
Documentary Film/TV 
 
 

Form-Evolution-Approaches 



The EXPLOSION of the Documentary Form 
1. Tools of Creation: 

a. Editing Systems:  Adobe, Final Cut, Vegas, 
Avid, iMovie, MovieMaker 

b. Cameras: 
• Digital Video  TapeCardStream 
• DSLR 
• 4K-Black Magic, RED 
• GoPro 
• Drones, DJI Phantom 

2. Distribution Outlets: 
– TV:  HBO, NatGeo, Discovery, TLC, PBS, Animal 

Planet, Food Network, etc. 
– YouTube 
– Vimeo 
– Netflix-Amazon-Hulu 
– Social Media—FB, INSTAGRAM, 
– Festivals: Toronto, Amsterdam,  Tribeca, Sundance, 

Banff, Telluride,  

3. Funding: Kickstarter, et.al. 

4. Marketing and Crowd-sourcing options:  
5. Hi Profits vs. low cost of Production (small 

crews) 
 

http://www.red.com/store/cameras?f=BAh7B0kiDWNhdGVnb3J5BjoGRUZbBkkiDENBTUVSQVMGOwBGSSILY2FtZXJhBjsARlsGSSIQRVBJQyBEUkFHT04GOwBU
http://www.red.com/store/cameras?f=BAh7B0kiDWNhdGVnb3J5BjoGRUZbBkkiDENBTUVSQVMGOwBGSSILY2FtZXJhBjsARlsGSSIQRVBJQyBEUkFHT04GOwBU


Highest Grossing Documentaries of ALL TIME 



Gross vs. Production Costs 
1. Fahrenheit 9/11 ($222.5 million gross vs. $6 million 

production/$18 million total budget) 

2. Bowling for Columbine ($58 million gross vs. $3.5 million 
production/$6.5 million total budget) 

3. An Inconvenient Truth ($49.8 million gross vs. $1 million 
production/$8 million total budget) 

4. Sicko ($36.1 million gross vs. $9 million production/$20 
million total budget) 

5. 2016: Obama's America ($18+ million projected gross vs. 
$2.5 million production/$8 million total budget) 

6. Capitalism: A Love Story ($17.4 million gross vs. $20 million 
total budget) 

7. Inside Job ($8.1 million gross vs. $2 million production 
budget) 

8. Roger & Me ($7.7 million gross vs. $140,000 production 
budget) 

9. Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed ($7.7 million gross vs. 
$3.5 million production/$12 million total budget) 

10. The Fog of War ($5 million gross) (Unknown budget) 

Michael Moore 

Davis Guggenheim 

Luc Jacquet  



Avg. Gross $$/Documentary 



Vimeo Most Played 



YouTube Channels 



The Documentary Interview 

1. MUCH different than a news interview 

 More than quote-gathering! 

 More than “fact” finding 

 Don’t be EXPLOITIVE! 

 Don’t be presumptuous! 

2. Conversational Approach — An exchange 

3. In-Depth Interview– QUALITY! 

4. Questions — Far Ranging, Directed, OPEN-

ENDED! Grouped/Themed! 

5. Be realistic in what you expect and how you 

DIRECT your interviewee.  

6. Time commitment (Always plan on it taking 

longer) 



The Approach 

• Insatiable Curiosity & a GENUINE Interest 

• The Messages YOU are giving off!   

– You must be extremely aware of your demeanor (dress, gender, age, education, 
economic, race, religion, etc.) 

– Other Directedness —  Emotional Reads 

– Energy– But At Ease 

– Nonverbals—Eye Contact, Expression, Body Language 

– Verbals--Tone of voice, Approach of a question 

• Do THEY have any particular questions that they think is important to 
be addressed? 

• B-roll + Natural Sound! 



Preparation 
• Background RESEARCH!   

• You need to be informed about: (1) the person; (2) 
their organization AND (3) the topic/story at hand 

• Nearly all of your questions memorized 
•  Project Answers for Q#1  to stimulate Round#2 Questions 

• Provide you interviewee with: 

1. a brief intro to you,  

2. the FOCUS of your film project,  

3. your interests in them (or their work/perspective),  

4. and a SHORT list of questions (with the caveat that you might have additional ones). 

• Making Contact. Courteous/Professional AND Genuinely 
Interested. Don’t be a pain! 

• 50% of Requests for Interviews are NOT granted!  

• So, HAVE 2-3 different BACK-UP OPTIONS!!! 

 



Interview Follow-ups 

• Quick and sincere Thank yous! 

• Check back in (up-date them on progress) 

• Assess:  

– Shadow?  

– ReEnact?  

– B-roll and Natural Sound? 

– Additional Things to say?  Based on additional findings. 

– Spoken with other people (Reactions) 

– Other sources Different perspectivies? 

 

• Provide a copy of the final project or interview 
segments!   

 



Great B-roll!  
10 different sources  

1. Before and After an interview 

2. Marketing materials provided by them (?) 

3. Archive images? 

4. Community images—Facebook, Instagram, Web 

site? 

5. Shadowing a person (ride along the job) 

6. Media representations (previous interviews?) 

7. Camtasia 

8. Audiences who are connected to the issue?  

Ethnographic observations.   

9. Impact?!  CAN YOU ACTUALLY SEE IT? 

10. Re-enactments 

 



Making your Doc CINEMATIC! 
• CONTEXT!!!  HOW will you make this engaging 

for your LEAST INTERESTED AUDIENCE? 

• Unique/Different SETTINGS or LOCATIONS  

visually interesting  

• Shadow or Ride-Along interviews 

• Rounding OUT  your interviews with 

INTERESTING/Charismatic people!  Friends, 

Relations, Those impacted? 

• Editing Style— 

1. Story Threads & Parallel Stories which COLLIDE 

2. SHORT Segues between ACTS or CHAPTERS 

3. Aesthetically moving MONTAGE SEQUENCES 

4. COMPRESION of Time & Motion —Time Re-

Mapping Time Lapse 

 



What makes a Documentary? 
Basic Characteristics: 

1.Non-fiction. Documentaries have a connection 
to "reality" (or at least portraying a version of it). 
There is usually a sense of "truthfulness," 
"objectivity," and "authenticity" through observation.  

2. The events filmed are usually unstaged. The events 
exist above and beyond the activity of filming them. 
They are events, people, or places which have a real 
existence above and beyond the cinema. 

3. Documentaries usually attempt to make 

arguments or provide 
perspectives through the acts of observing, 
interviewing, filming, and editing.  Every 
documentary reflects the filmmaker's point of view or 
argument about what they are shooting.  
 



Expository Approach 
The "Classic” mode of Documentary Film 

 Typical Characteristics: 

1. Informative, educational, and 
descriptive 

2. Authoritative (usually 
disembodied/omniscient) 
voiceover commentary 

3. Historical  and/or 
ProblemSolution storyline 

4. Exposing "facts" or seemingly 
"objective" arguments that are 
illustrated via images and audio 
that aim to be descriptive and 
informative 

 



Interactive Approach 
Characteristics: 

1. Direct contact and/or "interaction" 
between film makers and those being filmed. 
Interview Style. 

2. A series of either on- or off-camera interviews 
where the producer is the “Mediator of 
opinions” expressed by those interviewed. 

3. Power relationships between interviewer and 
interviewee are established by what questions 
the interviewer asks (and in what order). 

4. Arguments are made by the sequence of 
opinions shown by filmmaker (via editing and 
selection of what to include and what to leave 
out) 

 



Observational Approach 
Characteristics: 

 
1. Non-intervention by the film maker--

"Hands off" approach Visual 
Anthropology.   Purely Observational. 

2. Emphasis on:  
– "transparency" by the filmmaker simply 

observing. 

– presenting a DIRECT representation of filmed 
events to an audience.  

– Re-representing reality as it is The attempt at 
portraying a more authentic "slice" of life. 

3. Little  (sometimes NO editing), directing, 
added production value. 

4. Sometimes Real Time or as close as 
possible. 

5. Bert Haanstra Frederick Wiseman 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qiWsP0yeRa4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAZbB0h3A9I&list=PLb7_sBVaECoQ_7bXeAXMch1IFzxaS-bQF&index=11
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aLS7--ZLCoI


Performative Approach 
Characteristics: 

1. The attempt to show what happened (usually at 
some point in past history or what may occur in 

the projected future through a staged or re-
staged performance.  

2. Includes re-enactments--dramatic or 
otherwise 

3. Speculative--The attempt to project or speculate 
on how or why something may have happened, 
OR, what may happen in the future because of 
current events.  

4. Stylized to bring current audience back to the 
past or to promote a FUTURE--Usually dramatized 
for more emotional impact through editing, 
filming, audio, etc. 

 



Reflexive Approach 
Characteristics: 

 1. Taking the interactive approach one step 

further by showing the film makers 
being filmed while they are filming.  

2. Two or more sets of stories (story within a 

story)--a film about a film. 

3. To show (by film) the external pressures or 

"BACK-STORY" involved in media 

production. The attempt to show the 
constructed and intrusive acts of making a 
film. 

 

 


