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The Rules
PART ONE: DO THE RIGHT THING

1 Put in your time before you take someone else’s time.   3
2 Soak in where you are.   5
3 Never miss a deadline. No exceptions.   7
4 Whatever your job, do it well.   8
5 Don’t just show up. Participate.   9
6 Take your own notes. 10
7 Proof your work. 11
8 Volunteer. 13
9 Welcome constructive criticism. 14

10 Be a great collaborator. 16
11 Be a great teammate. 17
12 Use sick days for when you’re sick. 19
13 “Some for the meals. Some for the reels.” 21

PART TWO: PORTFOLIOS, PRESENTATIONS, AND PITCHES
14 Don’t give them a reason to put your portfolio down. 25
15 Tailor your portfolio to the job. 27
16 Keep your portfolio up to date. 29
17 Open strong. Close stronger. 30
18 Keep it short. 32
19 Learn how to make a pitch. 34
20 Edit your pitch. 36
21 Make your pitch bulletproof. 38
22 Set up your work. 40

PART THREE: IMPROVE YOURSELF
23 Be better than average. 45
24 Be in competition with yourself. 47
25 Everyone fails. 48
26 Learn from people at the top. 49
27 Learn something new every year. 51
28 Be a student of your field. 53
29 Immerse yourself in inspiration. 54
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30 Make every day a “school day.” 56
31 Surround yourself with people who love their jobs. 58
32 Keep in shape. 60

PART FOUR: COLD HARD TRUTHS
33 It’s a small world. 63
34 This ain’t a hobby. 64
35 Try the new thing. 66
36 Being “transitioned off ” is sometimes code for 68

     “Get rid of him (or her).”
37 The story dilemma: What you learn on one movie 70

     won’t help you with the next.
38 Every studio is two flops from disaster. 72
39 Watch for freelance erosion. 74
40 “Appearing equal” is not the same as “being equal.” 76
41 You will be laid off. 78
42 Don’t waste time. You will never get it back. 80

PART FIVE: IT’S A CAREER
43 Give it 100 percent. 85
44 Be known for something special. 86
45 Increase your reach, increase your worth. 88
46 Keep up with what’s happening in the industry. 90
47 Watch for tastemakers and new platforms. 92
48 Cerulean is not blue. 94
49 Maintain contacts. 97
50 Compliment before critiquing. 99
51 Don’t shoot “good budget.” 100
52 Beat the estimates. 102

BONUS RULES!
53 Perform so your work outlasts you. 104
54 Don’t be caught out twice. 106
55 Earn this. 107
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Do the Right Thing
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SUPPOSE YOU WERE a major league pitcher. 
Would you make your opening pitch without study-
ing the opposing batters? If you were the starting 
quarterback for an NFL team, would you take your 
first snap from center without studying the other 
team’s defense? Not if you wanted to stay in the 
major leagues.
	 Start your job hunt by first researching the 
employers.
	 As an artist looking for work, you need to be sell-
ing what the buyer is buying. Make sure your sales 
pitch lines up with the employer’s needs by know-
ing the kind of product the employer makes and the 
kind of people the employer hires. Learn about the 

Put in your time before
you take someone else’s time.

RULE
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companies you are interested in working for.
On too many occasions, young people call me 

seeking advice about getting into the animation busi-
ness, and it is obvious that they haven’t done their 
homework about the industry. I no longer try to edu-
cate them. Now, if they haven’t studied the animation 
industry, I quickly end the conversation. 

You don’t get my time until you have put in your 
time.
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TWO WEEKS BEFORE commencement, I visited 
a large university where I met a graduating senior 
who admitted to me that he didn’t have a portfo-
lio or demo reel. I couldn’t believe it. How could 
he study animation for four years and end up with 
nothing to present?

Soak in where you are.

RULE

	 At another college, a student asked if I would 
mentor him while he made his student film. I agreed 
to help and encouraged him to send me his work. As it 
turned out, it was the easiest mentoring job that I have 
ever had. I never heard from him again.
	 On a big animated feature, I remember a sto-
ryboard artist who was new to the studio, and was 
working with a group of seasoned professionals. The 
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artist was offered the opportunity to pair with a more 
experienced artist, but he declined. He also turned 
down the chance to attend lunchtime story classes and 
drawing lessons. When he was laid off, he blamed oth-
ers, not himself.
	 Life is not a merry-go-round where you have 
repeated chances to grab the brass ring. Don’t allow 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunities to pass you by. If 
you are in school, savor every moment. You will never 
again have so much free time to devote to learning. 
If you are at a job, take advantage of everything your 
workplace offers.
	 Unlike a movie, life has no retakes.
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AS LONG AS there have been college assignments, 
students have turned in their work late. And their 
usual penalty is that their grade is lowered.
	 That is college.
	 In the working world, there is no lowering of a 
grade. There is hitting the deadline or not hitting the 
deadline. And people don’t care why you missed the 
date. They just want the work finished. If you can’t hit 
the target, they will find someone else who can.

Never miss a deadline.
No exceptions.

RULE
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LOTS OF SUCCESSFUL people in the entertain-
ment industry have had simple beginnings.
	 Before George Shapiro was the agent for com-
edy heavyweights Jerry Seinfeld, Carl Reiner, and 
Andy Kaufman, he worked in the mailroom at a 
talent agency. So did entertainment industry scions 
David Geffen, Barry Diller, and Ron Meyer. Michael 
Eisner, Ted Koppel, and Regis Philbin started their 
careers as NBC pages.
	 Everybody starts out at a low-level job. But 
smart, successful people use that job to show how 
good they are.
	 If you want to advance, follow this credo: Do your 
job so well that the person who follows you will have 
an impossible time measuring up to your standard.

Whatever your job, do it well.

RULE
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I WENT TO a series of meetings with a well-known 
film personality, and at each gathering, the number 
of people varied. His collaborator told me why: “He 
doesn’t like it when people don’t talk in a meeting. If 
they don’t contribute, they don’t get asked back.”
	 If you don’t participate in meetings, there is no 
reason for you to attend. Participate and offer ideas. 
Your suggestion may not be the one that is imple-
mented, but it might be the piece of information that 
leads to the eventual solution.
	 Contributing to meetings is a chance for you to 
demonstrate your knowledge of the subject, that you 
have done your homework, and that you are inter-
ested in helping the company.

Don’t just show up. Participate.

RULE



YOU GOTTA KNOW THE

AVAILABLE 2015
Supermarket Rules!
Feedback Rules!

Marketing Rules!
Customer Experience Rules!

To browse our entire collection of  books, visit
www.therulesbook.com

Animation Rules!
by Steve Hickner

Business Rules!
by Michael Sansolo

Retail Rules!
by Kevin Coupe

Customer Service Rules!
by Don Gallegos



Animating Your Career is a 
valuable guide to navigating 
the journey of a career in the 
creative fields—from get-
ting your foot in the door to 
directing a project involving 
hundreds of artistic profes-
sionals. The book is filled with 
practical advice from Steve 
Hickner and the many top 
creatives he has worked with 
over the years.
	 Whether you are still in 
school and awaiting your first 
job or are a seasoned profes-
sional, Animating Your Career 
will help guide you to success.

$19.95
ISBN: 978-1-9384062-8-7
190 pp.

Available at
www.animatingyourcareer.com

Also by Steve Hickner




