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So you want to make a documentary.

Cool!  Video and a variety of media are a great way to communicate an issue, a passion, a cause…  I have been doing independent filmmaking since 2001 and I understand the interest and have a passion for the process, the technology, and the medium…  and I’ve put together a variety of projects.  

I have been approached about doing documentary projects quite a few times.  Since I’ve found that I end up discussing many of the same things I am capturing these common topics to help in the discussion.   

What do you really want to achieve?

I personally view this as the core, the start of the process.  What is it you are trying to achieve?

· Generate awareness

· Inform people 

· Evoke an emotional reaction (positive or negative)

· Raise money

· Attract volunteers

· Remember a person, a group, an activity, an event, …

· Motivate (positively or negatively) people into action

· Change the world

Think carefully about this, and remember:

You can do anything you want, 
you just can’t do everything you want.

Honing your intent is critical because it will end up impacting the approach of the entire project – message, length, style, …

And if you are trying to achieve multiple results, the end result will, in all likelihood, either not achieve any of the results or will achieve them poorly.    

The medium is not the message!

Once you have in mind what you are trying to do, the next step is to figure out what your ‘message’ is…  Think about the topic or documentary in an advertising sense (even if that may be a bit distasteful – it will help).  If you were doing the piece as a 15 or 30 second spot on radio or TV, what is the message, the hook?  This is often also thought about as ‘the elevator speech’…  If you get on an elevator with someone (potential client, contributor, volunteer, …) and you have one elevator floor stop to get your message across, what do you say.

I would recommend really concentrating on a single, simple message.  There may be other things you want to say (secondary messages), but be careful, since they may dilute your primary message.

And, like the heading says, even though video is cool, it is not the message.  Think about the message and THEN think about how best to use whatever medium to communicate it.

Who’s the target audience?

Who are you trying to ‘reach’?  And like the phrase on simplicity, try to make it as narrow as possible, but not more so…  By having a clearly defined audience you can tune the overall piece to be tremendously more effective.  You will be able to show people, use music, and use language and idioms the audience will identify with and understand.  It’s much easier to make your point if you think ‘hey, I’m very much like that guy and he is doing X’.

If a film is shown in the forest, will anybody care?

Doing a compelling and interesting documentary is great.  I’m sure you and your family are very proud… But how will people get to see the piece?  You need to think about what you are going to do with it before you start for lots of reasons…

Possible distribution mechanisms:

· Film festivals (there are more than you can probably imagine and I’m sure there are many suited to your topic)

· Public access television

· Local public television

· Local television

· Local library

· Internet (YouTube, Google Video)

· Self Internet promotion (make a website – pretty easy and cheap)

· Self direct promotion (take your piece and go out and talk to churches, schools)

· Self distribution (make up a pile of DVDs and start selling/distributing) 

· Your personal networks

· NetFlix (they have an arm that looks for independent film)

Related to this, you need to think about what distribution formats you want to be able to produce…

· Home TV – DVD

· Institution TV (churches, schools, industry) – DVD  

· Laptop computer or web (.avi, .mov, .wmv, .mp4, flash)

· Film (i.e. 35mm – which is very expensive)

· Broadcast

· Standard Definition (SD) or High Definition (HD)

Production stuff

Making films (documentaries or otherwise) is easier than you might think, but it’s harder than it looks.  The march forward of video technology has made this much more accessible for many people.  Literally, someone can go out and for under $5,000 have a pretty good basic video capture and editing setup.  However, the thing I’ve discovered is that just having expensive or good (not always the same) tools (and toys) does not mean you automatically make a good film.  There is a lot of skill and talent and creativity and luck and more in making a film.  

The sequence of jobs and/or skills includes:

· Producing (i.e. the overall general management of the piece)

· Pre-production (i.e. planning)

· Writing

· Location management

· Lighting 

· Audio

· Cinematography (i.e. the camera work)

· Directing (the actual shoot)

· Video editing 

· Post production audio

· Mastering (i.e. making the DVD or .avi file)

· Distribution

· Marketing and Promotion

It is possible to wear multiple hats, but remember that it is very hard trying to do too many things at once.  I’ve had many shoots where I was the location coordinator, lighting, audio, cameraman, director, and interviewer.  And guess what?  I had some really bad footage because of lighting or audio or whatever…

In spite of the challenges, the technology has made many things easy, or if not easy, at least easier…  But there are still things to consider…

· Camera size – a big camera can be intimidating

· Video quality – depends on a lot of factors and smaller cameras tend to be not as good

· Lights – a BIG deal – with proper lighting even a poor camera can produce reasonable images.  But lots of lights can make the subjects skittish and they tend to add heat

· Audio – good audio is tough and worth effort to make ‘right’ (because it is tough to ‘fix in post’).

· Crew size – as mentioned above – a small crew trying to wear too many hats doesn’t always work well, but a big crew is scary to a subject.

· Power – you need to have enough batteries or access to power because you don’t always get to reshoot in a documentary setting.

· …

My experience is that a normal piece takes between 8 and 16 hours per MINUTE of final production.  A 15 second short that I am rather proud of took 4 hours (16hr/min) to do – start to finish.  A 99 minute feature length piece that I did a good job on took in excess of 1400 hours (>14 hr/min) – basically a half time job for 70 weeks.  A 7 minute fundraising video that was good took me about 42 hours (6 hr/min) – but I was able to draw on some previous footage.  The point is that this really does take longer than you probably imagine.

In terms of getting a professional team to do a piece – it is VERY expensive.  The normal hourly rates for many of the technical jobs are between $75 and $200 per hour.  Generally, there are also charges for the equipment and supplies.  

A special note on audio…  One of the things I discovered was that good video is ‘relatively’ easy to get, but audio is rather difficult.  Our brains do a lot of processing for us – that the microphones and audio recording gear (or the audio portion of cameras) don’t do.  And I have seen that an audience will accept less than perfect video, but is not as tolerant of poor audio.  

A special note on location video…  There are times you want to be out shooting the public.  If you do this with a big camera and tripod and whatever, people and officials react differently than if you have a small handheld camera.  Think about what you are trying to do and choose your approach properly.  (This is comment is really referring to the question of do you want to do ‘guerrilla filmmaking’.)

Artsy fluff

Documentaries are art.  In the context of ‘art’ as any human endeavor that is intended to evoke an emotional response – they are.  Whether it does evoke a response is a topic for the audience and critics…  

There are a variety of ‘artsy’ topics that are worth considering:

· How much polish should a piece have?  If it looks too polished, people may think that a cause is over-funded.  Note that this is independent of how much effort or money went into a production – we are talking about ‘the look’ of the piece.

· What energy level is communicated?  Should it be calming, uplifting, upbeat?

· What is the emotional character?  How do you want the viewer to feel after watching this video?

· What type of music is used directly or in the background?  Most people realize that music has an impact, but it is so much more impact than you realize.  I can take the same basic piece and with the choice of music have an audience either bored, crying, laughing, angry, …

· What color palette should be used?  Should the piece be in color or black & white or a mix?  Or should there be a ‘tint’ (e.g. sepia indicating age or slightly blue indicating sadness or slight yellow/orange indicating warmth/happiness)?

· What framing and camera angles should be employed?  Shooting a person from above gives the audience a sense of superiority.  Similarly shooting a person from below makes the subject seem superior to the audience.  Close-ups give a feel of closeness and intimacy.  Wider shots give some emotional distance.

· Should there be ‘jerky cam’?  Although I don’t like it, it does have its place…

· And even though it may catch you funny, attractive and well spoken people do have a better impact on an audience (but again, not too attractive – a drop-dead beautiful spokes-model will get in the way of your message)

· How confident, comfortable, nervous, or whatever your subject is feeling will come through on the footage you shoot.  Get your subjects comfortable (or get them nervous if that is the intended sense).

· Remember that these are supposed to be ‘moving pictures’ – use action and motion.  

Legal cruft

The US is a litigious culture – we have the most lawyers per capita in the world (265 citizens per lawyer).  So, you do need to worry about copyright law, permissions, and other aspects of the legal system.  There are a variety of fair use laws, but you need to be very careful.  Just because you are doing an altruistic documentary or fundraiser does not mean you can do whatever you want…

· Video taping people – have permission forms and always get these signed – and I recommend doing that BEFORE shooting starts.  A tip here is to record getting the release information – ask the subject(s) on tape if they agree and get their answer.  

· Video taping locations - generally not an issue, but be careful and ask permission

· Music - Copyrighted music is obviously something you have to have permission or buy (generally expensive) rights for.  Note that there are a lot of public domain or royalty free offerings out there where permission is given or purchased.

· Logos – in general don’t show commercial logos unless you have written permission 

· Video clips – just like music – you generally need permission

In case you didn’t get the hint, in general, you need PERMISSION.  There are, for certain uses, the previously noted concept of ‘fair use’.  This can be a bit tricky and for a deeper discussion of ‘fair use’ aspects you can check out:

· Cameras & Courtrooms: Lights, Camera, Lawsuit – a DV.com magazine article 

· Copyright, fair use and the struggle against online image misappropriation – a LawGeek web article

· Content guidelines – how Wikipedia looks at the issue on their site

And on the other end of this – be sure to copyright your work appropriately to protect it.

You want the truth?  You can’t handle the truth…

I personally believe that there is an ethic (or a set of ethics) around documentary filmmaking.  Of course not everyone has the same view…  I enjoy Michael Moore’s work, but I don’t consider it documentary work – I classify it as social commentary.  Again, going back to ‘what are you trying to do’, figure out what you are trying to be (documentary or whatever) and then be that…  Don’t try to have your piece be something it isn’t.  

But remember that there are choices in what you show and how you show it.  If you just turn on a camera it becomes a ‘behavioral study’ (in other words raw data that probably isn’t interesting) not a documentary (hopefully information that is interesting).  

Along these lines, you need to think about the style of your documentary – are you going to script it or is it going to be more Cinéma-vérité style.  Scripted doesn’t mean the people saying the lines are lying…  Just like an unscripted piece doesn’t mean the people being filmed are telling the truth.  

Often times, it doesn’t hurt to have an establishing shot of the the documentary crew that shows that this something being taped – it is not trying to be a work of fiction where you are asked to suspect belief about the work being filmed.
It’s a story …

The whole ‘truth’ thing aside, keep in mind that the most effective documentaries are, at the core, a story.  Say this enough times until you understand the validity and importance of it.  IT IS A STORY…   This is really critical because to be effective getting your message across, telling a story is the most effective way.  It’s a style people understand…  It has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  

Different people think differently…

Well, duh… A rather unusual guy I used to work for (Chuck House) was a guru of presentations.  What I noticed in his talks was that he always used multiple communication methods.  Because different people think differently, using the multiple methods allowed Chuck to get into more of his audience’s heads (ooh, ick)…  From my view, some communication methods include:

· Text – the written word (more powerful in video than you might think)

· Numbers – actual numerical data

· Structured information – list, trees, tables, etc.  (i.e. a hierarchy or representation of information)

· Spoken language – also sound bytes

· Numerical image – a chart or graph

· Action image – a diagram

· Visual image – a picture, a map, or even a logo

· Music and sound – they can convey lots of information and especially emotion

· Video – well duh…

The bottom line here is to use multiple mechanisms.  Examples in documentaries of this include ‘Who Killed the Electric Car’ and ‘Supersize Me’ or the PBS series ‘Battlefield’.  And again it helps to understand your audience (e.g. an audience of accountants will probably respond well to numbers and graphs.)

Time marches on…

In case you’ve lived in a cave and haven’t noticed, things have and continue to change.  Documentaries used to be made with 16mm Bolex without synchronized sound (yes, real celluloid film).  Today, DVDs are a normal distribution mechanism and will be around for a while, but keep in mind that these things age and change.  (Note the high definition aspects.) 

What this leads to is a question you need to ask yourself is – how long do you want to use your documentary (or variants of it)?  If this is a ‘single shot’ fund raising thing, you can simplify.  However, if your desire is to have a piece be useful for several years, you’ll need to think about what that means.  Many folks are ‘future proofing’ their work by shooting in High Definition and then releasing in Standard Definition.  This way, they can come back and re-use or re-author as changes happen.  

One size fits all…

…well probably not.  What form and how long should a piece be?

For a lot of my pieces, I’ve ended up doing the full film (the director’s cut).  But then, for various reasons – like festival requirements or client needs, I end up doing something smaller or different in some way.  In one case I did 4 variants of a piece – 4, 6, 8, and 10 minutes in length.  Although some of these weren’t necessarily needed, there was some value – the 4 minute version was for awareness with business people – they don’t have a lot of time.  The 8 minute version was intended for church groups – who were expected to have more time to watch and more interested in the details.  Note that making an 8 minute video into a 4 minute video IS NOT AN EASY TASK…  It isn’t like starting over, but it’s close!  It is best to think about the goal and if you need variants.  (But again, focus, simplify, and minimize as much as you can.)

In terms of form or phasing, often times you do need some steps to get people into the meat of what you are telling them.  This is really related to marketing.  For example, you might want to have a phasing to pull the audience in (and self-select for interest):

· A ~15-60 second awareness piece – also known as a hook 

· A ~3-5 minute introductory piece

· A ~20 minute overview piece

· A ~60-90 minute detail piece

These could all be delivered the same way or on totally different media.  In particular, it is worth thinking about video, web, and print media and how they interact and can build on each other.  One fundraising piece I worked on had a consistent style with the print media the organization was using.  It worked well…  

One comment is that you should be careful with long pieces.  If the topic and production is uniformly sad (if you have chosen to go that way), 10 minutes can seem like an eternity (not to mention 90 minutes!).

Too many cooks…

Most folks that want to do a documentary are part of an organization and the power of a group is tremendous.  However, even though leadership is about getting the group headed in the same general direction, the issue is the ‘same general direction’ part.  In any organizations or groups there are different perspectives and agendas.  That’s okay, but even when a group has identified a common goal and message, these different perspectives will come out.  To have an efficient collaboration between filmmaker and organization, there needs to be a single primary contact for the filmmaker to work with.  

The sorts of characteristics this primary contact should ideally have include:

· A deep and thorough understanding of the overall goal

· A deep and thorough understanding of the primary message

· Any needed political influence and skills in the organization to work through the organizational landscape

· Influence and access to key subjects (and probably locations)

· Authority to make decisions about the piece

· Authority for any financial aspects (and especially if the piece is for hire, the contact should have budget approval)

· Authority for final approval/sign off on the piece

(I’ve learned, and re-learned, this lesson about primary contact several times.)

About me

I am an independent amateur filmmaker.  I started pursuing this passion in 2001.  I have done a variety of projects – documentaries, public service shorts, fundraising videos, band promos, industrial videos, advertising style pieces, and even fiction.  You can check out portions of my work and more explanation at my Scot’s Mile Productions web site at www.scotsmile.com.

