
   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
VIDEO STRATEGY FOR NON-PROFITS: 

CREATING SHORT, 
EFFECTIVE VIDEOS  
ON A BUDGET  
 
Hosted by  
HandsOn Tech Boston  
 

Presented by  Laura Hanson  

 
Workshop 
Participant's Guide 
 

 

 

 

 



   

 
 

 
Making short videos has never been easy. But it’s never been easier than it is now.  
 
If you’re looking to add video to your communications toolbox, there’s no shortage of 
information on the web. Gear guides, blogs, video tutorials and online workshops abound. 
This workshop seeks to cut through this noisy environment and present a practical strategy for 
planning and executing your own film project.  
 
Rather than start with gear, we will start with storytelling. Why? Because you, as a filmmaker, 
are a visual storyteller. People are waiting to hear your story. To be informed, inspired and led 
to take action on the issues you both care about.  
 
This participant’s guide draws on respected resources including books, on-line material and 
tips from film and media experts. This information is also based my personal experience, 
having put many of these strategies to the test. Over the course of a year, I collaborated with a 
mobile primary health care service in Namibia to brainstorm video ideas and key messages, 
plan travel arrangements and shooting schedules, prepare interview questions, capture 
material in the field, and finally edit a short multi-media film. The film, Clinic on the Move, is 
now being screened at events and meetings with the non-profit’s local and foreign partners. I 
believe that adding visual storytelling to their communications strategy will help them move 
closer toward their goal of raising domestic investment and demand for their service. I hope 
that this guide helps you better leverage the power of visual storytelling to further the mission 
of your organization as well.   
 
Purpose and Learning Objectives  

This workshop has been designed to equip non-profits of any size with the resources, practical 
information and cost-savings strategies to plan and execute a successful film project. 
 

By the end of this workshop, participants will be able to:  

1. Identify the goal, target audience, core messages and desired outcome of your film idea 
2. Understand filmmaking as visual storytelling and your role as filmmaker 
3. Understand and leverage conflict in your storytelling  
4. Analyze the main elements of the story arc and other storytelling structures 
5. Prepare a video idea outline, project timeline, shooting schedule and budget 
6. Identify the different types of sound recorded for video and good audio recording 

technique  
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7. Apply basic strategies for shooting video on location  
8. Understand what shot sequencing is and how to use the 4-15 Rule  
9. Identify different types and psychological effects of camera placement and movement 
10. Understand how to compose and shoot a video interview 
11. Prepare interview questions and use effective interviewing technique 
12. Discriminate between B-roll and ‘visual evidence’ 
13. Understand what basic video and audio equipment is required and pros/cons of each 
14. Apply essential workflow management tips in the field and at the computer 
15. Understand basic editing principles and tips on producing your best work 

 
To access Prezi Presentations from Part 1 & 2 the workshop visit:  
1) http://prezi.com/omxxjqi-ag2a/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy 
2) http://prezi.com/v1misipkcoau/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy&rc=ex0share 

 

Pre-Workshop Assignment 

To start thinking critically about video storytelling for non-profits, 
watch the following 3 videos and answer the same 5 questions about 
each: 

1) A world of Difference with Cardboard: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aWuQfU0WLm8&src_vid=hRjCjJ
N6phI&feature=iv&annotation_id=annotation_1766575935 

2) Community Report: Education - Greater Twin Cities United Way  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EifLhWK576M&feature=player_e
mbedded 

3) Alex Presents Commando. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pLix4QPL3tY 

Questions: 

1. What is the purpose of this video? 

2. Who was this video made for - who is the intended audience? 

3. What is the central message of this video?   

4. What in the video did you like, connect with?  

5. What didn't you like about the video?  
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SECTION 1: THE VIDEO IDEA 

Chapter 1: Start with Why  
 
Before we race ahead, let’s take a step back. Why do you want to use video over a different 
form of communication? What purpose will the video serve? How will it align with the larger 
goal of your organization?  
 
I strongly recommend you download a free report called Into Focus1, which surveyed 
hundreds of non-profits on their use of video and offers a summary of best practices for non-
profits video storytelling. Most non-profit videos fall into one of the following categories: 1) 
Marketing and Awareness, 2) Fundraising, 3) Membership Development & Relations, and 4) 
Advocacy.  
 
Maybe you have an idea for a video that could help your non-profit attract more supporters or 
better communicate its vision. Maybe you don’t have a specific idea in mind but see every 
other non-profit using video and feel pressured to get on the bus. Some of the most common 
(and avoidable) mistakes non-profits make tie back to planning.  By this I mean failure to:  
 

• Narrow down the central message of the video 
• Tailor the film to a specific audience 
• Articulate what you hope achieve through the video 
• Anticipate how the film will be used/shared 

 
We are going to think through each of these issues but keep them in the back of your mind as 
you move though the process of planning and producing your own video. 
 
To organize your thoughts, ask yourself the following questions:  

1. What is the goal of my video idea?  
2. What do I want to show? Why?  
3. What do I want people to learn?  
4. What do I want people to do, care about or invest in?  
5. Are the things I want to show visual? 
6. How will the video be used and distributed? 

 
Let’s look at an example:  
Say I have a non-profit that provides free financial counseling services to low-income families 
out of a neighborhood health center. The program has shown success in helping families 
achieve their financial goals but enrollment rates are still low. My data from last year says that 

                                                
1 Download Into Focus at http://www.see3.com/insights 

2 The Art of Filmmaking and Editing. http://www.creativelive.com/courses/art-filmmaking-and-editing-jeff-
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the majority of clients served were single, white females. I want to create a series of short video 
testimonies that will play in the waiting room of each department in the health center.  
 
What is the overall purpose of my video?  

• To spread awareness about this service among community members and to encourage 
them to enroll, especially males and women of other minority groups who live in the 
area.  

What do I want to show? Why?  
• I want to highlight real success stories. I want to show a young couple with an infant 

interacting with my counselors at the center. I want to see a mom pushing a cart in the 
grocery store, comparing prices and picking out healthy food for her family. I want to 
show an elderly client who was formally homeless, open his first savings account.  

• Why? I want to show people living out of the financial stability that they have found or 
are working toward. I want viewers to feel hopeful about their own situation and feel 
inspired to set and meet their own financial goals.  
 

What do I want people to know? 
• I want people to know that this service has helped families to become more financially 

secure, to save money, to get out of debt, buy healthier food, find independence and 
build new confidence.  

• I want them to know that they will receive supportive, professional and confidential 
services that are worthy of their time and personal commitment. 

• I want people to know that the families my organization serves are just like them. 
 
What do I want people to do?  

• I want to encourage viewers to enroll in the program and to tell their friends and family 
members about it.  

 
Are the things I want to share visual?  

• Yes, I can ‘show’ most of the things I’ve talked about. I can ask permission to film 
during a counseling session. I can ask to spend a morning with a client, interview them 
at their home. I can build a visual story around this and get my intended message 
across.  

 
Remember that anything, even complex ideas or issues can be made visual – though it may 
take some creative brainstorming. For example how do make an emotionally charged, funny, 
deeply personal video about heart attack prevention? Check out this video made for the Go 
Red For Women campaign: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t7wmPWTnDbE 
 
How will the video be used and distributed? 

• In my case, I don’t think the Internet is the best way to get my videos out to my 
intended audience. I’d like to create a series of short videos, each featuring someont 
who has participated in the program. The clinic has given us permission to use the  
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TV monitor system and is interested in producing it’s own health edu videos down the 
road. I will set up a meeting with the center’s communications team to talk about how 
we might collaborate and share resource. I’ll also want to brainstorm other venues and 
uses for the video. Can they be screened at other clinics, or community centers in the 
area? Where should they be available on-line?    

 
 

 
Simon Sinek’s book “Start with Why: Why Great Leaders Inspire Everyone”, explains 
that people - whether they be consumers, fans or donors don’t care about WHAT 
organizations do as much as WHY they do it. In my example above, the WHAT 
we do is “provide pro-bono financial services.” The WHY we do it is because 
“we believe that individuals, families, and communities experience positive 
transformation through financial education and supportive counseling.” This 
message, not the former is what, viewers will connect with and remember if well 
presented. 

  
 

Chapter 2.  Who’s Watching? Defining your target audience  

As any marketer knows, having a defined audience is key. When we try to market to everyone, 
we end up engaging no one. Think about it: the best ad seems like it was written just for you. 
A film can appeal to more than one audience, but it’s imperative to know who they are and 
what they care about.  
 
So, what’s your audience profile? What demographic and psychographic information can you 
draw on? Think about who comes to your events and subscribes to your newsletter. Who likes 
you on Facebook, follows you on Twitter or reads you blog? If you really don’t know, ask 
them to participate in a short on-line survey to find out.  
 
Clinic on the Move, the short film I made for a mobile clinic program in Namibia, the target 
audience was not patients who could receive care via the mobile clinic. Rather, the audience 
included three groups of key financial partners that made the service possible. This included:  

• Commercial farmers and other business owners who pay a subscription fee to bring the 
clinic out to employees, 

• The Ministry of Health which provides essential drugs and technical support, and 
• Namibian corporations who make corporate social responsibility contributions to the 

program 
 
In this case, the film needed to address and appeal to each of these players – a difficult task 
considering how different each of these groups were! Farmers are most concerned about  
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high fuel costs and productivity loss associated with transporting sick employees to the 
nearest clinic. The Ministry of Health wants to know that its partnership with the service is 
worthy of further support and helping bridge the gap in access to health care in rural areas. 
Namibian businesses and corporations want to know that the service is a reliable partner for 
CRS and that their support will help Namibia’s most vulnerable populations access health 
care. In retrospect, it would have been far wiser to script 3 separate videos that used much of 
the same visual content, but spoke directly to the needs and interests of each target audience.  
 
 

Chapter 3: What for? Discerning the desired outcome of your film  
 
 
If you are asking people to give money, show up at a race or donate blood this Saturday, you 
must be unambiguous about what you want them to do. This Charity For Water video 
(https://vimeo.com/28104222) starts by directly thanking its supporters and appealing to 
them to support them again in their next big fundraising initiative. 
 

Ask yourself, as your video concludes: 
1. What do you want people to say to themselves?  
2. What do you want the conversation in the room to be about? 
3. What do you want people to DO as a result of watching your video?  

 
 
Sometimes, the desired outcome is difficult to determine. The number of views, number of 
likes, and the number of locations where your video is published are acceptable but, too often, 
blind indicators for measuring the ‘success’ of a film.  Be as specific as you can with the 
indented outcome of your film and look for creative indicators for the success of that outcome.  
 
Let’s imagine that I want to make a video about spousal abuse in India, and my desired 
outcome is both to expose the extreme violence experienced by women and girls in India and 
to connect viewers to a legal advocacy group inside the country. The outcomes I choose to 
measure could be the number of views and shares as well as the number of people that 
‘engage’ with the advocacy group. How can I try to measure this engagement? When people 
sign an on-line petition, or register to hold a film screening and discussion group at their high 
school, maybe they are asked to click a box indicating how they learned about the group. Not 
everything can be measured, but if there is a creative way to measure your outcome, do it. If 
your video has seemingly no effect on your outcome – you need to know that too! You may 
need to re-think your delivery strategy, or your message. 
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Chapter 4: What’s the Idea? Outlining your video idea and key 
messages 
 

“If your . . . idea is good, your filming is honest and effective and your editing 
skillfully organizes the footage and presents the idea clearly to the audience, 
you’ll have a film you can be proud of.” – Barry Hampe  

  
 
By now, you have a vague notion of what your video idea might be, who your target audience 
is, and what message you want to get across.  In one hundred words or less – explain, in 
writing, what the film will be about. What issue will it raise? What argument will it make? 
What will it ask people to do?  
 
Share you idea with people outside of your organization. Does it make sense? Your idea has to 
be straightforward and easy to understand without a great deal of background knowledge. 
Think about what you can cut out in order to simplify your message. This is not to say that 
you can’t have supporting ideas or underlying messages – you should! That is what adds 
interest and surprise to your story. Just remember you may only have only 3-5 min to get your 
message across.  
 
This video produced by Global Fund For Women, Want to Change the World? has a clear central 
message, which is repeated and reinforced with supporting arguments as the video builds 
toward its climax and conclusion. Watch it here: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIy2dYStBWs 
 
This process of outlining your video idea should lead into thinking about the visual evidence 
for your idea, or the ‘visual argument’ you want to make through the film.  
 

Chapter 5: What will you show? Framing out your visual evidence 
 
Put reality aside for a moment and let yourself visualize a list of ideal scenes that would show 
exactly what you want to show. Specify locations, people, behaviors, events – wherever your 
mind leads.  
 
For Clinic on the Move, I wanted viewers living outside Namibia to appreciate what a huge 
barrier physical distance from a health center is for poor families living in rural areas. How did 
I anticipate showing that concept? In my imagination, I saw a family of farmworkers driving a 
donkey cark down a dirt road in the middle of nowhere in the hot sun – clearly nothing 
around and no cars on the long stretch of road. In the back of the cart is a pregnant woman 
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being jostled back and forth. Suddenly, a white Landover zooms by, kicking up dust and 
rocks. What’s the visual argument here? These people don’t have a lot of money - particularly 
in comparison to farm owners who own private vehicles. For them traveling is arduous, time 
consuming, even dangerous if you are not in good health - or pregnant this case.   
 
Of course, I didn’t think I would go to Namibia and wait on the road until this very scene 
came over the hill but I had primed my brain to thinking about how I would show this and 
other concepts that were central to understanding the message of my video. Once in Namibia, 
I did get a chance to photograph a group of farm workers driving a donkey cart and 
incorporate it to my video as part a visual argument for why mobile clinics are useful in 
Namibia (a country where the majority of the population is dispersed across rural and remote 
areas with little or no access to public transportation.)  
 
Unless you are hiring scripted actors, nothing in your video will happen exactly the way you 
imagined or even planned. But if you are observant and can anticipate opportunities when 
they do appear, you will be able to capture them and ultimately tell the story you want to tell.  
 

Shot Lists  

This exercise will become a hypothetical ‘shot-list‘ for your video idea, a description of what 
you will shoot and where. In the same way, anticipate opportunities for capturing sound that 
is important or adds interest to your story. We’ll talk more about ambient sound in Section IV.  
 
Below is the original shot list for Scene 1 of Clinic on the Move. I wasn’t able to shoot this exact 
scene because I didn’t travel overnight with the mobile clinic. Instead, I shot a similar opening 
scene from the main office that accomplished the same purpose, which was to show that the 
clinic teams are up early, organized, well supplied, cheerful, and on the go. 
 

 Scene 1. Clinic on the Move  

Location: Hotel in Hochfeld or other rural area along clinic route 
Video  Audio  

Flipping on the light switch  Rooster crows 

Pouring hot water into a thermos   

Nurse zipping up jacket with logo  Up-beat music starts  

Loading stock/boxes into the clinic   

Driver Step into cab and shut the door  
Headlights flash on and video title appears Roar of the engine starting up 

Clinic turns out onto the road at sunrise  Tires on gravel  
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If you aren’t able to come up with visuals to tell your story and convey your central message, 
your idea may not be strong enough to make a compelling video. A common way to get 
around this is to use video interviews for the bulk of your content. But as we will discuss later, 
video interviews are not a substitute for actual visual evidence for your work, programs, or 
populations served.  
 
Sometimes, good visuals simply aren’t available and you have to find a more creative way to 
communicate your story. In this video produced for Love 146, there is no visual evidence to 
speak of but the retelling of an event through narration and creative graphics still work to take 
us into a heartbreaking scene and give us mission we can get behind. The purpose and 
message behind the video come across loud and clear. Love 146 History: 
https://vimeo.com/7422396. 
 
 

SECTION 2: YOUR ROLE AS A VISUAL STORYTELLER 

Chapter 1: Storytelling Theory  

 
Remember, you already know how to do this. You tell stories to yourself, to your friends and 
to you kids. Compelling stories are not just pieces of information arranged in a certain way. 
They are deliberately constructed, not simply a re-telling of reality. As Ross Hockrow explains 
in his CreativeLive workshop, ‘It’s not about what happened when your camera was turned 
on, it’s about the story you want to tell.’2 The message is controlled and the meaning is 
revealed by the storyteller, at the right time. The meaning is never left up to the viewer. Your 
job is to give the viewer the proper pieces of information in the proper order to reach the 
conclusion that you want them to reach.  
 
This idea is consistent throughout the filmmaking process. You will make deliberate decisions 
about what to record and what not to record. You will decide who to interview, and where. 
You will decide to frame a shot in a certain way, to wait it out and see what action happens 
around you or to keep moving. Later, on the editing timeline, you will select the material you 
want to use and build the film from the bottom up. It is through these micro-decisions that you 
construct the story you will tell.  

 

 

 

                                                
2 The Art of Filmmaking and Editing. http://www.creativelive.com/courses/art-filmmaking-and-editing-jeff-
medford-and-ross-hockrow  
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Chapter 2. What makes a story good – or more, worth sharing?  
 
Brian Storm is an award winning multi-media film producer out of NYC. The Media Storm Field 
Guide to Powerful Multi-Media Storytelling3, an e-book available through iTunes, identifies some 
important characteristics of a good story:  
 

1. Effective stories have a conflict or complication. The story acts to reveal and resolve that 
conflict. 

2. Effective stories have surprise, nuance, and layers of information that pull us into the 
story.  

3. Effective stories revolve around characters; people that we want to know more about, 
can relate to or care about.   

4. Effective stories have a clear subject (something you can sum up in one sentence).   
5. Effective stories are not topics with a discussion around it. Stories show a change that 

occurs to a person or place over some period of time.  

Understanding and Using Conflict 

By observation, we know that conflict is crucial to storytelling. It adds structural tension to a 
story, peeks our interest and draws us into the story. We can’t help but want to see if or how 
the conflict will be resolved. Sometimes the purpose of conflict to give the viewer a character 
to project himself or herself onto - someone to root for or against (ex. Gloria wants desperately 
to go to school, but is being forced into early marriage.) Sometimes the conflict is more 
complicated, (ex. HIV infection rates are on the rise in the US, but many doctors still don’t 
offer voluntary testing during routine visits.) 
 
Conflicts can be social, environmental, political, physical, and internal. Conflict always exists - 
it’s up to you to draw the emotion out of that conflict in a way that your viewer can connect 
with.   

Ask yourself:  

1. What is the conflict in my story?  
2. How can I draw emotion out of that conflict using visual evidence?  
 

Chapter 3: Story Structure  
 
Anything can be interesting depending on the approach of the storyteller. In his book, Making 
Documentary Films and Videos,4 Barry Hempe outlines the elements of the classic story structure 
we remember from English class, the narrative arch. As Hempe explains, story structure is the 
                                                
3 Media Storms Field Guide to Powerful Multi-Media Storytelling http://mediastorm.com/train/product/field-guide. 
4 Hampe, Barry, and Barry Hampe. Making Documentary Films and Videos: A Practical Guide to Planning, Filming, 
and Editing Documentaries. New York: H. Holt, 2007.  
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“ordered progression of images and sounds that catches the interest of the audience and 
presents the point of view of the film as a visual argument. Its purpose is to keep the audience 
interested from the beginning through the development of the middle to the resolution and 
closure at the end.”  

The basic elements of the story include:  

 
The Beginning - This is where we ‘hook’ the viewer, establish who the characters are and 
where the action is taking place. The beginning is not, however, where we reveal the purpose 
of the film. The audience doesn’t need to know everything in the first 30 seconds of your 
video. They just need enough to want to keep watching. The beginning is what sets the theme, 
asks a question or shows something new or unexpected.  If you can unsettle the viewer’s 
world for a few minutes, they are more likely to stick with you to the end of your film.  
 
For an excellent example of this, watch the opening scene of ‘Surviving the Peace,’ a longer 
feature film made for MAG (Mines Advisory Group):  
http://mediastorm.com/clients/surviving-the-peace-angola-for-mag. In the first scene of 
Surviving the Peace, we are introduced to the main characters of the film: a young girl who 
seems to have some kind of handicap and a man in protective equipment removing a land 
mine. We gather all of this information visually. Trust your audience to connect the dots you 
give them. Don’t feel like you need to provide every piece of information right away. 
 
Inside or soon after the beginning, weave in a brief presentation of the theme or central idea of 
the video, the issues it deals with and the main people involved. Following the opening scene, 
we learn that Angola suffered a long civil war, that land mines were widely used and that they 
are still killing people today.  

Be careful not to linger in your beginning for too long, it gets tiring. Quickly move on with 
exploring the issue. It’s wonderful to start with something unexpected but you must reward 
your viewer for their attention, not string them along for 5 min before they know what the 
video is about. We are all asking ourselves ‘so did this child step on a landmine? How did it 
happen? Who is this man doing an incredibly dangerous job? What motivates him to do this 
risky work?’  

The beginning is a way to build anticipation for your film. If your opening scene is a talking 
head or a block of text to read, it’s visually confusing for the viewer. We don’t yet know what 
your video is about. Rather than start with dialogue; introduce the characters, location, and 
theme with images and important sound.  

 
Middle – This is where the purpose of your film starts to reveal itself and where you present 
your hard facts, your visual argument. It’s not enough to have an interviewee say that drunk 
driving is dangerous. You must provide the visual evidence to support that claim and now 
that you have the viewer’s attention, you have permission to lead them through a logical and 
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emotional argument that you construct out of the visual evidence that you’ve shot or want to 
shoot.   
 
The middle is often where we explore the conflict at play – the elements of the situation that 
support and oppose the theme. In the middle of Surviving the Peace, we learn that the character 
clearing land mines is a former soldier who for 18 years, has been working to remove the 
mines he helped plant during the war. The other main character, the child injured by a 
landmine in a crop field, wants go to school, but her injuries have left her blind, partially 
disabled and depended on her grandmother. Her grandmother loves the girl very much, feels 
guilty about what happened to the child and has stopped farming out of fear. Near the end of 
the middle, the most obvious conflict is re-stated – that landmines still kill after the war has 
ended, that people can’t farm or build in areas affected by mines. We begin to see some 
resolution to the conflict as MAG works to systematically remove mines and educate school 
children about how to recognize and avoid them.   
 
Climbing action – The build up to the story climax is equally important as the climax. 
Present your case, make your statement. Show, don’t tell. In Surviving the Peace, the climbing 
action happens while we watch the MAG team unload the explosives they’ve uncovered and 
pile them together in an empty field. At the same time, we hear the narration of the 
grandmother and child describing what happened on the day when she picked up the mine in 
the field. The filmmaker creates a moment of reflection here by slowing down the story. As we 
listen to the narration, we feel like we are there on the day the accident happened.  
 
Climax – The entire story leads to this point. It’s the most important part and without it there 
is no purpose to the story. The climax in Surviving the Peace is where MAG volunteers blow up 
the recovered mines. It’s a tense and symbolic moment. Once it happens, we feel we can move 
forward, and we believe in the character’s hope for the future. This is a very dramatic example. 
Your film will not likely include an explosion! You can, however, build moments of tension, 
doubt, opposition or victory that keep the outcome of the film somewhat in doubt and keep 
your audience leaning into your story.     
  
Falling action – After the climax happens, briefly re-enforce the visual argument you just 
made. You can think of climbing and falling action as bookends to the climax. They offer any 
final supporting details, visual evidence, or anticipation for the resolution. In Surviving the 
Peace, we see the MAG volunteer again, recovering and disabling a mine in someone’s front 
yard.  
  
End – This is the wrap up. Your video doesn’t have to have a happy ending but it must satisfy 
the viewer’s expectations and give them a sense of completion. The end really has two 
components: resolution and closing. They can happen together or in a structured sequence.  
 
Resolution – This is the point of the whole video, toward which all your carefully chosen 
visual evidence has been leading us. This may be where we learn the final outcome of a series 
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of events. In Surviving The Peace, the end is a simple statement from the main character: “To 
rebuild a country, you must first demine it.” The implication is that MAG is playing a critical 
role in this process in Angola and that this work must continue if the country is to move 
forward.   
 
Closing – This is the final sequence within or after the resolution that ties up any loose ends, 
drives home the theme or story idea and concludes the video. The closing for Surviving the 
Peace is simply music and text giving a brief statement of MAG’s purpose and mission.   
 

Chapter 4: Other Storytelling Structures 
 
Linear – Tell a story from beginning to end as it happened. Sometimes reality is just that good. 
Most of the time however, reality can become predictable and boring. A liner structure for a 
non-profit video might flow like this: This is how we got started, this is what we do, this is the 
population we serve, and this is why you should support our work.   
 
Backwards – Show the ending first then work your way back to the beginning. It’s not about 
the point; it’s the journey about the point. For example, my video might start at the graduation 
ceremony for the main character and move backwards in time, revealing what her background 
is and how she became connected with the non-profit.  
 
Teaser – Show the beginning of the climax, but put it out of context. It sparks the viewer’s 
curiosity and when they see it again later in the video, it’s a satisfying reward for the brain.  
 
Sub Story – One story acts as a vehicle to move the main story from point A to point B.  
This video produced by the Rainforest Alliance uses the main character’s adventure fiasco to 
Nicaragua and back to communicate a larger (and far simpler) message: Follow the Frog. 
https://vimeo.com/49805510 
 
Inner Cutting – Multiple stories happen simultaneously, cutting back and forth, all moving 
toward one final climax. We see this technique constantly in movies and on TV; two or more 
moments from different scenes are placed back to back in a sequence to create one moment. 
Some videos alternate between two characters or two parallel stories to keep the viewer’s 
attention. This strategy builds anticipation as we wait to see how the stories intersect. A fun 
and ridiculous example of inner cutting is Alex Presents: Commando by Mama Hope.  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pLix4QPL3tY 
No matter what structure you build your film around, look for ways to peak the viewer’s 
interest, and reward them with new layers of information and meaning. If you give the viewer 
the point of your video right away, the story loses momentum and interest. By being 
intentional about what you will reveal and in what order, you turn an otherwise passive 
viewer into a participant. If the structure of your video doesn’t succeed in doing this, you will 
lose your audience and not understand why.  
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Chapter 5: Preparing a Video Outline   
 
Just as writing out your story idea helps bring it into reality, the act of outlining the structure 
of your video to include a beginning, middle, and end allows you to start building out your 
film. Using your shot list, write out the elements of your story structure on paper, on a 
whiteboard or on note cards taped to a wall. What will you show in your opening scene? 
When will you reveal the conflict of the story? Don’t cutter your writing with to much 
description or worry about whether you’ll really be able to shoot the scene you are imagining.  
 
This activity, similar to storyboarding, allows you to visualize how scenes or sequences can be 
arranged in your video. Much later, on the editing board, you will manually arrange video 
and audio clips along a timeline in a similar way. Look for what’s missing or lacking in your 
structure. What is non-essential and can be cut out or moved to an earlier or later moment in 
your video? When you like what you see on the wall, type it out on paper as an outline or pre-
script. If you want to intercut scenes from two different locations, write your outline to reflect 
that sequence in the way you imagine it.  Set up the document in a way that makes sense to 
you. I like to use columns that indicate the location of the scene, the visuals for the scene and 
the audio I want to accompany it, like an expanded shot list. This document will serve as a 
kind of blue print for shooting and editing your video.  
 
I sometimes dream up text from my interviewee based on what I know about me, which later 
helps me write targeted interview questions. This way, I make sure that my interviewees 
speak to the key messages of my film. Keep your note cards or drawing on the wall; you will 
be back to re-arrange the pieces as you refine your story idea.  
 
As a non-profit, you have a huge advantage. You personally know many of the people you 
serve and you know many of their stories. You can anticipate what they will be able to talk 
about or explain for viewers. You might live in the same neighborhoods where they live. You 
know something about what their life looks like, feels like, and sounds like.  Draw on that 
experience and get as detailed as you want. Your outline should have enough detail and 
clarity to be picked up and understood by someone without much background information on 
the issue or topic. Do they ‘see’ and ‘hear’ what you intended through your description?    
 
 

SECTION 4: GETTING ORGANIZED  

Chapter 1: Research and Location Scouting  
 
At this point, you have a rough outline of what your movie will be about, where scenes will 
take place and whom you might interview. You might need to do some extra research. If you 
want to use a location like a school, community center, or nature reserve, go to these places 
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and think about where you would set up your camera, how the light is, what the sound is 
going to be like. Make sure you can get permission to shoot there.  
 
Let’s say I’m making a video about a healthy school lunch program. I’ve met the principal of 
the school but I’ve never actually been in the kitchen and I know I want to interview the staff 
that create the menu and prepare the food. When I go scout out the school during lunchtime, I 
introduce myself to the kitchen staff, tell them what I’m doing and observe the space where 
they work. It turns out the room is extremely loud with 4 humming refrigerators. It will be 
impossible to record an interview there. 
 
Now that I know, I need to find a different spot to interview the staff members. I can set up the 
shot so that in the background, kids are excitedly lining up for lunch. It’s a compromise - I 
don’t get to use the kitchen, but I can still frame the shot to provide enough visual contexts to 
satisfy my viewer. Taking the staff member into a deserted classroom for the interview would 
take them out of the scene and be visually confusing for my viewer when I cut back and forth 
between clips recorded in the kitchen and lunchroom.  
 
Before and after the interview, I can plan to shoot video in the back of the kitchen prepping 
food, carrying it out, students moving through the line, stuffing their faces. I just avoided 
wasting my time and the staff member’s time by scouting out the location and planning my 
shots around what I had learned. The take away is: don’t show up to someplace unfamiliar 
and hope that things to go as you planned – they very rarely will.  
 

Chapter 2: Who will speak for you? Pre-Interviewing 
 
You will likely interview at least one person for your video. Finding a good interviewee is one 
of the hardest parts of storytelling. The truth is, most people, don’t interview all that well. 
Some are soft talkers, stutter, use ‘umm’ like a comma, or constantly break eye contact when 
they speak for any length of time.  
 

MediaStorm shares 13 things to look for in a potential subject:  

1. Clarity - can the person describe his or her situation in a way that is clear and 
understandable?  

2. Empathy - is the subject someone others can relate to? Does the subject illicit empathy 
form the viewer?  

3. Humor - Can the subject make others laugh, or is he or she at least willing to try?  
4. Emotion - does the subject recall stories or situations with emotion?  
5. Knowledge - does the subject have specific knowledge about important aspects of the 

story.  
6. Openness - is the subject guarded or willing to go into detail about his or her life? Look 

for subjects that can talk openly about their lives.  
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7. Elaboration - Is the subject willing to elaborate and explain his or her situation? 
Characters who can discuss their lives in detail will lively give better answers.  

8. Voice - what does the subject’s voice sound like? Look for a subject whose voice is clear, 
understandable, but unique in some way.  

9. Availability - Is the subject available during the time allotted for gathering content? 
10. Conversational - Can the subject hold a conversation? Have a casual chat with the 

subject before the interview, just to see what he or she is like in everyday 
conversations.     

11. Eye contact - Can the subject maintain eye contact? Someone who constantly avoids eye 
contact is often reluctant to be part of your project.  

12. Action - Are the subject’s day-to-day activities interesting and relevant to the story? 
What doe he or she do on a daily basis that is potentially visual? What opportunities for 
ambient audio exist in that environment? 

 
 
Even if you know a potential interviewee personally, it’s a good idea to pre-interview them.  
Pre-interviewing serves you well in several ways. Primarily, it tells you how knowledgeable 
the person really is, how they speak and present their ideas and how they answer questions. It 
helps you prepare better interview questions and also gives you clues on whom else to talk 
with or interview. Film producers at MediaStorm like to use these types of pre-interview 
questions:  

Pre-Interview Questions:  

1. Tell me about what your normal day looks like. Be as visual as you can.  
2. What is the most important part of your day?  
3. Who is the most important person in your life? 
4. What would you change about your life if you could?  
5. What is the greatest challenge in your life currently?  
6. What do you want to know about the process of being the subject of a 

video/documentary?  
7. Are you willing to let us photograph you at home? 
8. Would your friends and family be willing to be photographed?  
9. Is there anything you would like to talk about that we didn’t talk about?  
10. Is there anyone in your life we should talk to? 

 
These are just examples. The idea is that pre-interview questions are not in-depth or 
necessarily specific to the video topic. Your goal is to confirm that the person can speak with 
clarity and emotion but reserve the most informative and emotional responses for when the 
camera is actually recording. The last thing you want to do is repeat the same exact question in 
the interview and have your subject feel like he is on stage, repeating his lines. In such cases, 
people tend to elaborate less, speak with less enthusiasm or worse, look rehearsed. Pre-
interview in person when possible. A phone call is second best, email as last resort.  
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Be wary of cluttering your video with too many interviews, too many voices. Remember, your 
video is the story that you want to tell. Each interview you include in the finished video must 
add value to the story and must provide information that supports the visual evidence found 
in your story, it cannot replace it. If you ever have a choice between showing something and 
saying something, show it. Selecting interviewees can, unfortunately, get political. Don’t 
interview someone simply because they are in a leadership position and you ‘should’ or 
because they asked to be in your video.  You are not a people-pleaser, you are filmmaker and 
you have a story to tell.  
 

Chapter 4: Preparing a Shooting Schedule 
 
Most of what you planed to shoot in your outline will be shot ‘out of order,’ as in not in the 
same order that it appears in your film. This doesn’t mean that the filming process is random. 
It is carefully planned and time is budgeted for each location and each interview. So what 
order then should you shoot?  Most often you will group shots based on their location to make 
the most efficient use of your time. Sometimes you shoot out of order because you have to (the 
person you want to interview is only available now. The event or behavior you want to 
capture is happening tonight. The light is only good for another hour.)  
 
There are also times where you have an opportunity to stay an extra day or interview someone 
you weren’t expecting to meet. Don’t be so strict with your time that you miss out on great 
opportunities that will add depth to your story – the best interviews and moments captured 
are often those you hadn’t expected.   
 
You may choose to plan your shooting schedule by the day or even by the hour. The idea is to 
take your shot list (the pieces of visual evidence you need to tell your story) and arrange them 
into a timeline that maximizes your efficiency.  
 
Let’s take the school lunch program example. In my script outline, I wrote the following 
scenes: 

Script Outline: 

Scene 1: Children filing out of a school bus  
Scene 2: Exterior wide shot of Monforton Elementary School as kids run into the 
building 
Scene 3: Medium shot of quiet lunchroom area 
Scene 4: Close-up shot of kitchen staff washing fresh fruit and stirring a pot of oatmeal 
Scene 5: Wide shot of students rushing lunch counter for breakfast  
Scene 6: Medium shot students squirming in line, laughing   
Scene 7: Close up shot of kitchen staff member’s face as she greets and serves students  
Scene 8: Wide shot of students walking to their tables 
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Scene 9: Extreme close ups of kids seated, stuffing their faces, chattering, zipping up 
backpacks 
Scene 10: Kitchen staff go though new delivery of fresh vegetables, fruits, meat and 
dairy products 
Scene 11: Kids participating in the classroom  

 
I’ve also arranged to interview Patricia, a kitchen staff member, Bill, the school administrator 
who initiated the new program, and Molly a bright, talkative third grader. My shooting 
schedule might look something like this:  

Shooting schedule: 

Tuesday, Day 1  
6:00 am: Arrive and set up at school  
6:20 am: Shoot Scenes 3, 4, 10 
6:45 am: Shoot Scenes 1, 2 
7:00 am: Shoot Scenes 5,6,7,8,9 
7:40 am: Shoot Interview with Patricia in lunchroom  
8:20 am: Shoot interview with Bob in classroom  
9:00 am: Shoot Scene 11 and interview with Molly  

 
In this case, since I was recording daily events and behaviors, I had to structure my schedule 
to best accommodate the school’s schedule and the availability of my interviewees.  
 

Other considerations when creating your schedule: 

• Schedule the most critical elements first. This is often the hard-to-track-down people 
and difficult-to-arrange location.  

• Schedule for light. If you are shooting outdoors or recording interviews outdoors, try 
to schedule them for the early morning before the mid-day sun is shining directly in 
their eyes.  

• Schedule for economy. Planning based on location allows you to accomplish more, 
faster and limits time wasted traveling between locations. If you are renting equipment, 
or paying someone to help shoot your video, you will want to plan for the minimum 
number of days possible. That being said, always give yourself extra days for padding. 
Everything will take longer than you expect; the interviewee doesn’t show up or the 
battery dies on your camera and you have to go back tomorrow, etc. 

• Schedule for minimum disruption of your location. Be mindful of the impact your 
presence might have in your shooting location. If you are filming in a hospital or 
preschool or other sensitive environment, find the best schedule that lets you get the 
material you need without getting in people’s way for too long.   
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Chapter 3: Preparing a project timeline  
 
By now, you are starting to wonder, ‘When am I going to do all this and how long will it take?’ 
There is no straightforward answer here. If you need time to raise the money for a used 
camera or if there is a fair amount of research you need to do before you can start scripting out 
your idea, budget time for that. When I created a timeline for my first video project, I made a 
work plan in Excel to visualize the stages of my project, laid out a list of tasks under each stage 
and set deadlines for when I would complete each of them. Expect everything to take longer 
that you think, but set real deadlines and tell other people about them so that they can help 
you meet them.  

Your work plan or project timeline might include the following time blocks:  

1. Research & Planning (writing your shot lists and outline, finding or buying equipment),  
2. Production (number and dates of days you need to collecting all the material),  
3. Post-Production (time spent transcribing interviews, editing audio, editing the rough 

cut and final cut of the video), and  
4. Distribution (publishing online, promoting the video via social media, screening the 

video at a fundraising party etc.).  
 
If this is your first video, be generous with the time you allocate to writing the script. You may 
spend three weeks just playing with your video idea and agreeing on a story structure. You 
may want to schedule a few rounds of brainstorming session with a core group of people. 
Budget time for writing a detailed shot list, contacting experts, visiting new sites, conducting 
pre-interviews, and preparing interview questions. If you are filming at two sites and plan to 
interview 3 people, you might budget a day or more at each site and an hour for each 
interview. Be realistic about how much you can accomplish in one day and give yourself extra 
padding. While you can count on things going wrong, also expect good things to happen that 
will slow you up. Whether you use a work plan or some other visual, map out exactly what 
you have to do, when it should be completed, and what help you need to get it done.  

Scheduling Post-production  

By far, the most time consuming part of making a video is post-production. This includes 
transcribing any interviews (if you choose to do that), backing up and reviewing all material, 
revising your outline, editing your audio and video into a rough cut, recording voice overs, 
adding music, transitions and text, and finally tweaking your final cut to near perfection.  
 
Time spent editing depends on how much experience you have. The best way to get though 
post-production it is to set hard deadlines for yourself and stick to them. I set deadlines for 
writing the final outline of my script based on the actual images and interviews I had 
captured, writing and recording my narration, and editing together the main sequences of my 
film. It’s easy to spend too much time tweaking and fine-tuning your film. This is not a bad 
thing - it can vastly improve the look and feel of your video but at some point you have to step 
away, call it finished, and move on.  
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Chapter 5. Budgeting: What will it cost?  
 
If you are making a film outside of a funding organization and are essentially donating your 
time to the project, your main out-of-pocket costs will be the supplies and equipment that you 
need to buy or rent, and any expenses related to travel or access to editing software. If your 
film does have funding from an organization or sponsor, time spent filming and editing the 
video becomes a cost as well. We will tall more about equipment in Section V.  
 
Other costs to consider include supplies like batteries, extra SD, and at least one external hard 
drive to back up all your files. The cost of hiring a video editor, buying music tracts, and any 
distribution related costs should also be considered.  
 
The more planning you do you, the better you will be able to reduce the number of actual 
shooting days and anticipate your actual costs.  
 
 

SECTION 4. SOUND IN STORYTELLING 
 
We rarely think about it, but sound is half of video production. Sound is what breaths life into 
a video; it’s what makes us feel like we are inside of the scene, like the speaker is addressing 
us, personally. We know from listening to a good radio program, that we don’t need images to 
feel and see a scene in our imagination. In contrast, we can stand to watch a video with 
scratchy, unbalanced or distorted sound.  
 
While we want the audio in our finished video to be true to reality, our goal is not simply to 
record any and every sound we have in the natural environment of our shooting location. Just 
as you decide what video you will shoot, how and when, you must also decide what audio 
you want to capture and the best way to do it.  
 

Chapter 1: Types of Sound 
 
Ambient Sound – This is the natural sound heard in a particular location or environment. 
Think about what sounds you would hear standing on a busy cross street in NYC or in a 
rainforest at night. When you are scouting a location to film in, make note of opportunities for 
capturing ambient sound. This is what adds texture and context to your scene.  
 
Ambient sound is especially powerful when paired with still images in multi-media films. The 
audio pulls the viewer into the scene while our eyes are free to examine and extract meaning 
from the images presented to us. In the opening scene of Clinic On the Move, the ambient sound 
includes birds chirping, a roller box, nurses chatting, sliding and stacking boxes, the engine 
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starting and the door slamming closed. Most of these sounds were recorded separately on an 
external audio recorder (and certainly out of the order in which they are heard in the scene). 
https://vimeo.com/78179262. 
 
Room Tone – It seems strange to say it, but every space has a sound. If you recorded your 
voice in a tiled kitchen, a carpeted hallway, and in your front yard and then played back each 
recording, they would all sound very different because of the space is was are recorded in. 
Why do we care about room tone? Because later, when we try to edit together a sequence 
using audio from different locations into one audio track, the transitions between these clips 
will be obvious to our ear and pull the viewer’s attention from what we actually want them to 
see. The best way to mediate this problem is to record 30-60 seconds of room tone in the spaces 
where you conduct interviews. In editing, when I lay down audio tracks, I’ll lay down my 
room tone clip on a lower track to better blend the transition between clips.  
 
Dialogue and Narration –Background ambient sound and distracting room tone can make 
recording audio for interviews and voice over narration difficult. Your goal will be to separate 
the person’s voice from competing background sound as much as possible, so that only clear, 
crisp audio remains.  
 

Chapter 2: Recording Sound 
 
Up until this point I’ve assumed that you are a one-man or one-woman crew. With audio 
recording, it’s important to have a second person that can monitor your sound with 
headphones while recording. Your sound person will be responsible for adjusting the sound 
levels, and listening intently for any problems or disturbances. You may not notice the 
airplane that flew overhead during your interview but the person listening with headphones 
to the recorded sound certainly will.   
 
The goal in recording any kind voices or important ambient sounds is to try to separate them 
from any background noise. For example, I interviewed teacher’s aid at a school with kids 
talking and playing some distance behind her. When I listened back to the sound recorded 
from my camera, it was almost impossible to separate her voice from the background noise, let 
alone understand what she was talking about. When I listened back to the audio recorded on a 
separate device, just out of the frame at the level of her chest, pointing toward her mouth, the 
kids sounded further away while her voice sounded much cleaner and easier to understand.  
 
We control recorded sound by adjusting the ‘levels’ or the volume at which we record. Levels 
are recorded on a decibel meter raging from -60 to 0 db (0 being the loudest). The range we 
want to be recording within is between -12 and -6db. That means your audio should be -6db at 
its highest recorded volume and -12db at its lowest recorded volume. This is akin to saying 
that your image should be focused and correctly exposed for the amount light entering the 
camera. Some cameras and all external audio recorders will show you on the LCD screen 
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where within the rage your levels are peaking. If you record at levels above 0db, your sound 
will be ‘blown out’ or crackly which is almost impossible to fix in editing. 
 
When you record below this level, you can always raise the volume of the clip later in post-
production. Doing this however, also raises the background noise in the clip, which can be a 
problem. Your goal therefore, is to capture audio in the appropriate range by adjusting your 
levels and monitoring your sound while recording using headphones. Rarely will you be 
making big adjustments during a recording. Before you start an interview, for example, you 
will buy some time and ask the person to tell you about their day while you listen to the 
sound, watch where the levels are peaking and manually raise or lower them a little. This will 
save you a great deal of time and headache if you can avoid time spent trying to save bad 
audio.  
 
If you are recording someone’s voice, the closer you can get the mic to his or her mouth while 
still holding the mic out of the camera’s frame, the better. If you are just recording someone’s 
voice and no video, as with a voice-over narration, get the mic 2 inches from the person’s 
mouth and slightly off to the side. If the mic is held directly in front of their mouth, you will 
get breathy ‘pops’ and ‘pees’. Never let an interviewee hold the mic when they talk.  
People tend to roll it in their hand or bring it too close to their mouth creating uneven sound 
with plenty of handling noise – all the things you are trying to avoid.  
 
The same rules apply for recording ambient sound; your goal is to get as close to the source as 
you can but not so close that your audio levels are blown out. Watch this Vimeo Video School 
tutorial for capturing good sound and a fun demonstration of the difference between ambient 
sound and room tone: https://vimeo.com/videoschool/lesson/2/capturing-good-sound. 
 

Chapter 3: Overview of Sound Equipment 
 
A video camera does pick up sound with small built-in speakers, usually hidden in the front of 
the camera. The quality of sound they record, however, is usually hollow sounding and picks 
up any background noise. More importantly, most cameras don’t have a built-in headphone 
jack so there is no way for you to listen to or make adjustments to your sound as you record 
the video.  This is akin to shooting video without an LCD screen – you have no idea what 
you’re recording. There are several good ways to get around this. Each has their pros and cons; 
ultimately it’s up to you to figure out a set up that works for you and fits your budget.  
 
Camera mounted mics – The Rode VideoMic Pro ($229) is small shotgun mic that slides into 
the hotshoe of your camera (the top clip that holds an external flash or other accessory). It’s 
good for dialogue in closed quarters and for capturing ambient sound. The mic is directional, 
meaning that it picks up the sound directly ahead of it and minimizes sounds to the left, right 
and behind it. http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/744768-
REG/Rode_VIDEOMIC_PRO_VideoMic_Pro_Compact_Shotgun.html.  
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There is also a stereo Rode video mic, meaning it is not direction so you can record sounds 
coming from everywhere, ideal for picking up ambient sound.  
 
Lavalier mics – The Rode lav a small mic that you clip onto the shirt of the person being 
filmed. They are easy to hide but still pick up sound directly from the source so make sure it is 
angled toward the person’s mouth. If the lav really doesn’t hide well, you can try clipping it to 
the person’s shoulder out of view – often the sound is often good enough. These mics come 
with a windscreen cover to avoid the air “pops” we make with our mouths when we talk. If 
you will be doing a lot of outdoor interviews, buy the furry looking ‘sock’ or ‘dead cat’ 
attachment that works much better to block out any wind but also makes it more difficult to 
hide. 
http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/730766-
REG/Rode_LAVALIER_Lavalier_Microphone.html 
 
The rule of thumb with audio equipment is that you get what you pay for. The sound quality 
is significantly better with a more expensive lav mic but a $30 lav is better than no lav mic if 
you plan to do a lot of interviewing.  
The Rode PinMic, which looks like a back shirt button, works just as well as a noramal lav but 
is easier to hide. It comes with a black end and a silver end to match with different clothing. 
There are also wireless lav mics that but they are much more expensive, prone to pick up 
static, and probably not worth any added convenience. 
http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/730769-
REG/Rode_PINMIC_PinMic_Wearable_Microphone.html.  
 
 
Shotgun mic – In every movie you’ve seen, audio was recorded using a shotgun mic. 
Shotgun mics are can be directional or omni directional, picking up a wider range of sound. 
The Audio-Technica shotgun mic ($56) can be plugged directly into the camera and clipped 
into the hotshoe or held above the subject, over their head and out of the frame.  
http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/664440-
REG/Audio_Technica_ATR6550_ATR6550_Condenser_Shotgun_Microphone.html 
 
If you are holding the mic, hold it lightly with 3 fingers to avoid handling noise and again, 
always wear headphones to make sure that the mic is close enough, that the levels are 
correctly adjusted and that you’re not picking up a lot of background noises. Remember that if 
an external audio mic is plugged into your camera or other device it will override the built-in 
mic. This means that if you start recording without switching your mic on you will get back 
video with no sound.  
 
You are probably wondering – if I can only afford to buy one of these mic options, which 
should I choose? A shotgun is preferable to a lav in most situations – you will get richer, fuller 
sound for both ambient and dialogue. I like the option of having more control over where the 
mic is placed, holding it overhead or below the frame rather than leaving it attached to the top 
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of the camera if there is background noise directly behind them. If you are going to be 
recording interviews in a noisy environment however, a lav mic, will work much better since it 
is still closer to the source.  
 
In case something goes wrong (which it will at some point), record audio on two devices like a 
lav and a camera mounted mic or a shotgun mic and an external audio recorder. Even if your 
back up audio recording is taken on your iPhone – it’s better than no backup at all. Often 
times, for one reason or another, you will end up deciding to use your backup recording in 
editing because it picked up better sound.     
 
A shotgun, lav, or camera-mounted mic can all be plugged into an external audio recorder. It 
is far easier in editing to have recorded audio synced with recorded video by recording audio 
via the camera. But remember, most cameras won’t let you listen to your audio as you record. 
Some sounds like ambient sound and voice-overs are much more convenient to record on an 
external recorder and later integrated into the video.   
Zoom H1 – ($99) This cheap and easy to use audio recorder uses two built-in stereo 
microphones. As with a camera, when you plug a lav or other mic into the Zoom, it overrides 
the built-in mic. If you don’t have a mic to plug into it, you can set the recorder on, for 
example, a table out of the shot, press record and start your interview. Be very careful to avoid 
handling noise if you are holding the recorder without an external mic. An external recorder 
gives you control over your audio levels. And since they all have a headphone jack, your can 
actually listen to and monitor the recorded sound. The Zoom H4N $269 is similar but a higher 
quality recorder. http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/699403-
REG/Zoom_H1_H1_Ultra_Portable_Digital_Audio.html.  
 

Difficult Recording Situations 
 
If you are recording in an area with a lot of background noise, try to remove it 
or get farther away from it (unplug the fan, move away from the window, 
move around the corner of the building to get out of the wind). Inconsistent 
noises like background music or TV are also a big problem. If you can hear 
background noise with your ear, know that your microphone is probably pick 
it up.   
 
If the sound is unavoidable, take video of the noise source to justify its 
presence. If you have to interview someone on a worksite where people are 
moving tractor loads of dirt, record the audio for the interview as well as you 
can. Then go record ambient sound at the construction site and shoot video of 
the trucks and men working so that you can cut to it before or sometime 
during the interview so that the scene is put into context and the source of the 
sound makes sense to the viewer.   
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SECTION 5. SHOOTING VIDEO FOR BEGINNERS  

Chapter 1. Overview of Basic Video Equipment  
 
First, I want to make a quick comment about gear. Having the latest, most expensive camera is 
absolutely secondary to storytelling. A visually stunning video without a compelling story 
behind it adds little or no value to your organization. That said there is a level of sound and 
image quality expected by your viewer that probably calls for more than a camera phone.   

Cameras  

DSLR (Digital Single Lens Reflex) cameras are the breakthrough video cameras that have put 
the power of filmmaking into the hands of common folk like us. Most all DSLRs with video 
capability shoot in 1080p, high quality HD video. They have a large image sensor (which 
allows shooting in low light and with a larger field of view), higher frame rates than point-
and-shoot cameras and allow manual control over light exposure, depth of field, etc., all in a 
relatively compact body. There are plenty of great options out there and the technology is 
constantly changing. Newer, so-called ‘mirror-less’ cameras are the size of a point and shoot 
but can do anything a DSLR does - with some trade-offs. There are several great video rental 
locations in the Boston area and it’s worth visiting them and getting more familiar with your 
options (http://www.rule.com/). Do plenty of research if you are looking to buy. This article 
provides an overview of things to consider when purchasing a DSLR camera. http://digital-
photography-school.com/how-to-buy-a-dslr-camera.  
There are also websites that will rent and ship DSLR cameras for a daily rate: 
http://www.atsrentals.com/. 
 

Camera Lenses  

Many cameras when purchased new will come with a kit zoom lens. If you want to buy the 
body and lens separately, do some research to find out what camera lens best suits your needs 
and the best quality you can get for the best price. B&H is a great place to find used and 
refurbished camera bodies and lenses. I’ll try to provide some more practical advice about 
what to look for in a lens during the workshop. Here is one tutorial that provides an over view 
of commonly used lenses. https://vimeo.com/videoschool/lesson/13/dslr-lenses 
 
 

Shooting Frame Rates 
For the cinematic look we are used to seeing in movies and hi-production quality 
TV shows, set your camera settings to shoot at 24 fps, or 24 frames per second. 
Regular broadcast TV is shot at 30 fps.  
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Camcorders   

Camcorders are a good option if you own one already or don’t want to buy a DSLR. They have 
a larger sensor than a camera phone and therefore will produce better images. Find one that 
will allow you to manually zoom and focus the lenses. Like a camera, they have a decent a 
mediocre built-in microphone, a LCD screen and a viewfinder. Your challenge, as with a 
camera will be how to stabilize your shots and capture quality audio.  
 

Cell Phone Cameras 

As we know, several high-production value films have been made using the iPhone (with the 
help of many high-tech attachments). Camera phones have a smaller sensor (i.e. poorer image 
quality) than a regular camera. They also don’t allow you do manually zoom, so the result is a 
grainy digital zoom.  
 
When my lav broke in Namibia, I used an audio recorder app on my iPhone as my back up 
audio. Later, in editing, I ended up using the iPhone-captured audio over my on-board mic 
audio more often than I had expected. It saved my project but I had to do a lot more audio 
editing than if had recorded clear, clean sound at the appropriate levels on device that let me 
listen to the audio as I recorded it. They now make external mic attachments for the iPhone but 
read the reviews, no set up is perfect but making good use of your phone can save you some 
money.  
 
 
Tripods and Monopods 
A lightweight camera like a Cannon Rebel T3i 
(http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/753762-REG/Canon_5169B003_EOS_Rebel_T3i_ 
Digital.html) is going to have a lot of shake if you are holding it in your hands. A heavier 
camera is going to be easier to keep steady but you will still need extra support. There are 
plenty of inexpensive options out there for tripods.  
 
If you are new to film, stay on the tripod. If you can afford it, find one with a quick release so 
that you can quickly take it off the tripod and a true fluid head if you wan to add movement 
(pans and tilts). (Sachtler and Miller brands). A fluid head is an attachment, usually bought 
separately that mounts to your tripod or monopod. 
http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/842090-
REG/magnus_vt_300_video_tripod_w_2_ way.html 
  
If you are working off of a tripod and you are using ‘stabilizer’ on your camera lens - it may 
create a loud grinding noise that might be picked up on your on-camera mic. This is yet 
another reason why you want to use an external mic or a mic that is mounted to the hoe shoe 
(or top clip) of your camera.  
 



Video Strategy For Non-Profits: Participant’s Guide  

 

 

25 

If mobility is going to be really important for your film or you will mostly be filming at events 
and locations where you don’t have a lot of space to work, you might choose to buy or rent a 
monopod with feet. It gives you the stability of a monopod with a lot more flexibility and easy 
movement. In really windy weather, a tripod is still ideal. 
http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/737980-
REG/Manfrotto_561BHDV_1_Fluid_Video_Monopod_W_Head.html. 
 

Shooting Without a Tripod 

If you are handholding the camera, don’t try to hold the camera straight out in front of you. 
Go with gravity and hold the camera against your stomach or a waste pack, flip up the LCD 
monitor (if you have one that moves) and rest the camera in one had to focus the lens and the 
other to hold the camera. Support handles can also be purchased to fit into the hot shoe. You 
can look through the LCD monitor or buy a monitor that attaches to the camera body. 
 

Chapter 2. Shot Sequencing  
  
Shot sequencing is how you, the filmmaker, build a visual sequence of images that draws 
attention to the action, the conflict, or even the meaning of your film. Shot sequencing is taking 
a moment that could be one shot and breaking it up into as many shots as possible. This is a 
huge part of your power as a visual storyteller, allowing you to communicate your visual 
evidence faster and in a more interesting way. Rather than record reality and play it back for 
the viewer, you capture and present a more intense version of life than what the viewer would 
normally experience.  
 
To understand this concept, let’s look at the differences between a videographer and a 
filmmaker. The videographer you might hire for a conference sets up her tripod, presses 
record and stands aside, capturing the action as it happens in real time. A filmmaker, a 
storyteller, decides what to shoot, when and how. She captures the images she needs to tell the 
story she wants to tell. She moves constantly; gets a few feet away from the action, focuses her 
camera and records a 15 sec clip, moves her camera again to another vantage point and 
records another 15 sec clip, moves again.  
 
Shot sequences also change our perception of time. In editing, you will be able to compress 
time and edit together a 30 second scene in a way that directly leads the viewer to what you 
want them to see or learn rather than showing a 3 min clip of reality shot from one vantage 
point. Sometimes reality is so good that we will stick around to watch it unfold moment by 
moment. Most of the time, however, reality is boring. No wonder no one watches an 8hr 
conference video just for fun. If, on the other hand, you are trying to capture some human 
behavior, you will likely opt to leave the camera rolling for longer periods of time, with the 
hope that something interesting will happen. 
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The foundation of shot sequencing is capturing 4 different types of shots:  

 
Wide: A wide shot is used to establish a scene. The viewer learns where we are and who is in 
the scene but doesn’t know what is important yet. Next time you watch TV or a movie think 
about how different the experience would be if every shot were a wide shot.  
 
Medium: Medium shots start to identify what’s important to the story by drawing our 
attention to certain things in the scene.  
 
Close-up: Close-ups are the most important shot. They say to the viewer ‘I want to you to see 
this, this is what’s really important.’ These are often your strongest images. A close-up shots of 
the subject’s face during an interview works to creating greater intimacy between the scene 
and the viewer.  
 
Extreme close up: This shot brings our attention to important or interesting details that move 
the story forward. Details are small things that are part of someone’s life or parts of the story 
that might be missed without close inspection. Shooting extreme close ups are also ways to 
create small moments for reflection – an important storytelling tool.  
 

Zooming 
Zooming can be used to adjust the framing of your shot but not to get record 
close-ups. Rather than zoom into the scene with your lens, physically move 
yourself closer to get the shot. Zooming can add grain to your image and 
exaggerate any camera shake. Cutting together shots from different distances 
and positions will create a far more seamless, interesting and professional 
looking sequence.  

 
 
B-Roll: B-roll is secondary footage that adds little meaning to a sequence but helps disguise 
transitions where you had to eliminate unwanted content. It’s filler, visual wallpaper. 
Sometimes you just don’t have the visual evidence and you need for some bit of information 
and have to use B-roll to keep the story moving forward. We see B-roll overused on TV all the 
time but it is never a substitute for providing actual visual evidence in your video.  
As filmmaker Barry Hampe warns, “All non-interview footage is not B-roll.” So how do you 
avoid shooting B-roll instead of visual evidence? By being intentional about what you shoot. 
Remember that for any big claim you state in your video, you must make the visual argument 
as well. If you want viewers to believe that you help homeless families find affordable 
housing, show one such family moving into their own home. If the work your non-profit does 
is just isn’t very visual, brainstorm creative ways to show what you do and why it matters. If 
you still come up empty, you might need a different platform to help supporters understand 
what you do.  
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Chapter 3. A Workflow for Shot Sequencing 
 
Revisit the shot list and idea outline you drafted. What do you want to show? Let yourself 
start imagining what you want to shoot, where and when. If you roam around with no plan 
and shoot whatever you think might be useful, you will have big problems in editing. If you 
shoot intentionally and cluster shots together in sequences, then you have something to work 
with in editing. Say I am shooting a scene where the main character in my video is meeting 
with his physical therapist.  
 
My shot sequence might look something like this:  

• Wide shot showing both people sitting in a room with exercise equipment 
• Medium shots of the PT helping the man stand up and hold the railing 
• Close up shots of the PT’s hand on the man’s belt 
• Extreme Close up of the man’s face as he grimaces in pain   

 
Now I know that in editing I can build a visual sequence that isn’t flat, but that brings my 
viewer into the story. Without any other information, the wide shots work to establish who the 
players are where the scene is taking place. The medium and close up shots brings our 
attention to the conflict (this man is hurt and needs help), and it brings our attention to the 
trust relationship between the two people. The extreme close up takes us right into the man’s 
pain and immediately connect with him. In one short sequence, we told a story and built 
anticipation for the next scene. The viewer is wondering, ‘what happened to him? Will he 
overcome this?” That’s a mini-conflict. What you’ll start to notice is that every sequence can 
have a mini climax, a structure that builds anticipation and then rewards the viewer’s 
attention.  
 
If I wanted to shoot B roll for this scene, I could shoot the man being driven to the visit, filling 
out paperwork with the PT, kids playing in the waiting room as he waits for his visit. Again it 
may be visual wallpaper but it will offer you more flexibility in editing.  
 
To help remember this practice, think about the 4-15 rule: 4 different shots (wide, medium, 
close, extreme close up) for a minimum of 15 seconds for each shot. Once you’ve done that, 
move to a different vantage point and repeat the sequence.  
Why 15 seconds? Later when you edit your film, you will need clips that are long enough to 
work with but not so long that they take up a lot of space and waste hours of your time 
wading through long clips looking for usable footage. When you stick to this rule, you will be 
less likely to ‘overshoot’ a location or scene, instead getting only what you need to tell the 
story. Ultimately, practicing shot sequencing trains you to think a step ahead and not simply 
react to what’s happening around you.  
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Shot Sequencing for Multi-Media Films   

If you are planning to mix video and photography - shoot your still photos horizontally not 
vertically. Otherwise, you will have unused space on either side of the usual 16x9 video frame 
(show example). Because of this unusual frame size, even the images you shot vertically, don’t 
always align perfectly in the frame. You will have to enlarge the photo a little bit in editing. 
This is easy to do but it means that you end up having to crop part of the top and bottom of 
your image so give yourself some extra space around the edges of your frame.  
 
The same workflow idea still applies, using wide medium, close, and extreme close-up shots to 
capture a scene or an action. In traditional photography, a single photo can stand on it’s own, 
summing up an entire scene, event or moment in just one frame. In a multi-media film, still 
photos can be arranged in a sequence to show an action over time but the psychological effect 
of looking at a photo is different than looking at a video clip. The viewer has more time to 
think about what they are seeing and derive meaning from it. Using photos work well to 
create those ‘moments of reflection’ for your viewer to feel the weigh of what you’ve just 
presented. Also remember that you will need a lot more still shots that video clips to pace the 
video to your viewer’s satisfaction. So take a lot of photos. Knowing when to use video vs. 
photos can be tricky. In general, use video to capture important actions or movement in your 
story and photos to bring attention to important details, moments and patterns.  
 
 

Cheating 
Oftentimes, you miss the action you had planned to shoot. Depending on the 
situation, you can recreate it. Say I’m recording the school cooks in the kitchen 
and want a shot of them posting the school menu on the pegboard. I could ask 
someone – anyone really, to repost the menu and get my close up shot. It’s a 
bad idea, however, to ask people to repeat an action or a movement for you – it 
makes them feel like they are supposed to be acting and the result looks forced 
or unnatural. If you forgot to record the sound of the school lunch bell, go 
back the next day and record it so that you can cut it into your video in editing. 
Think about cheating as much as you can, especially with audio because it will 
make your film better and the editing process easier.  

 

Chapter 3: Camera Placement  
 
Where you position the camera and record from has important psychological impact. For 
example, think about the conflict in your video idea. How can you use camera placement to 
pull the emotion out of that conflict. How do you want the viewer to relate to the characters in 
your video?  
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High angle shot: The camera is placed above the subject, angled down. This puts the subject in 
a vulnerable position.  
 
Low angle shot: The camera is placed below the subject, angled up to put the subject in a 
position of power.  
 
Eye level shot: This placement has little to no psychological effect, but it’s your comparison 
point, your control. If you don’t set the camera placement correctly for an eyelevel shot, your 
other shots lose their effect.  
 
Point of view shot: You see what the character sees. The most common way this is done is 
with a close up shot of the character, and then a shot of what they’re seeing. Showing the 
action and reaction is really effective way to pull your viewer into the story.  
 
Bird’s eye view: We want the audience to look over the scene and see the larger picture for a 
purpose. If I’m talking about air pollution in Boston, I might get up high on a roof and record 
the traffic jam on the street below.  
 
Dutch camera angle: The camera is purposely tilted to give a feeling of disorientation. Again, 
there should be a very good reason for including this in a film.  
 

Chapter 4: Camera Movement  
 
If you are new to film, work off a tripod. It may slow you down, but it will help you avoid 
camera shake and force you to pay closer attention to your composition and framing. If you 
don't have a tripod, rest the camera on a level table, brace yourself against or a tree, whatever 
you have to do to hold that camera steady.  
 
Camera movement gives your video a more 3-D feel but should be used sparingly and for a 
purpose. Remember that you also have some flexibility to add movement to your video in 
editing by changing the key-frames (or image position). As will camera position, any 
movement should look natural and have a psychological purpose in mind.  

Types of camera movement include:   

 
Stable Shot – Great for an establishing shot. Steady although there is activity moving 
through the frame. (Train ex)  
 
Pan – Pans are used to follow movement, follow a subject, or introduce something. This 
should really be done with a fluid head on a tripod to get smooth movement but you can fake 
it by loosening the screws on a regular tripod head and using a rubber band to pull the hand 
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grip for a more controlled movement. This video demonstrates this trick: 
https://vimeo.com/890329 
 
Tilt – Or vertical pan can be used it to introduce a scene or exit a scene.  
 
Fly on the wall – gets above or at an interesting angle from the action to provide a unique 
perspective.   
 
Tracking – This is a smooth horizon movement that gives your video more of a 3-D look. This 
should be done with what’s called a slider with a fluid head but there are ways to rig up your 
own device. Using a shoulder mount, another attachment, you essentially become the tripod 
with 180 rage of motion to quickly pan the frame.  
 

Chapter 5: Shooting with Available Light  
 
Light is, of course, extremely important in film. After all, it’s what creates the image we see 
and the quality, direction and color of light have a big impact on the look of your video. If you 
want to learn more about lighting, check out the photography tutorials on Pamoja Stories, 
produced by Randal Armor at the Boston University Center For Digital Imaging Arts. 
http://pamojatogether.com/about/tutorials/. 
 
Part of location scouring is also anticipating lighting challenges. If you plan to shoot an 
interview outside, try to shoot during the "magic hours" -- early morning or the two hours 
before sunset. Avoid mid-day sun if at all possible, it will tend to overexpose you image, cast 
ugly shadows under you subject’s eyes and make them squint at you. Not the makings for a 
good interview. An inexpensive hand-held reflector can really help to help diffuse harsh light 
and fill in shadows on the face: http://www.videomaker.com/article/9348-light-source-
using-reflectors-like-a-pro. Never have the light source directly behind the subject (putting 
them in silhouette), rather position them so that the light source hits at the side of their face, 
not straight on. Also learn what the white balance settings are on our camera and when to use 
them. This short video provides some great tips on working with available light. 
https://vimeo.com/videoschool/lesson/174/do-more-with-your-dslr-i-working-with-
available-light. 
 
If you are planning to shoot sequences that will require continuity of light within the same 
scene, you will have to find a way to control the light. Say for example, I want to film a series 
of interview in the same office room with big windows. As the light changes over the course of 
the day and the natural light fades, my interviews will look very inconsistent if show them 
back to back and even more so if I inner-cut them. On a movie set, someone would be running 
around with a light meter and perfectly adjusting the light exposure on the camera but I don’t 
have that luxury. I might choose to schedule my interviews within a tighter time frame or only 
in the mornings at 8am. If I want more control, I can decide to block out the natural light and 
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provide my own source of light. Professional studios will use a pricy light kit and set up 
what’s called a three point lighting system 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j_Sov3xmgwg) for an interview using a key light, fill 
light and a hair light to illuminate the subject, fill in unattractive shadows on their face and 
create some depth so that the image doesn’t look flat or washed out. To avoid buying a light 
kit, you can, with experimentation, adapt other more available household lights. There are 
plenty of YouTube videos on this; most of them are not all that helpful for someone just 
learning about lighting. The take away is whenever possible, work with available sunlight. If 
you do introduce another light the color, direction and intensity of light needs to make sense 
and look natural. Leaning about the three point lighting will help you think about the intensity 
and position of light you introduce.   
 

Chapter 6: More Tips for Filming  
 
This video created for Global Giving, is the best video I’ve seen on this topic. It’s packed full of 
great tips and ideas. “How to Make a Video for Non-Profits”: https://vimeo.com/57391237.  
 
Additional things to think about when filming:  
 
Come prepared: Do your research, have your interview questions prepared, confirm specific 
times and locations for shooting and interviews. Make sure you have all the equipment you 
will need, that batteries are charged and memory cards are clear and reformatted.  
 
Slow Down: Take time to get your shot set up the way you want it. We are often afraid of 
looking inexperienced or making people wait for us while we set up. Fewer shots that are well 
composed are far better than hours of shaky, poorly lit, poorly framed images.  
 
Keep Moving: Use the 5:15 rule for shot sequencing, move in closer and do it again. Find a 
unique vantage point and do it again.  
 
Get Closer: Avoid zooming your camera to get closer shots. Instead compose the wide shot, 
record for 15 sec, move closer, recompose, shoot. Beginners often stand 10 feet away from the 
action. Get in there! If your subjects feel like you know what you’re doing, they will give you 
more leeway than you’d expect.  
 
Movement: Let action move through the shot – requiring you to anticipate the direction of the 
movement and get ahead of it. Let your subject walk out of the frame whenever possible. This 
creates a nice, natural edit point. If you use camera movements like a pan or tilt, it should be 
for a purpose, like to reveal new information or to provide additional context. Use sparingly!   
 
Stay Focused: Even as you film, remember the purpose of the film. Don’t feel like you need 
to record everything you see. Record what adds to the story you want to tell.  
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Think like an editor: Think about how the shot in the present scene might go with what you 
shot yesterday and what is to come. Remember to record room tone, and look for interesting 
or commonplace ambient sound to enrich for film. Keep recording for another 5 seconds after 
someone has moved out of your fame to give yourself extra padding during editing.  
 
Make like a Wildlife Photographer: Recording people’s behavior can be awkward as 
everyone noticed when you walked in with a big camera. Like a wildlife photographer, your 
goal is to be accepted as part of the environment as quickly as possible. Essentially, your goal 
is to be ignored. Some prefer to tell people in advance and give them a chance to say ‘no, I 
don’t want to be filmed.’ Others go for it and ask for forgiveness later. A big part of this has to 
do with your confidence. If you seem nervous – you will make people nervous and question 
their trust in what you are doing. If you seem kind, focused and confident people will assume 
that you know what you’re doing. If you’re not seen as a threat, it’s much easier to ignore you.  
 
 

SECTION 6: SHOOTING A VIDEO INTERVIEW 

Chapter 1: Composition  
 
Composition is really about how you, the storyteller, decide what you want in your shot and 
how you will order it in an interesting and visually pleasing way. 
  
Compose your shot in a way that makes sense visually. Whenever possible, the 
background scene or location should add context to the story – not be so different that it takes 
the person out of the story like a blank wall or a totally different location. Avoid telephone 
poles, pipes or other bold backgrounds that draw our eye away from the subject, or worse, 
look like they are growing out of the person's head.  
 
Use the best light you can find. If it fits the story and if the weather is good, take the 
person outside over interviewing them in a dark office with a lot of echo.  
 
Frame the shot using the Rule-of-Thirds. Don't put the subject in the center of the frame, 
rather place them along the left or right third of the frame. It’s more pleasing to the eye and 
frees up the lower third of your frame to place the subject’s name and title in post-production. 
For more examples of how to use the rule of thirds to frame your shot, watch Randall’s 
composition tutorial on Pamoja Stories.  
 
Compose shot with subject looking into the empty part of the frame. If you are 
making a direct appeal, it makes sense to look right into the camera. But you don’t want every 
shot to look that way – it’s visually confusing for a shot where someone is clearly being 
interviewed. What you want to avoid most is having the person appear to be speaking to 
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someone outside of the frame all-together. Rather than listening to what the subject has to say, 
out mind starts thinking ‘huh, so who is this guy talking to?’ 
 
For a more detailed discussion on framing and choosing a facing direction for your 
interviewee, check out this tutorial: 
http://www.mediacollege.com/video/interviews/framing.html 
 
Apply your knowledge on shot sequencing.  Shot sequencing in an interview also has 
psychological effect. Medium shots can be used to introduce the character and provide context 
for the scene. Close up shots when talking about personal or emotional issues work to draw 
more emotion out of the scene. If you had two cameras, you could set up a two-camera 
interview one framed as a medium shot, the other as a close up. But also remember that in 
most editing programs you will be able to change the position of the frame to ‘zoom’ into a 
shot to get a close-up shot. Physically moving the camera during an interview is probably 
going to distract and confuse your interviewee. If you are recording an interview with one 
camera, the safest way to frame it would be a medium shot and play with shot sequencing 
later in editing.  
 
Hands off: Once you have composed and focused the shot, press record and take your hands 
off the tripod. Keep checking the LCD screen during the interview to make sure that the 
person is still within the frame but try not to do bump the camera or mess with the tripod - 
you could mess up your focus and have to pause the interview.  
 

Chapter 2: Recording audio in an interview 
 
Remember, the goal in recording audio for an interview, is to get as close as possible and to 
isolate the sound as much as possible from any background noise. The ideal set up for 
recording an interview would be a shotgun mic held overhead and a lav plugged directly into 
the camera or into an external audio recorder. When at all possible, make sure you are 
recording two sources of audio incase one of them fails.  

Media Storm Field guide offers the following tips for recording quality sound:  

1. Always wear your headphones. Not ear buds; noise-canceling headphones that wrap 
around your ears are best.  

2. During an interview, a shotgun mic should be six to eight inches away from the 
subject’s forehead, pointing directly at his or her mouth. The lav should be on the 
person’s chest, 6-8 inches from the mouth. Again, make sure it is pointing in the 
direction of the subject’s mouth.  

3. Record levels (the recorded volume) between -6db to -12db. Expose for the subject’s 
voice and set between -6 and -12 db for good, rich sound. Better to under-expose than 
over expose the sound or it will cause buzzing/blow out.  
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4. Choose a quiet location for the interview. Rooms with soft surfaces absorb noise rather 
than reflect it (think tile kitchen vs. room with carpet and wall hangings).   

5. Have everyone turn of their cell phones - less chance of interruption and interference on 
digital audio recorder.  

6. Look for and remove sound problems- answering machines, car traffic, and AC units.  
 
 

Chapter 3. Tips on Interviewing Technique  
 
Earlier, we talked about the value of pre-interviewing subjects and what makes a good 
character and interviewee. The following interviewing tips are adapted from Media Storm’s 
Field Guide on Multi-media reporting:   
 
Do your research: What must you understand about the person or his/her context to ask 
thoughtful, targeting questions. Read articles and watch other films about the subject if they 
exist. The quality of your subject’s response is directly correlated to the quality of your 
question – so prepare concise, non-leading questions that get to the heart of the issue.  
 
The subject must provide stand-alone answers. While your question will be recorded in 
the audio, you as the interviewer do not exist in the finished film. During editing, your voice 
will be cut out. Your questions should be structured in a way that encourages the subject to 
answer in complete sentences so that they make sense apart from the question asked in the 
interview.  
 
The less you talk, the better. “Tell me about that experience,” “Describe this situation to 
me.” If you catch yourself talking over the subject – recognize you are talking too much. 
Sometimes it’s ok, because the overlap word is not essential but it is usually worth asking 
them to repeat what they said without disrupting their train of thought. “I didn’t catch that, 
what did you say?” and then let them continue.  
 
Keep your questions brief. Don’t spend more than a few seconds asking a question. Keep 
them brief and to the point. Often times, the subject will expand on their own story in 
unexpected ways when you give them the space to do that.  

Ask your subject to describe situations, events, or actions visually. “Tell me about 
how it felt and what you saw.” Ask the subject to re-create the scene, step by step with 
as much detail as they remember.  

 
Quote exact dialogue. “What did he say to you?” Quoting dialogue is a really effective way 
to draw the viewer into the story. Watching the climax of Surviving the Peace, we are drawn 
right into the scene by the retelling of the story.  
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Ask questions in pairs. Asking more than one question at a time encourages the subject 
provide more detailed responses and to link them to the other questions asked. For example 
“Tell me how long you have worked here and what you love about this place.” You will get a 
much more fluid and natural answer.  
 
Don’t respond verbally. Any ‘uh huh’ ‘hmm’ you mummer will end up in your recorded 
audio. Avoid those verbal cues at all costs. (Same for your translator if you use one.) Instead, 
use body language. Nod your head; raise your eyebrows to show your surprise. If someone 
says something that doesn’t make sense or they fumble over their words and you want them 
to rephrase it, often all it takes is a silent pause or a tilt of the head (dumb dog) to get them to 
rephrase with greater clarity. This is tricky, stay silent yet responsive! Let the interviewee 
know that you are listening and that you care about their response. This is why it is helpful to 
do a video interview with two people, one asks the questions and maintains contact with the 
subject while the other monitors sound and glances at the camera to make sure it’s still 
recording and framed correctly.  
 
Ask the right last question. your last question should bring closure to the interviewee and 
give them a chance to say or explain anything they didn’t get a chance to. This can be as simple 
as “Is there anything else that you would like to add, is there anyone else that I should talk 
to?” 
 
Capture the room tone. Record at least 30 seconds of sound of the room at the end of the 
interview. I often do this before the interview when no one is there or I make the interviewee 
wait and say that it is just part of our equipment check. Can do the same with the camera - 
make sure that it records and plays back correctly. You will need the room tone for editing 
later.   
 

SECTION 7: EDITING AND SHARING YOUR FINISHED FILM 

Chapter 1. File management  
 
Editing is where the storytelling comes to life, where you physically construct the story that 
you’ve had in the back of your head while planning and shooting the video. You will capture 
hours and hours of video and audio files. Keeping your files organized, correctly labeled and 
backed up is essential to being able to find what you want quickly.  
 
On your computer or on an external hard drive:  

1. Create a project folder with a working title for the film 
2. Inside the project folder create separate folders for recorded audio and video 
3. Inside each of these files create a folder called RAW (or unedited)  
4. In each Raw folder, create a folder for the shooting day (Year_Month_ShootingDay).  
5. Listen to every audio clip and give it a caption (daycare_roomtone, playground_ambi)  
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During the days or weeks that you are actually filming for your video, set up and stick to a 
daily routine that involves these steps:  

1. Download all your content, everyday  
2. Organize all the material captured that day by transferring it it’s labeled folder  
3. After you transfer the files, place the used SD cards aside and flip them upside down so 

that you know you’ve copied them. Don’t reformat them until later. 
4. Review all your content every day. Listen for problems that need to be addressed, make 

note of what you should photograph or record the next day that will help you fill gaps 
in your story.  

5. Back everything up on another hard drive or another computer so that everything exists 
in at least two separate locations. If you are traveling, but them in two separate bags.  

6. Reformat your cards for the next day or keep them as a back up if you have extra cards. 
 
 

When you are into the actual editing of your video, schedule long blocks of time for yourself. 
Learn the keyboard shortcut for save on your computer and safe often (you can do and lose a 
lot of work in 10 min time). Every hour or so get up, take a break and then come back and look 
at your work.  
 

Chapter 2: Basic Editing Concepts and Available Programs 
 
The post-production phase is where we finally have all of our material organized and ready to 
be brought into an editing program. We must come to terms with the fact that we didn’t get 
the interview we thought we really needed or that the story took us in an unexpected 
direction. Something you shoot and seemed unimportant at the time is now revealed to be a 
golden nugget, exactly what you needed to make the story work.  
 

Overview of video editing programs 

All editing programs, whether it be Window’s Movie Maker, iMovie, Adobe Premiere Pro or 
Final Cut, have the same basic functions. There is a bin where you will import and store the 
files you want to use. There is a timeline separated into parallel video and audio tracks where 
you will drag selected clips from the bin, arrange them and cut them together to create a 
continuous sequence or scene. You can trim, drag and drop clips, add transitions and fades 
between clips, and add titles and other text.  On the lower half of the time line you will drop, 
trim and position audio tracks, adjust their volume and add ‘cross-fades’ and ‘fade outs.’ 
Using your mouse you will be able to ‘scrub’ through the clips and watch the section you’ve 
edited on the playback screen.  Usually on the bottom right corner of the editing program you 
will see your audio output levels. Watch these as you edit and wear headphones. If the audio 
sounds good on your headphones but looks low you will need to bump it up. It should be 
peaking at -6 and 0. If it goes above 0 your sound it going to be blown out, overexposed. When 
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you are ready, every program will export, compress and give you different options for sharing 
the video file online.    
 
So, which editing program should you use? If you already have Movie Maker or iMovie and 
feel comfortable using it, use it. You will be able to do all the basic functions you need to edit 
together your video. If you want more control over the process, meaning precise control over 
editing cuts, layering audio tracks, I suggest you use more sophisticated program like Adobe 
Premiere. It’s rapidly becoming an industry standard and has a huge online support 
community with hundreds of on-line tutorials for beginners via Adobe TV. The best part is 
you don’t have to purchase the program. Rather, you can rent and download it directly onto 
your computer starting at $50/month via Creative Cloud. A free 30-day trail is also available 
for first time users.   
 

Chapter 3: A Workflow for Editing  
 
The Rough Cut  
Using your pre-script or film outline as a blueprint, make a rough cut of your film, piecing 
together the clips you want to include in your story. Don’t worry about transitions, external 
audio, or making any fine edits. Lay it down as quickly as you can, focusing on the bigger 
story. It’s easy to get drawn into making tiny tweaks to clips that you will probably rearrange 
or cut out altogether. Revisit your video outline and your story structure. Go in a circle, 
watching your rough layout of clips from the beginning to see how pieces come together, how 
information is revealed.  
 

Shot selection and placement  

This is where all your hard work and thoughtful planning pay off. Using your wide, medium 
and close up shots, you can start building scenes, sequences of images in your video. 
Experiment: start wide and move in, use a series of close-ups before going wide, move the 
pieces around. Watch how different arrangements can work to create a mini-climax in every 
shot sequence. Use close ups, to draw attention to an important detail. Your goal is to have 
your viewer internally but actively thinking, feeling, searching and therefore engaged in story. 
You have the power to do that through the way you select and arrange shots in your video.    
 

Cut points 

When editing together sequences, your goal is to make the cut points (transitions between 
clips) look as natural and continuous as possible. Movement is always a great place to add a 
cut point. We often see this at the end of a movement (the car passes through the frame just as 
we cut to the next scene) or at the top of the movement (just as the pitcher’s hand reaches the 
top of his swing we cut to another scene). This cheesy, but helpful video shows how to create 
continuity in your shots by cutting at the action, using jump cuts, graphic matching, and inner-
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cutting scenes. https://vimeo.com/14579570. Be wary of overusing the transition effects on 
your editing program. When every scene fades to black, it kills the momentum of your story. 
Dramatic transitions should only be used when trying to emphasize a total change or theme, 
idea, or physical location in the video. 
 

Easy on the interviews  

Remember that the bulk of your video should be your visual evidence. Use video interviews to 
introduce characters, highlight important or emotional information and inner cut visuals to 
support what is being said.  
 

Lead with sound  

A subtle but effective way to build anticipation for the next image or scene is to ‘lead with 
sound’ meaning you bring in the audio for a scene a few seconds before the viewer sees the 
clip. When we hear a voice before we see a face, for example, we are priming the brain to see 
something different in the following frame. This is also how we disguise cut points, making 
our transmissions more seamless. The best cut, after all, is one you don’t notice. If you give the 
viewer time to wind down, they will. By keeping the viewer engaged before they see the next 
clip, they don’t have time to wind down and they are more likely to watch the rest of the 
video.  

Getting help  

After you’ve watched your own work hundreds of times, you become numb to it. You need 
someone with a fresh eye to look at your work and help you see what doesn’t make sense, 
what’s too long, what’s missing. Get a group of people you don’t know to watch your rough-
cut and watch them watch it. Do they look confused? Interested? Involved? 
 

The Final Cut  

As you start to lay down any external audio, you may choose to manually replace audio from 
the on-board camera mic with external audio. You will be able to synch the two tracks by 
zooming  all the way into your audio peaks, moving them to the L or R until they are lined up, 
listen back to make sure there is no echo (they are truly overlapping). Now you can unlink the 
original audio from the video tract and delete or mute it so that only the external audio 
remains. If there are part of a video interview that drag and can be covered with visuals, you 
can trim down their clips, remove long pauses, umms and likes. Or you may choose to slow 
down someone’s audio by introducing pauses with bridges of ambi. Just remember that 
whatever you edit in the audio, you now must correct in the video to make sure that the visual 
and sound are still in sync. Layer ambient sound into your interview audio to add more 
texture and context for the scene.  
 



Video Strategy For Non-Profits: Participant’s Guide  

 

 

39 

Adding Text   

If you framed your interviews shots using the rule of thirds, the name and title of each 
interviewee will fit comfortably on the left or right hand side of the frame. For a short video, 
you don’t need to repeat the title after you’ve already used it once to introduce the character.  
Give the viewer time to read it and use a simple, bolded font like Arial or Calibri that is easy to 
read.  Add a drop-shadow to help separate the text from the background image.  If you use 
text to introduce statistics or give background information, keep it short - no more than a few 
sentences at a time.  
 
Subtitles, while sometimes essential, can quickly clutter the frame and become a distraction to 
the viewer as they try to keep up with what’s happening visually while trying to read along. 
When someone in your video speaks English with a strong accent or perhaps, has a disability 
that slows or slurs their speech, it’s difficult to know whether subtitles are necessary. After 
listening to the same audio clips over and over, you are quite familiar with the accent or know 
exactly what the person is saying. A group of outsiders watching the video cold without 
subtitles will tell you right away whether they can understand the person or not.  
 
Figuring out how to pace your subtitles can be tricky. As a general rule of thumb, when the 
shot changes, the subtitles should also.  Use one line of text at a time so that it’s easier to read 
quickly and not visually jarring when text cuts from one line to two, back to one. If you have to 
change to a new line during the same frame, bring it in a few seconds before the next work is 
spoken to stay paced with the person speaking but not revealing the text before the viewer 
needs to see it.  
 
 
Music 
While good ambient sound is often all you need tell a good audio-visual story, music can be a 
powerful psychological tool, with equal power to engage and turn off your viewer. Spend a lot 
of time thinking about your music selection and placement. Again, music is used best when 
the viewer doesn’t directly notice it. It should complements what’s being shown and brings 
continuity to the video without distracting from or competing with the visual content. Finding 
free or affordable music tracks online can be difficult and you must be carful to follow 
copyright laws. Even through that beautiful instrumental track in your iTunes library fits 
beautifully with your video – you can’t legally use it without buying the rights. There are 
several creative commons resources online including the Vimeo Music Store that has free or 
inexpensive loop tracks.  https://vimeo.com/videoschool/lesson/131/how-do-i-use-the-
vimeo-music-store. For more ideas check out this post: 
http://mashable.com/2010/12/08/ind-music-for-youtube-videos/ 

 
Narration  
You might decide at some point that you a bit of voice over narration to bridge gaps in 
information that is not communicated visually or smooth out a rough transition. Sometimes 
narration is the best way to communicate a more complicated idea quickly, especially helpful 
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where you are short on time. In Clinic on the Move, I used narration largely to explain the 
program’s mixed funding model much more efficiently than via interviews. Still, narration 
should be used sparingly. When placed too frequently or when overly descriptive, it competes 
with the visual information. When writing text for narration, use simple language and short 
sentences. Read it out loud. Does it read like block of text or a voice with natural cadence? If 
you can get away with not using narration, letting the visuals and interviews stand on their 
own, don’t use it. 
 
Judging Pacing and Length  
 
If you plan to post your video on the web and share it via social media, keep the length 
between 3-5 min, or shorter if you're able. Remember that today’s viewers are more willing to 
watch five 3min videos than they are one 15min video.  
 
The more useful guideline to keep in mind is that your video should only be ‘as long as it is 
good.’5 Don't try to make your video a min longer if you finish and think it's 'too short'.  For 
example, this video about an innovation expo is nice. It's interesting enough and well paced. 
But it’s too long. It could have ended after 2min 25 sec but goes on for 5min. In essence, it isn't 
as good as it is long.  http://www.abtassociates.com/noteworthy/2013/innovation-expos-
showcase-companywide-expertise.aspx.  
 
This really comes down to pacing. This next video is so well paced and well structured, I don't 
even notice how long it is, I will watch it until it’s over: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hRjCjJN6phI&list=PLGmeFIOjhJzd_F44UARy2Xjbk9Zt
MM6rp&index=2. In general, less is more (shorter sound bites, less of the video interview, less 
narration, less of the scene, bring the ambient sound in sooner). Again, you will rely heavily on 
test viewers to help you troubleshoot story flow and pacing issues. 
 

Chapter 5. Sharing your finished film  
 
Export and Compress your files 
When you’re ready, export the clips along your timeline to create a mov.H264 video file. In 
Adobe Premiere, select Export, Media, and under Format select ‘QuickTime’. This will allow 
you to create an mov.h264 (rather than an mp4.h264 file) to insure the smoothest playback. 
Click on ‘Output Name’ to enter the name of the exported file and select where on your 
computer it will save to. Under the ‘Video’ tab select ‘H264’ and leave the quality scale at full 
resolution if you want to export exactly what you see in the program. Deselect the box next to 
Width and Height so that you can change the dimensions of your video frame. Enter in a 
Width of 1920, Height of 1080. Next under Aspect, choose ‘Square Pixle1.0. Choose to render at 

                                                
5 The Art of Filmmaking and Editing. CreativeLive. March, 9,2013.  http://www.creativelive.com/courses/art-
filmmaking-and-editing-jeff-medford-and-ross-hockrow!
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maximum depth and export the file. The resulting file will be is exactly what you shot and 
previewed in the program.    
 
Depending on size of the file, it may be too large to upload onto YouTube or attach in an email 
and you will have to compress the file. Unfortunately, this means that you will lose some 
image quality. The goal with compression is to keep the file as close to the original source file 
as possible. Your options are to either to bring the exported file back into the program and 
alter the file settings to reduce the file size or to export and compress the original project in one 
step from the timeline. There are many ways to compress files. One of the most common is to 
change the size of the frame to (like Width 1280 and Height 720 ), to turn the ‘Quality’ down to 
85% or to lower the bit rate in the export settings.  
 
 
Sharing you Work 
Into Focus, a free download from the web offers excellent insight into distributing non-profit 
videos on line, why you should join the YouTube Non-Profit Program and how to collaborate 
with other YouTube channels. The final push is to start integrating the videos you produce 
into your larger communications strategy. Ultimately, this ties back to your initial brainstorm. 
How do you want the video to be used? Who do you want to see it? And what change or 
outcome will you measure overtime as your videos is watched online and shared around the 
world? Keep learning and have fun!  
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