure 19 Second logo design option for 1000. 

By creating the link between a chequered taxi motif and racing’s chequered flag, the 

second logo (figure 19) brings together the two parts of the protagonist’s life; his 

work as a taxi driver and his dreams of the race. Its angled movement reinforces a 

sense of speed and excitement, almost like a skid mark on the bitumen, and the line-

cutting through the text not only increases its dynamism, but also provides the feel of 

a dashboard instrument panel.  

Preference was given to the chequered logo, with one additional suggestion to bleed 

the yellow chequers into black and strengthen the protagonist’s transformation from 

taxi driver to race car driver. The logo below is the final approved design (figure 20), 

which I feel is bold and eye-catching.  

 

 
Figure 20 Final logo design option for 1000. 

 
With the finalised logo prepared, the film was fashioned into its own brand. The 

Internet domain name 1000-movie.com was acquired, with the word ‘movie’ 

deliberately included in the domain to keep reinforcing the nature of the project. A 

website and social media pages were also created, business cards printed, and all 

correspondence from this point forward would be via the e-mail address @1000-
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movie.com to continually reinforce the brand. In late March 2013, Manwarring and 

Burgess were e-mailed the pitching document (refer to Appendix 2) and latest draft 

of the screenplay.  

 

After the meeting, nothing happened for approximately six weeks. At the time, V8SC 

was in a state of flux with the unexpected death of its new CEO and were searching 

for a replacement. In May 2013, V8SC management requested the pitching 

document also include what we required from V8SC in terms of access to the events, 

for both filming and scouting purposes. For example, were our intentions to shoot in 

the pit area while a race is happening? Did we anticipate having an impact 

operationally on the race?  

 

V8SC appointed new CEO James Warburton in June 2013. Warburton was potentially 

an excellent ally because previously he was the CEO of Australian television 

broadcaster Network Ten, so filmmaking wasn’t an abstract proposition. Evidence 

began to surface that the pitching document was circulating among management. It 

was only a brief reply from Mark Perry, V8SC Director of Promoted Events, but it was 

enough to confirm upper management were starting to engage. Perry expressed 

excitement for the project and promised to do all he could to help it become a 

reality. He planned to brief new CEO James Warburton in the next week or two and 

would be in touch after that (Mark Perry, e-mail to the author, 24 June 

2013). Operationally, the Race Director is the most senior position in the hierarchy of 

authority at a motor race and to have the Director of Promoted Events from V8SC 

endorse the project was a positive validation. Tom Malloy, the author of Bankroll, 

suggests demonstrating to your investors that you share common ground and can 

find mutual territory with them. Through Manwarring and Burgess, I arranged to 

meet with Perry at the next V8SC event, The Ipswich 500. 

 

Malloy also emphasises, “there can be no ‘should’ve’ when raising money for your 

film” (Malloy 2009, 95). After approximately twelve months of navigation, 

encountering several obstacles along the way, James and I met Mark Perry for thirty 

minutes at the Ipswich 500. By the end of the meeting, it felt like a genuine 
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burgeoning partnership was forming with V8SC. Perry gave us a verbal in-principle 

agreement that V8SC would support the film that he was willing to put in writing on 

letterhead (refer to Appendix 3). To further demonstrate our commitment, we 

agreed to attend the 2013 Bathurst 1000 in October with the purpose of conducting 

further research and introducing the project to V8SC racing teams.  

 

Attending the Bathurst 1000 provided a firsthand insight into the scale of the race 

and the overt loyalty shown to brands by approximately two hundred thousand 

motor racing supporters (figure 21).  

 

 
Figure 21 A devoted camper exhibits his allegiance to the Ford brand at the 2013 Bathurst 1000. 

I arrived early in the week to introduce the project to racing teams because their 

approval was just as important as that of V8SC, because, without them, there is no 

race. The teams conveyed universal support, similar to that below from Ford 

Performance Racing:  

 

Happy to help out Dean.  . . . Hope the film takes off as we will all 

benefit from the experience. Regards, Chris O’Toole, Team Manager, 

Ford Performance Racing (e-mail to the author, 21 October 2013) 

 

Meeting the teams and introducing the project to them, as well as the broader V8SC 

community had immediate outcomes. Sponsors and brands were not being actively 

pursued but, through word of mouth, they started taking interest in 1000. The sixty-

year history that has shaped the Bathurst brand, in combination with support from 

V8SC, garnered interest among parties. Through this research, I have come to learn 
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that brand managers are more inclined to invest once there is a sense of security 

that others see value in the project. This confidence is founded on like-mindedness 

regarding subject matter, such as the mythology of Red Dog, the Lord of The Rings 

literature, or a character brand such as James Bond. Intrinsic to all of these examples 

is that someone, or something, operates as an instrument to provide the brands 

with assurance of viewership or, more bluntly, eyeballs on a screen. This corporate 

confidence is built on speculation because there are no guarantees; however, a 

project without an association of a known and recognisable name is less likely to find 

a brand partner. Red Dog was successful because historically companies in the 

region were familiar with the story and associated myths. In the case of my 

screenplay, the brand attractant is the Bathurst 1000 race and V8SC brand. Now that 

they were in place, commercial brands were taking interest and there was an 

atmosphere of shared support for the film to be produced. To that point in 

development, V8SC had been a very helpful and accommodating brand partner, 

writing letters of support and providing event access. V8SC also agreed to provide an 

introduction to their major sponsors and explore collaboration, marketing and 

investment opportunities (figure 22). 

  

 
Figure 22 The logos of the official sponsors of V8SC 2014.  

 
As Malloy emphasised in Bankroll, demonstrating to your investors that you can 

share common ground is important. I am certain my willingness to make the effort 
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and attend the Bathurst 1000, as well as my professional conduct when briefing 

teams, demonstrated to V8SC I was committed and a trustworthy partner. 

 

House of Cards 

On the face of it, 2014 looked like the year all of the threads for this research would 

fuse. After returning from Bathurst, I introduced 1000 to Screen Queensland, the 

rationale was to advance the project further by aligning support from both the film 

and motor racing industries. Development funding from Screen Queensland would 

reassure V8SC that film professionals had assessed and saw value in the story. From 

Screen Queensland’s point of view, I was bringing them a commercial project with a 

proven audience, backed by a letter of support that answered a lot of questions in 

terms of feasibility. However, in April 2014, things started to unravel. Perry departed 

V8SC. I had heard through my network that this was likely, however, that the Chief 

Operating Officer (COO) would be an ally, so things would remain unchanged. 

However, I contacted the COO in May 2014 via e-mail and never received a reply. In 

mid-June, Manwarring called to advise me that V8SC management had decided that 

they were no longer interested in 1000. Manwarring was angry at the way it was 

handled and had contacted the COO requesting one last hearing with the leadership 

group.  

 

To rally support, I met with Charlie Schwerkolt, Team Owner of CS Racing, on 23 July 

2014. Schwerkolt understood the film’s potential in terms of raising the profile of the 

sport and said he would do what he could to lobby V8SC management. It was almost 

a year to the day since meeting Perry at the Ipswich 500, and Schwerkolt agreed to 

raise the matter with Warburton at the next race. On 11 August 2014, Schwerkolt 

contacted me to say he had spoken with the COO and the media manager and things 

were not going well because the film wasn’t a priority for V8SC. He felt that he 

needed to speak to the CEO instead, and promised to contact me after that. It’s 

worth reinforcing this point about starting from the top, rather than navigating your 

way through lower and middle management. Whenever possible, one should try to 

contact the CEO, brief them, and get a definitive decision one way or another.  
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While 1000 looked on the verge of collapse with V8SC, Screen Queensland had 

offered to fly me to the Melbourne International Film Festival (MIFF), 37 South film 

market to pitch as part of MIFF’s PostScript&Direct. The event is a series of ten-

minute pitch meetings between writers and producers. The purpose is to offer 

producers and writers a chance to meet, in the hope that successful working 

relationships might ensure. Although the future of 1000 was uncertain, I decide to 

remain positive, attend MIFF and pitch it to eight producers: Tait Brady, The Acme 

Film Company; Veronica Sive, SunJive Studios; Deidre Kitcher, Film Scope; Jennifer 

Jones, Triptych Pictures; Antony Ginnane, Film Group; Aidan O’Bryan, WBMC; and 

Jason Byrne, Guilty Content.  

 

Of the eight, three producers expressed interest in 1000 as a project, but 

encouragingly there was universal curiosity in my branded content financing model, 

validating my contention that producers are looking for new streams of revenue and 

innovative bankrolling strategies. Despite the silence from V8SC, it was comforting to 

know after returning from MIFF that the film industry was responding to the 

project’s potential and recognised not only the market I was targeting, but also the 

methodology behind raising the capital. On 5 September 2014, I received a reply 

from V8SC regarding the one-page proposal I had e-mailed in July (refer to Appendix 

4). The response stated that “[1000] has been tabled at many leadership meetings 

and while they appreciate the effort and enthusiasm you and your team have put 

into this project, V8SC are not in a position to move forward with the opportunity” 

(Kelly-Morgan Reddy, e-mail to the author, 5 September 2014). 

 

The response didn’t come as a surprise; my motor racing network was now 

widespread and everybody I corresponded with kept mentioning the ongoing issues 

facing V8SC to maintain their relevance in a sport where not only was the V8 engine 

no longer being installed into Australian production cars, but also the two chief 

automotive manufacturers who form the major fan base for the sport would stop 

producing cars locally in under twenty-four months’ time. It was obvious that a 

fictional feature film was comparatively unimportant; the survival of Australia’s 
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premiere motor sport was the priority. This sentiment was confirmed in October 

2014 at the Bathurst 1000 when the Ford factory team announced they would no 

longer support Australian motor racing beyond 2014.  

 

With the Falcon already dead and waiting to be buried, V8 (Supercar) 

officials have been told Ford will officially quit the sport at the end of 

the year and will not renew a multi-million dollar year deal with 

reigning Bathurst champions Ford Performance Racing FPR. (Phelps 

2010)  

 

Ford’s departure was a huge loss because the identity of the sport was built upon 

the rivalry between the Ford and Holden brands, and affirmed what team owner 

Schwerkolt had indicated in his correspondence. The results from the online poll that 

accompanied the press release were even more sobering (figure 23).    

 

 

 
Figure 23 Results from the online poll that accompanied the news of Ford’s exit from Australian car 

manufacturing as well as V8 Supercar racing. Source: Daily Mail, 14 October 2014. 

 
The reader response to the Daily Mail poll was significant, demonstrating the 

interconnectedness between brands and their reliance on one another. With the 

departure of the Ford brand, the V8SC brand was now at risk too. On reflection, 
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what I have learnt from this unravelling from a branding perspective is that one must 

to a certain extent predict the future of the brands you intend to partner with if you 

are planning to engage them early in a film’s development phase. If we use recent 

Screen Australia data about Australian films such as Last Cab to Darwin, Oddball 

(2015), The Dressmaker (2015) and Tanna (2015), four Screen Australia supported 

feature films released in 2015, the average time between first funding and release is 

six years and seven months (Bizzaca 2016). I would never have predicted five years 

ago that Ford and Holden would remove support from Australian motor sport, let 

alone stop manufacturing vehicles in Australia altogether, but this was now the 

reality, and the consequences of the departure of these brands were significant. In 

this circumstance, the departure of the Ford brand from Australia’s premiere division 

of motor racing was having a direct influence on the V8SC brand and that 

consequently impacted on the future of 1000.    

 

I notified Screen Queensland, which withdrew its development funding, as well as 

the producers who had expressed interest when 1000 was pitched at MIFF. Although 

only a brief reply, producer Jason Byrne’s feedback—“Thanks Dean for the follow up. 

Please keep me in the loop. I’m keen” (Jason Byrne, e-mail to the author, 14 October 

2014)—affirmed for me that the concept was sound from an industry perspective; 

it’s just unfortunate other influences were impacting on the project’s future.     

 

What can be learned from this approach is that there are positives and negatives 

when engaging with brands early in development. The negatives effectively mean 

that one must not only predict the future of a brand five to seven years in advance, 

but also take into consideration other separate influences that may affect a brand’s 

profile. In today’s volatile marketplace, forecasting two years ahead is difficult; five 

to seven is almost impossible. Nonetheless, research regarding a brand’s future is 

crucial if early engagement is to have value; otherwise, one risks wasting a lot of 

time negotiating with a company that may soon be irrelevant to your project. 

Additionally, staff turnover and second-guessing whether your allies will remain with 

a company are also important considerations. Since embarking on this project, V8SC 

has had three CEOs and many of the middle management I engaged with have either 
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departed the company or moved into other roles. When approaching a company for 

support, one needs to be mindful that staff are usually already functioning at 

capacity, and adding an outside project such as 1000 to their existing workload does 

not come with any immediate benefits to them. Therefore, one must anticipate first 

of all that the project may not receive as much attention as the filmmaker wants. 

Furthermore, there is always a risk that management who do champion a project 

could leave and the person filling the role is less supportive. Since the departure of 

Perry, I had sensed reluctance from other management to continue with the project.  

 

The positives may be less apparent, but what I had come to realise is that my 

experience thus far had expanded my network in motor sport, which was an asset. I 

could directly contact the team owners and managers of eight V8SC racing teams 

and, despite the decision not to proceed from the V8SC leadership group, there 

were several managers at V8SC who still believed in 1000 and continued to be an 

ally. Manwarring was one and, despite my relationship now ending with her 

employer, she had other ideas to breathe life into 1000. She introduced me to 

another annual Bathurst marathon race, the Bathurst twelve-hour (12hr); a 

standalone endurance race for Gran Turismo (GT) production cars that commenced 

in 1991 and is held annually in February. Manwarring offered to introduce me 

directly to CEO James O’Brien. I accepted and made contact in December 2014. 

Despite not having the sixty-year history of the Bathurst 1000, the Bathurst 12hr was 

rapidly growing in popularity. I recognised several advantages that could come from 

engaging with a smaller company than V8SC and focusing my story on one race, 

while still being able to exploit the Bathurst name as a drawcard for brand partners. 

In other words, my story wouldn’t be about the race, it would be about the place.  

 

Swings and Roundabouts 

In the lead up to my meeting with O’Brien, my research journey effectively 

completed a full cycle as I found myself returning to the start. Greville had just 

completed producing a television commercial for the advertising agency GPY&R, 

whose Brisbane office was the last to hold the V8SC account before it moved 
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interstate. While conversing with the agency’s Managing Director (MD), Greville 

mentioned 1000 and our journey with V8SC. The setting for the story and branded 

content bankrolling strategy piqued the MD’s interest. GPY&R still managed the 

advertising and marketing for several V8SC teams and an offer was made to 

introduce us to Roland Dane, team owner of 888 Racing, one of the most successful 

and powerful teams in Australian motor sport. I had met Dane at Bathurst in 2013 

and was informed back then that he held a position on the V8SC board of directors. 

The MD from GPY&R thought that if Roland believed in the project, he could lobby 

the board, chairman, and CEO to reverse V8SC leadership group’s decision. I declined 

the offer, sensing there would other obstacles. I had to rationalise if I was better off 

continuing with a brand that was going through a restructure and had already 

vetoed the project or with pursuing a race with a lower profile but fewer 

management complications. In making my decision, I identified the following 

benefits: 1) I could still take advantage of the history and status of the Bathurst 

racetrack; 2) I was now speaking directly to the CEO, who did not answer to a board, 

as opposed to upper-middle management; 3) I had no broadcast rights to negotiate; 

4) The Bathurst 12hr is a drawcard for international drivers and this association 

could prove advantageous for offshore sales. Transposing the story world from a 

V8SC championship to one GT race would necessitate a major rewrite, but not a 

complete restart, because elements of 1000 could be incorporated into the new 

story. Additionally, my experience from engaging with V8SC wasn’t a complete waste 

of time; I now intimately knew the story world. With an understanding of the time 

and effort a rewrite would take, I wanted to meet with the Bathurst 12hr CEO before 

making a decision to continue writing.  

 

On 6 January 2015, Greville and I met O’Brien, CEO of the Bathurst 12hr. The hour-

long meeting was very productive, and O’Brien had no issue with our intentions; he 

was a businessman and could see value in the project elevating the status of his race. 

The dialogue was very transaction-orientated; for example, presently there are 

several curtain raiser events as a precursor to the main race. These lower divisions of 

motor sport pay to occupy the track during this time. O’Brien had no issue if we 

wanted access for filming purposes as long as he was recompensed either directly or 
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through recognised investment in the film. We finished the meeting with an 

understanding that a rewrite would take time and once a new draft of the 

screenplay was ready, we would re-establish contact.   

   

Through this research, I have learned that the attraction to motor sport is partly the 

cars and speed, but another important lure is the track itself. When I attended the 

Bathurst 1000, in a conversation with a team manager regarding the tracks 

mythology, I questioned why Mount Panorama was so significant. The team 

manager replied, “Great race tracks have consequences.” His answer resonated with 

me and informed my new approach to the story. It wouldn’t be about a racing 

championship anymore; it would be about the lengths someone goes to live their 

dream and race at Australia’s holy land of motor sport. Focusing on one race 

afforded me a lot of freedom in terms of narrative structure. I retitled the screenplay 

King of Speed and aligned it more with the caper film genre, using the world of 

motor racing as the context. I am very comfortable reshaping a genre; my first 

funded short film The Parlour is usually categorised as a black comedy, but on closer 

inspection it is actually an adaptation of the film noir genre. In The Parlour, the 

detective hero is substituted with an undertaker; the femme fatal is replaced with a 

widow of the recently deceased, and underworld antagonists morph into scoundrel 

gravediggers. I intended to do the same with King of Speed, but apply the 

conventions inherent in caper films. Typically, caper films involve a heist, especially 

thefts, but the robbery in King of Speed would not be a bank or jewellery store, it 

would be a prestige automobile. I was determined the new story would not be 

categorised as one exclusively for motor racing fans. It would be an audacious heist 

movie where all roads lead to Bathurst. Some might question why such a wholesale 

change was necessary, especially one that aligned the film with crime. Part of the 

decision was simply that I felt more comfortable writing for that genre. The other 

reason is a classic expression in psychology that “bad men do what good men 

dream”. In other words, we all have a desire to be naughty, be a little bit bad, and 

break the law from time to time to time. What stops us is we are civil humans and 

think about the consequences. However, the caper film genre, or a heist movie, is a 

great way to dip into our latent desires in a safe way.  
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The screenplay rewrite took approximately eleven months and during this time, I 

discovered that O’Brien had negotiated with the Bathurst council for an additional 

race in Easter, the Bathurst 6-hour (6hr). It was reassuring information that we could 

potentially access the track twice in any given year, and it motivated me to finalise 

the script. In December 2015, I re-established contact with O’Brien, congratulating 

him on the additional Bathurst race, and to notify him that a draft for King of Speed 

was now complete that I was happy to forward if he’d like to read. O’Brien’s reply 

came with news that he’d just sold the Bathurst 12hr rights to Supercars Events, 

otherwise known as V8 Supercars Australia. As such, any future discussions 

regarding the film would need to be with Supercars Events. O’Brien offered to make 

the introduction to John Casey, Marketing Director for V8SC and event director of 

the 2016 Bathurst 12hr. At this juncture, I did consider surrendering: it appeared a 

film about Bathurst was just going to be too hard to make. Most disappointingly, 

Greville and I were really excited about the broad appeal of the new story. With 

nothing to lose, I decided to take O’Brien up on his offer of an introduction. I had 

met Casey at the Bathurst 1000 in 2013 when he just started with V8SC. Casey 

replied to my e-mail in January 2016; from our previous engagement, he 

remembered both the project and team. In his correspondence, he hinted that he 

suspected we would face the same issues as we did previously but was happy to 

meet.   

 

On 17 March 2016, Greville and I met and pitched King of Speed to Casey. He 

admitted he knew nothing about filmmaking and what audiences would find 

appealing but, in his opinion, we were featuring the wrong race. Several race 

divisions had been discarded since V8SC had acquired the rights to the Bathurst 12hr 

and it was now strictly GT racing where, “owners and international factory teams do 

not hesitate to open their wallets and pay eight hundred thousand to a million 

dollars for a car” (personal conversation with John Casey, 17 March 2016). From a 

story point of view, Casey thought it was a mental stretch that a team scratching 

around in Sprint car racing could ever bankroll a car and be competitive at the 

Bathurst 12hr, even if it was stolen. Prior to V8SC ownership, the race included 
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amateur divisions and that was the world King of Speed occupies, but GT racing is a 

millionaires club and a part of me agreed with Casey. The meeting with Casey was 

both candid and valuable, learning that from V8SC’s data, there are approximately 4 

million supporters of motor sport in Australia. We left on terms that as a V8SC 

representative, Casey was permitting us to continue development, but I couldn’t 

help but sense at some point there would be a reason to terminate once again. In 

the weeks prior to the meeting with Casey, Greville had attended the Australian 

Writers Conference (AWC) and pitched King of Speed to Seph McKenna, head of 

Australian production at Village Roadshow. The pitch interested Seph and he 

requested to read the screenplay. I was determined that it would not be a case of 

déjà vu when I travelled to MIFF after V8SC had withdrawn support for 1000, vis-à-

vis, the screenplay would attract film industry support minus critical institutional 

backing. Without consulting with Greville, I decided to change the feature race from 

the Bathurst 12hr to the Bathurst 6hr. It wouldn’t require a rewrite, it was a simple 

change and the most logical thing to do if the project was ever going to be realised.  

 
Figure 24 The 1000 logo was modified in response to the screenplay’s title change. Although the story 

was going in a new direction, most of the artwork that was initially created could still be used. 

The logo was amended; a one-page synopsis drafted (see Appendix 5), and contact 

with O’Brien re-established. O’Brien endorsed Casey’s comments regarding the 

plausibility of ordinary working class characters succeeding in the 12hr since the 

removal of the amateur divisions and was happy to throw his support behind us 

once again. It was the inaugural year for the Bathurst 6hr, O’Brien had no intentions 

of selling and without any media rights to negotiate, or management to navigate, it 

was the right decision. In correspondence with O’Brien, he included the Bathurst 6hr 

logo so it could be added to all documentation. It was a subtle, but meaningful 
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gesture and all documentation was updated to include the logo. The partnership felt 

genuine and it was now time to engage in a much broader way with brands.    

           

 

The Road Ahead 

On 25 April 2016, the Herald Sun newspaper published an article entitled “Channel 7, 

Network Ten Unable to Agree on Footage for Peter Brock Telemovie”. I had known 

about the Endemol Shine production for some time, and while King of Speed and this 

upcoming telemovie about legendary driver Peter Brock shared very little in 

common, it did confirm my suspicions that media rights can cripple projects even 

when they have network support. The article said, “Network Ten is believed to have 

failed to strike a deal with Channel 7 for its exclusive race vision, leaving production 

company Endemol Shine scrounging for footage”, with a source adding, “The biggest 

issue is production had been completed but that footage has now been taken off 

them” (Hore 2016). Producers were turning to the enthusiasts for help: “If you have 

any amateur Bathurst, Sandown and/or other great Aussie car racing footage from 

1969 through to 1996, we need to hear from you” (Hore 2016). This disastrous 

situation for Endemol Shine to a certain extent confirmed that while the Bathurst 

6hr didn’t have the profile of the Bathurst 1000 or 12hr for that matter, there were 

advantages of targeting smaller events that could still strategically use the history of 

the legendary track, without the complications. Now that we had settled on the 

Bathurst 6hr, and knowing there’d be future redrafting once distributors and funding 

agencies commenced, it was time to apply the strategies underpinning this research.  

 

The film industry and advertising community have responded positively to the 

hybridised financing methodologies underpinning this research. During a meeting 

with Village Roadshow Deputy Chairman John Kirby on 25 July 2016, he conveyed 

valuable ideas to improve the story and, overall, he saw King of Speed as an 

attractive proposition for a distributor, given its bespoke targeting of audience. He 

respected the ambitiousness of the financing model, appropriateness of the story 

context where brands are naturalised, but held that the additional advertising and 
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marketing associations would be a natural product of any great story, aligning with 

my contention that the quality of the content is paramount.  

 

Dialogue with advertising and media associates has recommenced, with enthusiasm 

expressed for both the concept and financing model, as these companies also seek 

new ways to produce value-based content. At a Master Class at the Mar del Plata 

film festival in 2014, Paul Schrader, writer of Taxi Driver (1976), American Gigolo 

(1980), Raging Bull (1980), and dozens of other acclaimed and successful films, said:  

 

We’re exploring all kinds of new ways to collect revenue. So, you get 

subscription systems, individual systems, sometimes it comes through 

products. I was just talking to someone about short films that are being 

made by people like BMW, or Louis Vuitton. They do not even have to 

be commercials; it can just say, 'BMW presents’. (Schrader cited in 

Mango 2014) 

     

James and I have reengaged with advertising agencies and media companies for 

intelligence and advice concerning the best strategy to initiate contact with brands. 

In some cases, our engagement is direct; in others, via agency introduction. We are 

aware that not all relationships between client and agency will be healthy, but that 

you have to start somewhere, and the likelihood of success from an agency 

introduction is higher than if ‘cold-calling’. We are researching as much possible, 

then grouping brands into categories based on what we require from them. For 

example, just as with the Porsche in Risky Business, King of Speed features a car as a 

plot device. Therefore, we are approaching several automotive manufacturers for 

vehicle sponsorship so as to remove that expense from the budget. At the time of 

writing this exegesis, direct links to agencies or media companies representing BMW, 

Holden, Nissan, Renault, Ford, Porsche, and Infiniti have been established, and 

engagement will commence in upcoming weeks.  

 

We have also received advice from agencies concerning how brands manage their 

advertising and marketing budgets. There tends to be two pools of money, above 
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the line (ATL) and below the line (BTL). ATL is traditional media, TV, radio and 

outdoor advertising, while BTL is sponsorship and public relations. The general 

consensus is that BTL is the pool of money that we should be pursuing when 

considering partnerships that do not involve product or brand placement. Like the 

brands that were recognised by Tribeca X, here we are looking for partners who 

share the film’s spirit, and the financial contribution is more aligned with public 

relations. In other instances where the connection is based on tie-in support through 

traditional advertising, we are advised to discuss an ATL contribution because the 

exchange is more transaction oriented: screen time for visible branding.  

 

We are also investigating reciprocal sponsorship arrangements that will allow us to 

either reduce or remove additional budget items, such as free access to Archerfield 

Speedway and the Bathurst racetrack. Boosting production values by leveraging off 

actual events is nothing new to filmmaking, and we will be seeking to partner with 

the Archerfield Speedway and Bathurst 6hr management, as well as various other 

companies. The locations and events get a promotional boost and raise their profile 

through their association with the film, while the production is given access at no 

cost. Learning from Transformers 4: Age of Extinction, we must be sure not to 

overpromise or fail to honour what is agreed.      

 

For other locations, we are taking the basic principles of these collaboration 

strategies and hybridising them even further. For instance, the one-tenth scale 

Bathurst go-kart track that features heavily throughout the screenplay would need 

to be constructed for the film at significant cost. To reduce that expense, we are 

investigating joint-venture opportunities with existing go-karting businesses, with 

the idea of sharing construction costs and creating a promotional collaboration. The 

benefit to the film is a reduction in construction, while the benefit for the go-karting 

business is the track itself will become an attraction. The legendary status of Mount 

Panorama, combined with targeted campaigns at fans of the movie, will provide a 

marketing boost and expand awareness of the business through these associations.  
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The scope for crowdfunding opportunities is also broad if we can take advantage of 

existing membership and loyalty schemes connected to brands. The retail giant 

Supercheap Auto is an obvious example of a business that we plan to engage. In this 

case, the intent is an association based on Supercheap’s contribution through tie-in 

promotion, via their retail television advertisements and catalogues, as well creating 

pre-awareness and building an audience by directly marketing to their million-plus 

customer loyalty subscribers. In return, it would be completely naturalised for the 

Supercheap brand to feature in King of Speed, given their sponsorship across several 

divisions of motor sport. Additionally, through the Bathurst 6hr, Production car and 

Sprint car clubs, incentives like hot laps around the famous track, rides in a Sprint 

car, and group events at the Bathurst go-kart track could be offered to motivate 

people to donate substantially and make a real contribution to the budget at 

minimal cost, while simultaneously building a community that is invested in the 

movie.  

 

Community building will be an ongoing process right through to distribution because 

event screenings during a cinema release are becoming increasingly important to the 

success of Australian films. The fourth-highest grossing film of 2013, Tim Winton’s 

The Turning (2013), implemented an event screening methodology that also 

encouraged several other Australian filmmakers to follow (Groves 2014c). One 

hundred and eighty thousand dollars was spent on the talent tour for Last Cab to 

Darwin (2015), with forty-three Q&A screenings across nineteen cities and towns. 

Greg Hughes, CEO of Dendy/Icon group, said:  

 

It’s impossible to calculate what the cast tour added to gross box office 

but on similar films the proportion of box office sales that come from 

independent cinemas, particularly regionals, is 35%. On Last Cab it was 

47%. There is value in thinking about regional cinema as a place where 

film can be born. (cited in George 2016) 

 

A natural extension and hybridisation of the event distribution methodology will be 

to tie-in the release of King of Speed with race events such as the Bathurst 6hr, 
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Bathurst Challenge, Deniliquin ute muster, Street Machine Summernats, and 

potentially the V8SC championship, which has fifteen race events spread throughout 

the year. The objective is two-tiered and involves taking the film to the audience 

through portable ‘pop-up’ and drive-in cinemas, with a traditional cinema release to 

follow. Tickets to screenings could be sold on the day at race events, or built into the 

pricing when fans purchase passes. This approach removes the variable that perhaps 

race fans may not be typical cinemagoers and allows them to access the film in a 

space they regularly occupy in an exclusive way. There is the potential for Q&A 

sessions and cast access to create added promotion through traditional media, tie-in 

and word of mouth. Events can last between two and four days, with attendance 

ranging from a couple of thousand to over one hundred thousand, so the audience 

capacity is significant.  

 

An unanticipated benefit while conducting this research is the ongoing willingness 

and support from advertising agencies and media companies to not only help with 

information and introductions to brands but to also freely assist with advertising and 

marketing advice for the film. In other words, the agencies have expressed a 

willingness to structure a marketing campaign when the film is released. I believe 

this proposal is predicated on years of relationship building that started when I 

commenced making television commercials. I would never anticipate or expect such 

in-kind generosity without a prior working history, but once again, the agency offer 

is directly having a positive impact by reducing marketing costs.   

 

The strategies outlined above are not exhaustive, nor will they necessarily formulate 

into a system that can be perfectly applied to every Australian film exploring brand 

partnerships. I am inclined to be conservative and say it would be a very small 

percentage. However, the various approaches outlined in this exegesis are fluid, and 

what is clear is that there are multiple opportunities to adapt existing and proven 

models for Australian filmmakers. If applied correctly, the strategies can not only 

provide additional revenue streams and budgetary support to a film, but also 

empower a filmmaker. This is because, in this model, they are no longer merely an 

individual hoping a funding body or distributor will see value in their story; rather, 
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they are a creator of content with an identified audience supporting it, and that is 

something not to be dismissed or devalued.     

 

 

Based on my experiences described in this chapter, I have compiled a list of 

recommendations and aspects to reflect on when seeking support from branding 

partners (see Appendix 6), which is aimed to assist other filmmakers. Not all the 

recommendations will apply in every case; some may need to be adapted or 

dismissed altogether. However, if this model proves successful, then the commercial 

sector will respond positively, creating opportunity for others to follow. What once 

may have been considered an unorthodox approach to financing may become 

accepted for certain projects, reducing some filmmakers’ dependence on 

government subsidy.  
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Chapter 6 

CONCLUSION 

With the waning government funding available for film projects in Australia, 

strategies and methodologies such as those I have sketched out in this exegesis are 

going to become more important. What I have discovered while undertaking this 

research is that filmmakers are armed with something that is very desirable for 

brands: audience and content. Film writers and producers generating engaging 

content will always have real bargaining power, which should never be 

underestimated or devalued.  

 

When I commenced this research, my understanding of branded entertainment was 

very simple, unsophisticated, and perhaps slightly prejudiced. This has changed; 

through experimentation and research, I have come to understand that branded 

content can be a real collaboration between filmmakers and business, and, for the 

right project, a different but workable model for financing. It is not a panacea; it 

does need to work in conjunction within existing systems, but in this country, it is 

truly still in its infancy stage. More Australian filmmakers should take advantage of 

brands that share similar ideals and audiences. Through collaboration, a brand could 

win by enjoying a positive association, and the filmmaker could win by securing a 

new financing option. 

 

This exegesis has presented a chronological account of my working process for 

developing the movie King of Speed. In doing so, it has mapped out a framework and 

context that are designed to guide a writer or producer looking to engage with 

brands early on in a film’s development, highlighting the opportunities and obstacles 

one may face when entering relationships with commercial partners for content 

outcomes. It proposes relationship management strategies with a view of achieving 

a successful outcome, without the film being regarded as an advertorial. It has aimed 

to define an industry-relevant process that, to my understanding, has not been 

previously described in industry-based literature. This approach has been designed 

to have the potential to be integrated into the financing of some suitable Australian 

feature films in ways approximating to those laid out in this exegesis. For some, 
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negotiating with state and federal screen agencies for funding is much simpler and 

straightforward, but as government subsidisation waxes and wanes, filmmakers 

need to be innovative because there is little hope that the cutbacks will be reversed.  

 

This research has posed questions about the advantages and disadvantages of 

working with commercial partners while developing a screenplay; the impact on 

story integrity when fostering relationships with brands; and the contribution 

branding can make to co-financing an Australian film. Throughout the evolution of 

King of Speed, I have come to realise that branding and the different variants of it 

can make a positive contribution to the financing of an Australian feature film if a 

filmmaker considers a brand in the broadest possible sense. It may not always 

necessarily be direct cash contributions in exchange for featuring a product or logo, 

but it may be ways of reducing the budget and providing additional revenue streams 

through in-kind and tie-in marketing support, access to large communities for 

crowdfunding, and supplementary distribution options.  

 

Moreover, when I introduced my methodology to state government agencies and 

industry producers during script development, the response was anything but 

negative, so I see no reason why branded content cannot be integrated into existing 

financing structures. As Screen Australia’s CEO Graeme Mason admits, “our screen 

industries straddle two worlds: art and business” (Mason cited in Blatchford 2014). 

The difficulty is finding the right commercial companies to partner with. The process 

can be longwinded and convoluted, which may lead to an impasse. However, there 

possibilities are endless; a filmmaker just has to be persistent in exploring them. 

Both Red Dog and the development of King of Speed demonstrate that when the 

right combination of story and industry unite, business and brands are open to 

allowing filmmakers creative license without compromising the narrative as long as 

the connections are not forced.   

 

There are various ways to finance a feature film, and many and varied industrial and 

cultural contexts in which production may take place. This study proposes one 

approach; the application of the proposed model depends on the suitability of the 
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content for branding opportunities and the significance of the contribution from 

brand partners as well as other sources. The information outlined here could lead to 

a viable feature film with the aid of some institutional funding. What is important to 

consider is that, through this method, filmmakers can seek finance while still writing 

and developing their story. The two processes can evolve in parallel.   

While the brand financing specifications for King of Speed depart from approaches 

described in other texts, their methodologies still apply. The distinction is that the 

process outlined in this exegesis is from the filmmaker’s perspective, not the 

marketers’, and it broadens the scope to include crowdfunding and alternative 

marketing strategies. The amorphous nature of this model means that it will 

continue to evolve and adapt to advances in technology and communications. 

Ultimately, it will require further testing, refining, and adjusting. While some will say 

the price that comes with this methodology is unethical and amoral, after truly 

engaging with brands for mutual benefit over several years now, I do not feel that I 

am misleading the audience in any way. This process can be difficult and convoluted, 

but, then again, isn’t all film financing?  
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Appendix 1: 1000 1 Page Synopsis 
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Appendix 2: Proposal to V8 Supercars 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
V8 Supercars, Bathurst & Cinema 

A formula for success 
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We propose 
A strategic partnership that brings a compelling fictional story, V8 Supercars and the iconic 
Bathurst 1000 race to a worldwide audience through cinema.  
 
What we are offering  
A creative stake in the intellectual property of a contemporary story with narrative integrity, 
developed by some Australia’s finest writing talent, that is tailored to V8 Supercars and will 
speak to an audience both locally and internationally through its universal themes of family, 
love, loss, redemption and racing.  
 
Who will watch it and why  
Fans of V8 Supercars and Bathurst will guarantee a certain viewership, but that’s just the 
starting point. 1000 is first and foremost a character-based story. For these reasons and many 
others including themes of romance, humour and drama, 1000 will connect with people on 
an emotional level, and speak to a wide and varied audience of different ages and genders. 
The combination of marquee talent, a great story, and the visual excitement of motor racing 
reinforces that the concept is sound. Think Days of Thunder, Rocky, Million Dollar Baby, 
Moneyball, The Fighter; all successful films in their own right with sporting themes that speak 
to all ages and genders.  
 
This is an opportunity for V8 Supercars to connect with an audience that was once 
unreachable through traditional marketing. It is also a chance to entrench the brand into the 
fabric of Australian screen culture and consciousness for many years to come. Cars, Bathurst 
and motor sport are significant to our national identity and help define who we are as 
Australians to an international audience.  
 
What we need 
We are not looking for equity or investment, what we want is exclusivity and access. To try 
and recreate the spectacle that is a V8 Supercar event is simply beyond reach. For this film to 
be feasible we need access to 3 or 4 races during the V8 Supercar championship including 
Bathurst, and the ability to place a car in the pits and on the track during non-competition 
periods. With a driver approved by the V8 Supercars board—we’re hoping Mark Skaife might 
entertain the idea of getting back behind the wheel. V8 Supercars and the teams have the 
reassurance we are not there to interfere or inhibit with their routines and races. From our 
side of things, we have access to capture and bring to life the excitement of V8 Supercar 
events and the Bathurst 1000.    
 
Who will pay for it?  
Australian film funding and screen agencies: Screen Australia, Screen Queensland, New South 
Wales Film and Television Office and other state agencies. Local and international distributors. 
Existing industry partners drawn from the Producers extensive network. 1000 is also a green 
fields opportunity to engage with brand partners. How can we imagine a driver racing on a 
track without sponsors around them, when the world of motor racing to a large extent is 
financed by these partnerships. 
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How?  
Never underestimate the value of a good script to create buzz and the willingness of marquee 
actors to be involved. With V8 Supercars on-board, the iconic nature of the Bathurst 1000 and 
the quality of the script, we will be targeting internationally recognized actors such as Eric 
Bana (Chopper), Liam Hemsworth (Hunger Games), Ryan Kwanten (True Blood), Jai Courtney 
(A Good Day to Die Hard) amongst others. Bathurst is culturally significant enough to our 
national identity to qualify for funding under the guidelines set out by screen agencies and 
also the tax rebate schemes. The private sector will certainly want their brands included given 
the exposure, the longevity of films to remain in the public consciousness and within this story, 
branding is completely in context.      
 
Why it needs to be made 
Australian audiences love the sexiness of cars on screen. The fifth installment of the 
Hollywood Fast and Furious (2011) franchise grossed $18.5 million in only two weeks at the 
Australian box office giving Universal Pictures its biggest Australian opening weekend ever. 
This to a certain extent validates our contention that cars are popular and a draw-card with 
local audiences. The one thing that unites all Australian’s is deep down we think we’re all red-
hot drivers. We’re a nation of revheads and car lovers.  
 
When?  
Shooting would commence in 2014 with extensive planning in 2013. We want to cover 3 - 4 
races, venues are negotiable but currently the screenplay features Adelaide, Perth, Surfers 
Paradise and Bathurst in that order. We are aware Surfers Paradise happens after Bathurst 
but have taken some creative license because Bathurst must be the climax of the film. The 
above races were chosen because they are dynamic locations, the diversity of tracks and 
strategic reasons with film agencies. Outside of this coverage principle photography would 
take place over a 4-week period dependant on cast availability. This would not interfere with 
day-to-day V8 Supercar operations.   
 
What’s at stake? 
As creative professionals with a commercial background, we understand that maintaining the 
integrity of the V8 Supercar brand is paramount. What we ask from V8 Supercar is to trust the 
creative team behind this concept in terms of what an audience wants to watch and allow us 
to do what we do best, tell great stories. V8 Supercars should never doubt that we always 
have the integrity of their brand in mind. It’s a win win opportunity for both parties.   
 
A final word from the creative team 
Motor racing and motor sports form a vital part of the Australian character, and the Bathurst 
1000 is the undisputed king of this countries motor racing mountain. A film about Bathurst 
has the potential to become a seminal Australian film, and a huge commercial success, not 
only at the box office, but for its commercial and brand partners. This project represents an 
opportunity for the producers to make a hugely successful film, and for V8 supercars to take 
the marketing of their brand to an unprecedented level. What we are seeking is an agreement 
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with V8 supercars, so that we may raise the finance for this project, and an understanding 
that with approval from you on final script and key creative points, that we can bring this 
project to fruition.  
 
We look forward to the opportunity to come and meet in person with management, explain 
our rationale and provide V8 Supercars with the confidence that we are the right team to 
partner with and realise this unique opportunity.  
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  Creative Team 

 
Dean Chircop (Writer) 
Dean Chircop is a writer and director, known for his audience appealing stories, visual style 
and flair for eliciting natural performances. Dean spent 10 years as a television commercials 
director working with clients such as Telstra, Foxtel and Aprilia. During this period he also 
wrote and directed some of Queensland’s most successful short films including the Dendy 
Award nominated The Parlour starring Tiriel Mora (The Castle, Frontline) and Bloody Footy 
starring George Kapiniaris (Acropolis Now, Wogboy). Bloody Footy screened in competition at 
the prestigious Berlinale (Germany), Tribeca Film Festival (New York), Pacific Meridian Film 
Festival (Russia) as well as dozens of other film festivals. Bloody Footy was also part of an 
official selection of films to screen at the FIFA World Cup to an audience over eighty thousand 
as well as winning the AToM Award for best direction.   
 
Dean joined the Griffith University Film School in 2009 while undertaking his doctorate in 
visual arts. His appointment as a drama specialist continually hones his directing and 
storytelling skills while supervising the graduate film slate that includes the feature length 
Bullets For The Dead shooting in June 2013. Dean’s research includes the writing and 
development of the feature film 1000, while investigating alternatives to taxpayer financing. 
He is known for being a writer/director that understands the delicate balance of creating 
market-appealing stories with commercial partners.   
 
 
James Greville (Script consultant, Producer) 
James Greville and Tori Garrett established Two Little Indians (TLI), a Brisbane based film 
production company in 2002. TLI quickly became one of the top commercial production 
companies in Australia and in 2005 made its first foray into drama with the multi award 
winning short, The Barrows screening at over 30 festivals worldwide.  Since then, Tori Garrett 
has directed three major television dramas, SliDe, and Wentworth for Foxtel and Times of Our 
Lives for the ABC. James Greville has won the AWGIE for best unproduced screenplay for Box, 
which shoots August 2013 starring Shane Jacobsen Kenny and Callan McCauliffe. 
  
James Greville is a writer, producer and creative director. Before establishing Two Little 
Indians, he was Vice President and Head of Creative for Turner Entertainment Networks 
Europe, Middle East and Africa. Prior to that, he was the launch director and establishing 
creative director for MTV Australia. 
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Appendix 3: V8 Supercars Letter of Support 
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Appendix 4: Logistical Summary 
Hi Kelly, revised summary below that hopefully answers everything.  
The framing for this e-mail is as follows: We feel there's been a big misunderstanding 
regarding our intentions with the film project '1000' and would hate for it to terminate when 
presently there is so much film industry support rallying to make it happen. 
 
WHAT WE HAVE 
Strong team support for the film. Charlie Swerkholt, CR Racing, Betty Klimenko, Erebus 
Motorsport, Brad Jones, BJR, Roland Dane, 888 Racing, Stephen Webb, Tekno Autosports, 
Steve Hallam, Walkinshaw Racing, Chris O’Toole, FPR, Dean Cowling, GRM. 
The film is a chance for V8 Supercars to connect with an audience that was once 
unreachable through traditional marketing and advertising. This movie can entrench the 
brand into the fabric of Australian screen culture and consciousness for many years to come. 
Cars, Bathurst and motor sport are significant to our national identity and help define who 
we are to an international audience. 
 We have a great story. The script is ready, it’s a fantastic story that speaks to all ages and 
will appeal to both men and women.   
 
WHAT WE WANT 
We do not want or need money from V8 Supercars. Funding will come from traditional film 
financing channels, tax rebate schemes and the private sector because Bathurst is culturally 
significant. 
A firm agreement so that we may raise the finance for this project. There is already a buzz 
about this film script, the writer has been invited to attend a film financing marketplace to 
meet with key international film co-financiers. 
We require access to four V8 Supercar race events during the championship. We want to 
feature signature races. Phillip Island, Sydney, Surfers Paradise and Bathurst. Bathurst is the 
climax, the 'hero' race of the film.  
 
IT'S A LOT SIMPLER THAN YOU MIGHT THINK 
Recording our footage will be an unobtrusive process. Shooting would take place early in 
the event week, in downtime, during non-competition periods while actual V8 Supercar 
teams are setting up.  
Only two V8 Supercars will be on the track. In motor racing films there are only two 
important cars, the hero and antihero which will be our cars.  We will then composite 
computer generated (CGI) V8 Supercars into our footage, add some cockpit shots that will 
be filmed in a studio and intercut this with some actual race footage supplied to us from the 
V8 Supercars broadcast team.  
The combination of these elements will be like nothing Australian motor racing has ever 
seen before. It will be exciting, real, heart thumping footage that will truly bring the speed 
and excitement of V8 Supercars to life on the big screen. 
 
LOGISTICAL SUMMARY 
Track access: Two hero cars that will feature in the film as well as a tracking vehicle that will 
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be used to film the cars. Shooting will take place in down time outside peak event periods.  
Pit access: 1 pit bay, again outside peak event periods. We can shoot this footage before or 
after race events, it's not critical that it happens in a race environment.   
Event truck/vehicle access for crew: 3 x trucks, 8 x cars and or vans approx.  
Crew/cast size: Approximately 20 - 30 crew, 8 cast. All would need accreditation.  
Required space and parking: Parking for crew vehicles and trucks in the track precinct. Unit 
base for film crew which can be away from the main action.  
Race events: Phillip Island, Sydney, Surfers Paradise and Bathurst. 
(Dean Chircop, e-mail, 22 July2014)  
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Appendix 5: King of Speed 1 Page Synopsis 
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Appendix 6: Recommendations for Filmmakers Seeking 
Branding Partnerships 

 
• Consider whether the film’s narrative is even suitable for such partnerships, 

because forced connections do not make for authentic storytelling.  
 

• Before contacting potential brand partners, ensure your story is properly 
developed. If a brand responds positively, be prepared to act. 

 
• Think about branding in the broadest possible sense, because ‘brand’ is an 

elusive word with a many associations.  
   

• Be realistic with your aims and what is achievable.  
    

• Use networking tools, such as LinkedIn, to find connections to brands. The 
connections may not necessarily be direct, but think broadly and research 
who your associates are connected to and the links they can provide.  

 
• Avoid making unsolicited contact with people. For most people outside the 

film industry, being pitched a film is an abstract proposition and in all 
likelihood they will respond negatively.  

 
• Present your work professionally and build a brand around your film (for 

example, a logo, letterhead, online domain, etc.). How the content is 
presented is just as important as the content itself. 

 
• Avoid pursuing content where media rights are involved because they are 

almost impossible to negotiate.  
 

• Be patient. You’re adding to other people’s workload where your project is 
not their first priority.  

 
• Be prepared for staff to leave or be promoted, and think about the 

consequences for your film if they do. 
 

• Make contact with upper management as quickly as possible. Partnering with 
a brand is easier from the top down.  

 
• Consider the selected brand’s future: where are they going as a company?  

 
• Do not underestimate your value. Remember that you are presenting 

companies with an opportunity to connect with an audience that was once 
unreachable through traditional marketing. You are also offering them a 
chance to entrench their brand into the fabric of Australian screen culture 
and consciousness for many years to come. 
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