How to choose an affordable one act play for your
next production

Start with practical constraints

Selecting a one act play for your next production can feel like navigating a maze of options,
especially when the budget is tight. The goal is to find a script that satisfies your creative
ambitions without straining your resources. A careful checklist will help you focus on what truly
matters: the play’s fit for your team, your stage, and your audience.

The first thing to consider is the cast size. A play with a large ensemble may look impressive,
but it also multiplies costs for costumes, rehearsal time, and potential royalties. For an
affordable production, aim for a script that requires no more than six to eight actors. This
keeps the logistics manageable and allows you to invest more in quality design elements.
Remember that doubling roles can reduce the headcount further without sacrificing the story’s
depth.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QWAIZJFBDE0
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After you settle on a cast size, turn to the run time. Most one act plays run between thirty and
sixty minutes. A shorter play often demands less from your audience’s attention span and can
be paired with another piece for a full evening. But longer one acts can still be budget-friendly if
the setting is simple. The key is to match the run time with your venue’s typical show length
and your audience’s expectations.

Evaluate the production budget

Your production budget will dictate many of your choices. Start by looking at the play’s setting
requirements. A script that calls for a single, generic interior, like a living room or an office, is
far cheaper to stage than one that demands multiple locations or elaborate outdoor scenes.
Check whether the play can be performed with minimal props and furniture. Many one act
plays are written with a minimalist aesthetic in mind, and that works in your favour when funds
are limited.

Costumes are another area where you can save. Plays set in a contemporary world allow you
to use modern clothing, either from the actors’ own wardrobes or from thrift stores. Period
pieces, while beautiful, require research and often custom tailoring. If the script offers flexibility
in time period, you might choose a modern interpretation to keep costs down.

Lighting and sound design also affect the budget. A play with many scene changes or special
effects will demand more equipment and more technical rehearsals. Look for a script that can
be told with a simple lighting plot and minimal sound cues. This not only saves money but also
reduces the stress on your technical team.
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Check the performance rights and royalties

Performance rights are a hidden cost that can catch you off guard. Always confirm the royalty
fee before committing to a play. Some publishers offer discounts for one act plays, especially if




you are a non-profit organisation or a school. Others charge a flat rate per performance. If the
royalty is too high for your budget, consider looking for plays that are in the public domain.
Many classic one act plays are free to perform, though you will need to check the copyright
status in your country.

Another way to save is to choose a play that allows flexible licensing. Some playwrights offer a
reduced rate for a limited run or for performances in smaller venues. Do not assume the listed
price is final; it never hurts to ask. The worst they can say is no.

Consider audience appeal and genre

Your audience is the reason you are producing the play in the first place. Think about what kind
of story will draw people to the theatre. Dark comedies and thrillers often have a strong
following, while family-friendly fantasies appeal to a broader demographic. If your venue is
known for children’s programming, a play with young characters and a lighthearted tone will fill
seats. For a more mature audience, a sharp satire or a tense drama might be the better choice.

Genre also influences the production’s feasibility. A thriller might rely on suspenseful lighting
and sound, which could increase your technical budget. A comedy, on the other hand, often
succeeds on dialogue and timing alone, making it cheaper to produce. Similarly, a fantasy play
might require special props or costumes that strain your resources. Pick a genre that aligns
with your strengths as a company.

One resource that can help you explore variety is inktostage.com. The site offers a range of
plays that span dark comedies, thrillers, children’s plays, and family-friendly fantasy scripts.
Browsing such a catalogue gives you a sense of what is available in each genre and what kind
of production demands each script carries.

Examine the script's technical requirements

Beyond the basic setting, look at the script’s specific technical notes. Does it call for a special
effect like a door slam, a phone ring, or a sudden blackout? These elements can usually be
achieved on a low budget with some creativity. But if the play requires a complex illusion or a
large set piece that you do not have, it may not be worth the hassle.
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Also check the number of scene changes. A one act play that takes place in a single location is
ideal for a low-budget production. If the script jumps between several settings, you will need to
either simplify the set or find clever ways to suggest each location without full scene shifts.
This is where a good director and designer can work miracles, but it is easier to start with a
script that matches your capabilities.

Finally, consider the play’'s sound and lighting cues. A script that requires many specific cues
will eat up rehearsal time and technical resources. For a lean production, choose a play that
works with a general wash of light and only a few sound effects. You can always add more if
you have the capacity, but starting simple keeps the budget in check.

Read the play aloud with your team

Before you sign the licensing agreement, read the play aloud with your cast or a group of
trusted readers. This will reveal how the dialogue flows, whether the jokes land, and if the
pacing holds. It also helps you gauge the emotional range demanded of the actors. A play that

reads well on the page may still feel flat in performance. Trust your instincts and those of your
readers.

During this reading, note any lines or scenes that might be problematic for your audience or
your venue. Some plays contain language or themes that could alienate your community. It is
better to discover this now than after you have invested time and money. One act plays often
tackle bold subjects, but you can always choose a different script if the fit is not right.

After the reading, discuss the production’s feasibility. Does the play excite your team? Does it
offer roles that challenge your actors? Is the story one you are proud to present? If the answer

to any of these is no, keep looking. A play that does not inspire your team will be hard to sell to
an audience.

Plan for marketing and audience development

An affordable production still needs an audience. Consider the play’s title and its appeal to your
local community. A well-known classic or a contemporary hit might draw a crowd even with
minimal marketing. An obscure one act play may require more effort to sell. If your budget for



promotion is small, choose a script with a built-in hook, a popular theme, a recognisable
playwright, or a connection to a local event.

Also think about how the play fits into your overall season. If you are producing a double bill of
one act plays, the two pieces should complement each other in tone and length. A heavy
drama paired with a light comedy can work well, but make sure the transitions do not confuse
the audience. A cohesive evening is more likely to generate word-of-mouth buzz.

Finally, remember that your production’s success is not measured solely by budget. A well-
chosen one act play, executed with care, can be a highlight of the season. The checklist above
is a starting point. As you gain experience, you will develop your own instincts for what works



in your space and with your audience. Keep exploring, keep reading, and keep your priorities
clear. The right play is out there.

For more ideas and scripts that fit a range of budgets, inktostage.com provides a catalogue
worth browsing. It can give you a sense of the variety available, from dark comedies to family-
friendly fantasies, all of which can be produced without breaking the bank.



