BIFA

BEST PRODUCTION DESIGN: GUIDANCE FOR VOTERS

The British Independent Film Award for Best Production Design recognises exceptional
achievement in shaping a film’s visual world and atmosphere through set design, art
direction, and overall environment. This award honours the creative and technical work
that establishes a convincing sense of place.

Great production design establishes a film’s world and tone. It provides context and mood,
and conveys details about period, location, and character. It might be lavish and
eye-catching or so naturalistic that you hardly notice it — but in all cases, it should serve
the story meaningfully and with skill.

This award is for a film’s Production Designer only, statements for this award are optional,
so may not be available to voters.

WHAT IS PRODUCTION DESIGN IN FILM?

Production design is the art of creating the environment where a story takes place. In
practical terms, the production designer (head of the art department) leads the design of
everything you see on screen aside from the actors themselves. This includes collaborating
closely with the director, cinematographer, costume designer, and others to establish the
movie’s look and feel. Key aspects of production design may involve:

e Concept & Art Direction: Developing the overall visual concept for the film and
aligning with the director’s vision. This involves research and mood boards to
determine styles, color palettes, and design “rules” for the world.

e Sets & Locations: Designing and building sets on soundstages or modifying real
locations to serve the story.

e Set Dressing & Props: Selecting or creating the decor, furniture, and props that
populate each space.

e Visual Effects Integration: Working with special effects and VFX teams to extend or
enhance sets when needed. A production designer might plan where a digital matte
painting or CGI extension will replace a set backdrop, or design partial sets that
blend seamlessly with visual effects: the goal is a unified design where real and
digital elements feel part of the same world.

e On-Set Oversight & Continuity: Supervising the dressing of sets during filming and
maintaining consistency as scenes are shot out of sequence. They also adapt sets
for practical needs — making walls movable for camera access, reinforcing props for
stunt use, or adjusting details to suit lighting and camera angles.
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR

When evaluating production design, voters should consider several criteria. Great
production design isn’t just about eye-catching sets, it’s about how well those visual
elements serve the story and characters. Here are some points to guide your assessment:

e World-Building & Storytelling: Does the production design establish the film’s world
in a compelling way? Consider how effectively the settings convey the story’s
context — and narrative layers. Look for details in the setting that tell a story or
reflect character.

e Creative Thinking: Is there originality or creativity in the design? Great production
design often involves bold or imaginative choices that give the film a distinct visual
identity: are those choices specific to this film’s vision (rather than feeling generic or
formulaic)? Creative production designers might establish particular “rules” or
motifs in the sets that enhance storytelling (e.g. a decision to use a certain color
scheme or architectural style to reflect themes).

e Attention to Detail & Authenticity: Do the environments feel detailed, coherent, and
true to the film’s context? If the film’s world is imaginary or stylized, are the details
still internally consistent and convincing within that vision?

e Technical Execution: Is the production design executed with skill and precision?
High production values in design mean sets and props are constructed or chosen
with quality and credibility. Also consider how well the design integrates practical
effects or CGI: are any set extensions or digital elements seamless and unobtrusive?

e Subtlety and Restraint: Not all great production design is flashy or elaborate.
Sometimes the highest praise you can give design is that you didn’t notice it
because it fit the story so perfectly. Are environments believable and immersive? Do
they avoid stereotypes and feel specific to the characters? If you find yourself
emotionally invested in the characters and story, with the settings simply supporting
that immersion, that often indicates excellent production design at work.

TEAMWORK AND INDIVIDUAL CONTRIBUTIONS

Production design is a highly collaborative discipline. While a film’s overall design is guided
by the production designer, it is executed by a wider art department team, including art
directors, set decorators, prop masters, costume designers, graphic artists, and many
others. This award ultimately honors the production designer’s vision and leadership, but
great design on screen often comes from a series of collective efforts. When assessing a
nominee, consider both the cohesive achievement of the film’s design and any standout
elements where the craft truly elevated the film (perhaps a particular set was especially
imaginative or a clever solution was found to a challenging location; maybe the
coordination between design, effects, and cinematography was seamless). The best
production design often reflects a strong unity of vision carried out across many details
and departments.



