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“… our future is entirely linked to our behaviors, 
and radically changing our behaviors can have a 
rapid and dramatically positive impact on our 
natural world.”
           –Sarah Armour-Jones

We have unprecedented opportunities to engage audiences in 
the critical challenges facing our planet, from climate crises, 
pandemics, species extinction, to environmental injustice and 
racism. � e goal of this research report is to deepen our un-
derstanding and further our thinking about how nature, en-
vironmental and science media can change hearts, minds and 
behaviors. How can we use media to be a powerful means for 
individual, societal, policy, and cultural transformation? Today’s 
complex media landscape provides new ways to achieve signi� -
cant impact with micro-targeted precision. � ere is potential to 
expand diversity, equity and inclusion, and to amplify a global 
range of perspectives. 

ABOUT THIS REPORT

METHODOLOGY
Our research included a mapping of impact scholarship, 
reports, toolkits, case studies, and interviews. We amassed 
substantial resources, such as the Doc Society’s 2020 
Impact Field Guide & Toolkit, the 2020 Media Impact 
Funders’ Report; and Exposure Labs’ 2019 Climate Story 
Lab Report, as well as scholarly research on climate com-
munication, engagement, emotional impact, narrative 
persuasion, and more. We screened dozens of � lms, an-
alyzed case studies, and created several new case studies 
that represent a range of approaches. We also embarked 
on a global series of “Conversations With Impact Innova-
tors” to illuminate diverse perspectives and insights. 

� is report emphasizes a holistic approach to impact, with a fo-
cus on three interconnected areas: creative design, collaborative 
models; and outreach strategies. It explores a media ecosystem 
built on collective wisdom, diverse viewpoints, shared purpose, 
and an ongoing, open exchange of innovative ideas. It accen-
tuates a process that begins at the inception of a project, with a 
framework for visionary change. 

Bag It
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“… our future is entirely linked to our behaviors, 
and radically changing our behaviors can have a 
rapid and dramatically positive impact on our 
natural world.”
           –Sarah Armour-Jones

ABOUT THIS REPORT

NAVIGATING THIS REPORT
� roughout the report, we explore how media-making is evolving. We highlight new research on the 
power of emotional connection and the signi� cance of creating empathy and relatability. We showcase 
new modes of collaboration and participatory alliances. And, we examine outreach strategies that are 
conduits for long-term, meaningful change, with an array of tools that can be used to measure success. 
Interwoven are concrete examples and, in the addendum, you will � nd fuller Case Studies. � e “Innova-
tive Trends” section is intended to spark imagination and generate further conversation. 

We are extremely grateful to everyone who generously contributed their time and vision to this report. 
Our profound thanks to Marjee Chmiel and HHMI/Tangled Bank Studios for their support of this re-
search project. 

Enjoy!

Maggie Burnette Stogner, Executive Director
Center for Environmental Filmmaking, American University
www.environmental� lm.org
Co-authors:
Nicole Wackerly, MFA Film & Media Arts, American University
Carlos Macher, MFA Film & Media Arts, American University

If you are interested in learning more about our 
research, working with us to create a Case Study, 
or supporting our work, contact: stogner@american.edu

Nómadas
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CREATING 
VISIONARY CHANGE

Connection, Collaboration, Empathy, Impact
When we look at trees, one person might see a vast forest and another, the � ne veins of a single leaf. One 
scans the canopy above, another studies the gnarly roots below. Each view o� ers a unique perspective 
that informs our experience and knowledge. What we choose to focus on de� nes who we are as indi-
viduals. How we choose to share our views, de� nes who we are as a society. To activate positive change 
in a time of acute climate crisis, racial inequities, and global imbalance requires a sweeping shi�  in our 
thinking. � roughout the report, we reference a Visionary Change Framework to enhance innovative 
thinking.

VISIONARY CHANGE FRAMEWORK
Rooted in theory-of-change models, a visionary change frame-
work can radically shift our thinking. It is non-linear, inherently 
participatory, with ongoing feedback loops to provide fl exibility 
and a means to challenge each other’s assumptions. Opportunities 
for innovation are possible at every stage of the process.

Grandpa’s Reef
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CREATIVE CREATIVE 
DESIGNDESIGN

COLLABORATIVECOLLABORATIVE
MODELSMODELS

OUTREACH OUTREACH 
STRATEGIESSTRATEGIES

� e three facets of our research are strongly interconnected and together can e� ect 
transformative change. Within each area, we explore a range of ways to engage audiences 
and motivate action. Developed as a whole, each area builds on and strengthen the others.

Storytelling is at the heart and soul of any project. Defi ning who you want to reach and why is the 
fi rst step, followed closely by how. We explore how to engage audiences through tone, aesthetics, 
and the power of emotional connection, from awe, fear, outrage, curiosity, despair, to hope and em-
pathy. We also examine the importance of relatable, identifi able characters, with a forward dive into 
how the role of fi lmmaker and subject are evolving. In the Innovative Trends section, we look partic-
ipatory fi lmmaking, and at emerging immersive media technologies and their potential for greater 
impact.

Today’s expansion of formats, platforms, media technologies, and globalization is giving rise to 
new models of collaboration. We examine new alliances that focus on long-term, transformational 
change. An increased emphasis on diversity, equity and inclusion, capacity building, and climate 
urgency is driving unprecedented innovation, from community partnerships and distributive storytell-
ing to solar-cinema pop-ups. 

Outreach Strategies  Filmmaking has a special magic when a strong team comes together. Determin-
ing how to engage and motivate audiences in today’s complex media landscape requires creative 
visionaries and outreach strategists to work together from the earliest stages of development. Our 
research delves into a range of techniques and campaigns, from vast and global to local and hy-
per-targeted. It also includes a look at methodologies used to assess and measure success. 

CREATIVE DESIGN

COLLABORATIVE MODELS

OUTREACH STRATEGIES
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MEDIA-MAKING THEN AND NOW

In just over a decade, content creation, distribution and consumption has changed dramatically.  
Just fi fteen years ago, there was no social media, web streaming, or mobile apps. Today, over 3 bil-
lion people worldwide own smartphones. There are a myriad of ways to reach and engage viewers. 
Mediamaking is no longer the purview of large, and largely Western, production companies. The old 
model of extractive fi lmmaking is giving way to more equitable fi lmmaking. Accessibility of inexpen-
sive fi lmmaking tools and distribution outlets enable more people to make fi lms and tell their stories 
than ever before. Participatory processes enable stories to be told by those who experience them, 
with the camera in their hands. Innovative distribution techniques are providing solar pop-up cinema 
and other ways for fi lms to be seen by those who participate in them, even in very remote areas. For 
an increasing number of fi lms today, the ultimate goal is to create mutually-benefi cial impact strate-
gies with fi lmmakers and communities working together.

This chart illustrates some fundamental changes in how storytelling has evolved.

THEN NOW
Expert-centric

Top-down
Passive

Observational
On-site
Local

Individual
Serious (Education)

Text
Linear

Continuous
Real-time

User-centric
Distributed

Participatory
Interactive/Experimental

Off-site/Mobile
Global
Social

Playful (Edutainment)
Visual

Non-chronological
Fragmented

Asynchronous
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CREATIVE DESIGN
We begin with the creative design because storytelling is at the heart of change. Our narra-
tives defi ne who we are as individuals and as a society. They illuminate our world and infl u-
ence our cultural norms. There is a rich mosaic of ways to inspire, infl uence, and transform 
through compelling stories. 

VISIONARY CHANGE FRAMEWORK
Purposeful fi lmmaking has a design process that addresses:

• What do I want to see changed?
• Who can make that change happen?

• How can I reach and engage that audience(s)?

DESIGNING FOR CREATIVE IMPACT

Peng Yu Sai
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“…storytelling has the ability to connect with really 
complex issues in a deeply personal way, it has the ability 
to inspire us to see a vision of a new world…”    
        –Nicole Starr, Participant Media

Each creative element of a fi lm – narrative style, tone, aes-
thetics, technique, form and format, characters, voice – can 
determine the fi lm’s ability to activate viewers and realize an 
outcome. We begin with a deeper look at how emotional 
connection is key to changing hearts and minds.

THE POWER OF EMOTION
Storytelling can take viewers on a journey through many moods, and build toward a 
climax that leaves viewers profoundly sad, inspired, outraged, or fi lled with wonder. 
Cinematic style, music, sound design, voice, tone, all combine to create a heightened 
responsiveness. Research reveals that deep emotional sensations can engage and mo-
tivate audiences to action.

Gloom and Doom vs. Utopian Visioning?
There are so many urgent stories to tell about climate justice, species extinction, pol-
lution, deforestation, and also about joy, resilience, hope, love, and community. From 
gorgeous natural history fi lms to short-form digital videos, from hard-hitting inves-
tigative docs to comedic adventures, there are many ways to engage. In the early 
2000s, when scientists released new data about global warming, a barrage of gloom-
and-doom media followed. Yet, research has found that “fear appeals” do not always 
promote action. In fact, they can have the effect of distancing or disengaging people, 
leaving them “feeling helpless and overwhelmed.” Studies show that solutions-orient-
ed fi lms are far more likely to be catalysts for action. Inspiring audiences with the pos-
sibility of change and an aspirational vision of “credible hope”are key to how fi lmmak-
ers infl uence a global environmental movement.

Emotional Engagement Continuum
There is a range of “emotional” appeals that can be used to engage viewers, beyond 
the extremes of abject apathy and utopian aspiration. In this section, we present ex-
amples of how different approaches manifest a connection with audiences.
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FEAR
In the proverbial children’s story “Chicken Little,” the hen cries “the sky is falling, the 
sky is falling” as a metaphorical prediction that life as we know it is coming to an end. 
In a similar way, An Inconvenient Truth (2006) sounded an alarm bell about the dire 
consequences of global warming. A powerful recent example is Anthropocene – The 
Human Epoch (2019), a global meditation on humanity’s massive destruction of our 
planet. Another is The Story of Plastic (2020) and its sweeping exposition of

OUTRAGE
“With The Cove, all you needed was to watch the trailer. 
People were like, okay, tell me what I can do right now! 
They didn’t even need to watch the movie.” 
    –Wendy Cohen, President, Picture Motion

Investigative documentaries such as The Cove, Blackfi sh, The Tiger Mafi a, Gasland, 
Food, Inc., Sea of Shadows, Peng Yu Sai, trigger a sense of moral outrage. They 
mobilize audiences through indignation and anger over the senseless killing of wild 
animals, harm to the defenseless, unrestrained environmental destruction. The Cove
(2009) depicts mass killings of charismatic dolphins hunted in a sea of blood. Sea of 
Shadows (2019) tracks the near extinction of the world’s smallest whale due to the 
greedy and brutal pursuit of the swim bladder of the totoaba fi sh, known as the “co-
caine of the sea”. The Tiger Mafi a (2019) reveals the practice of speed breeding and 
killing of tigers for body parts. Peng Yu Sai (2020), a new investigative documentary 
with 23-year old wildlife presenter Malaika Vazby, dives into the illegal trade of Manta 
Rays from India’s oceans. The extreme risks that these investigative fi lmmakers and lo-
cal allies take to infi ltrate illegal practices can heighten viewers sense of outrage at the 
perpetrators and empathy with those affected. 

Outrage and anger can motivate audiences to action, particularly if the topic relates 
to a behavior, policy or issue linked to the restriction of human rights.   Importantly, 

industrial policies that are devastating 
the health of our planet. Both fi lms leave 
no doubt that we are close to the brink 
of disaster and that it may, in fact, be 
too late. Fortunately, they offer robust 
education programs with specifi c actions 
and solutions. It will fall to educators to 
translate the fear instilled by these fi lms 
into tangible, actionable results.

An Inconvenient Truth
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these emotions can also spur viewers to become better informed.  Josh Fox’s Gas-
land (2010), for example, was a catalyst for a dramatic increase in public discourse 
and action related to fracking. In an interview with director Josh Fox, NPR described   
Gasland as controversial due to the backlash the fi lm received from the oil and gas 
consortiums, which further heightened public anger about the practices of these in-
dustries. Dark Circle (1982), which was recently re-released by the Academy of Motion 
Pictures, continues to stir a profound sense of outrage at the human and environmen-
tal costs of nuclear power. Its powerful storytelling interweaves history, science and hu-
man stories of resilience, in ways that are perpetually provocative and transcend time. 

AWE
“…awe is a self-transcendent emotion because it focuses our 
attention away from ourselves and toward our environment…
participants listed nature as their most common elicitor of 
awe, followed by scientifi c theories, works of art and the
 achievements of human cooperation.” 
             –Dr. Helen De Cruz, Saint Louis University

Classic natural history fi lms engage viewers in the beauty, wonders and science of our 
planet through extraordinary cinematography, symphonic music, amplifi ed sound de-
sign, and fascinating factual information about fl ora and fauna. This combination cre-
ates a profound sense of awe, that can stimulate a visceral, long-lasting connection to 
the natural world. Studies reveal that awe can also make us feel more connected with 
each other,  and that viewing nature fi lms can generate prosocial tendencies, such as 
increased generosity.  

The blue-chip nature documentary Nómadas (2020) (see Case Studies) takes viewers 
on a breathtaking journey of animal migration across Mexico. Using sweeping drone 
shots and poignant close-ups, the high-quality images capture the immense beauty of 
protected natural areas and the wildlife within them. Director Emiliano Ruprah empha-
sizes visual storytelling to engage audiences in Mexico’s rich biodiversity and the value 
of migrating species. At the fi lm’s end, when the audience is fully immersed and awe-
struck, the fi lm delivers a hard-hitting message about the alarming decline of species.

Only recently have classic nature fi lms begun to break the wonderland wall to expose 
the devastating effects of our climate crisis. The fi nal episode of David Attenborough’s 
Our Planet (2019), for example, shows shocking footage of walruses falling to their 
deaths due to receding ice habitats.  Okavango – River of Dreams and The Ele-
phant Queen use awe-inspiring cinematic techniques to immerse audiences in the 
wild, where we suffer the consequences of global warming alongside the animals. 
Interestingly, recent research reveals that awe’s ability to make us feel more intercon-
nected may have “helped ensure our ancestors’ survival…”.  Perhaps awe-inspiring 
media can help ensure our survival today as well. 
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CURIOSITY 
“Curiosity is thought of as the noblest of human drives, and is
just as often as it is denigrated as dangerous (as in the 
expression “curiosity killed the cat”). And despite its link with 
the most abstract human thoughts, some rudimentary forms 
of it can be observed even in the humble worm C. elegans.” 
                     –Dr. Celeste Kidd, UC Berkeley 
            & Dr. Benjamin Hayden, University of Minnesota

Curiosity motivates us to explore our world. 
New scientifi c research about octopuses, for 
example, yielded the bestselling page-turner 
“The Soul of an Octopus” by Sy Montgomery 
and two new fi lms, Octopus: Making Contact
on PBS Nature and My Octopus Teacher, a 
beautiful feature-length fi lm by James Reed 
and Philippa Ehrlich. Both fi lms hook viewers 
with fascinating new revelations about octo-
puses’ highly-developed intelligence and abil-
ity to bond with humans. Many nature fi lms 
are constructed around a series of sequences 
that reveal fascinating behavior and tap into 
viewers’ sense of curiosity. Curiosity is stimu-
lated by awe as well, particularly as it pertains to science. One study found that when 
participants watched the sweeping nature scenes in BBC’s Planet Earth, these viewers 
became more aware of their gaps in knowledge about the natural world and demon-
strated enhanced curiosity around scientifi c topics.  

Using curiosity to engage works across all demographics, but understanding your 
audiences’ frame of reference and knowledge level is key. Curiosity has a pragmatic 
caveat that cognitive scientists call the Goldilocks Effect, based on the folkta le of the 
Three Bears. The stimuli/ information must be neither too simple nor too complex in 
relation to viewers current comprehension of the world. Whether “fun facts” or a com-
plex scientifi c analysis, a fi lm can frame the information through storytelling in ways 
that make it relevant and intriguing to a specifi c group of viewers.

Octopus Making Contact
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For decades, it has been standard practice for issue-based documentaries to hook 
audiences with fear and outrage around a critical issue, then leave viewers at the very 
end with an inspirational dose of hope. Research shows that if people feel there is a 
fi ghting chance, they will be motivated to take action. If there is some hope of chang-
ing things for the better, particularly as a community action, they are more likely to 
get involved. Unbreathable – The Fight For Healthy Air (2020) (See Case Studies) 
reveals that nearly half of Americans live in areas with unhealthy air and that asthma 
is the number one health issue for children in the U.S. The fi lm interweaves historical 
milestones of the Clean Air Act with current day stories of environmental injustice. It 
ends with a story in Baltimore about a group of high school students who rally their 
community and succeed in defeating the building of an incinerator. This is followed by 
a montage of people protesting, voting, coming together to fi ght for a clean environ-
ment. Through decades of despair shines a lifeline of hope that inspires audiences to 
act. 

Our Gorongosa (2019) (See Case Studies), provides a similar story of struggle and 
hope. It weaves together a story of conservation and coexistence. The fi lmmakers 
showcase the success story of Gorongosa National Park in Mozambique through the 
voices of local Mozambicans. The goal is to engage and motivate viewers through a 
positive conservation story that leaves audiences feeling optimistic about change. The 
fi lm’s presenter, Mozambican elephant ecologist Dominique Gonçalves, inspires young 
women in the fi lm with a message of courage and hope that, in turn, inspires and en-
gages viewers. 

“. . .we suggest that conservation can be more effec-
tive with stakeholder collaboration when communica-
tion of negativity and fear is balanced with positivity 
and hope.”  
    –Dominic McAfee, University of Adelaide

HOPE & RESILIENCE

Unbreathable - Th e Fight for Healthy Air
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LAUGHTER

Laughter is one of the most contagious, prosocial emotional experiences in our con-
tinuum.  It can help people from disparate backgrounds to bond and to address diffi -
cult topics. Research has found that fi lms using a comedic approach are more likely to 
bring people together around issues, and to inspire hope, rather than fear.  Comedy 
has been found to reduce counter-arguing over controversial topics, such as climate 
change.  The use of comedy as a story-telling device for environmental justice is fea-
tured later in this report, in the section on Innovative Trends.

Bag It (2010) uses humor to engage gen-
eral audiences about the serious issues 
of plastic pollution. Charismatic host 
Jeb Berrier charms the audience with his 
light-hearted jokes and witty personality. 
The fi lm takes viewers on an intimate per-
sonal journey, while interweaving comedic 
bits and environmental facts. This creative 
approach has motivated viewers to reduce 
their plastic consumption and initiate bag 
bans in communities.

Spotlight California

Bag It
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THE EMPATHY FACTOR
There is an evolving body of research on the role of empathy and the role it plays in 
changing hearts and minds. One frequently-cited neuroscientist, Dr. Paul Zak, founder 
of the Greater Good Science Center and a professor of neuroeconomics at UC Berke-
ley, is credited with the discovery that the oxytocin in our brains functions as a moral 
molecule. It helps trigger a feeling of empathy when we emotionally connect to oth-
ers. The greater the positive connection, the greater the sense of empathy.

Creating empathetic storytelling to infl uence audiences is strategic. Empathy is often 
understood as an ability to feel the experiences of another from their point of view. It 
can cause people to lower their guard and be more receptive to information outside 
of their world view. Creating empathy can be a way to undo otherness and counter 
stereotypical representations. As storytellers, we are masters of narrative transporta-
tion, of fully immersing viewers in a story. Empathy goes goes hand-in-hand with nar-
rative transportation: when viewers are fully immersed in a fi lm, they are more likely to 
align their attitudes with those refl ected in the story.

“Empathy – attending to, sharing in, and understanding oth-
ers’ subjective experiences -- critically supports an individual’s 
ability to socially engage with others.”   
            –Jamil Zaki, Stanford University

Sea of Shadows
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WHO ARE THE REAL EXPERTS?

“We need stories as diverse as the 
bio-diverse ecosystem we’re trying to save.”
          – Michael Premo, “Water Warriors”

Relatable and Identifi able Characters 
Relatable characters provide a context 
for local audiences and this can be 
key to cultural change. When viewers 
identify with people on the screen, 
they are more likely to embrace the 
fi lm’s perspective.  Dr. Paula Kahumbu, 
CEO of the nonprofi t Wildlife Direct 
is the executive director and host of 
a local series in Kenya called Wildlife 
Warriors. It is entirely produced by 
Kenyans for Kenyans and, in 2019, 
reached over 50% of the Kenyan tele-

vision audience. The series is supported by USAID and recently rebroadcast across 26 
countries in Africa and the Caribbean - reaching as many as 79 million viewers. 

“This series will not solve all of Kenya’s problems, but 
it might just infl uence how we make decisions, how we 
prioritize the protection of our natural wealth as we 
grow…” 
          – Dr. Paula Kahumbu, Wildlife Warriors

The traditional delineation of expertise is being challenged today. Not just the fact 
that many experts in nature, environmental and science fi lms are white, male and 
Western, but also that expertise should not be limited to scholars and Western canons 
of knowledge. We are seeing a strong call for greater representation, diversity, inclu-
sivity, as well as a growing emphasis on acknowledging local voices as experts. Inher-
ent bias has always been a challenge in fi lmmaking, from misunderstanding cultural 
norms to blatant misrepresentation. Today, there is a strong spotlight on what steps 
need to be taken to amplify overlooked voices, and who has the right to tell which 
stories. We are seeing an increase in the inclusion and amplifi cation of local perspec-
tives as voices of authority. 

Wildlife Warriors
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In Unbreathable – the Fight For Healthy Air (2020), the experts range from political 
fi gures to a young women on the front lines of anti-pollution activism. It is a model of 
distributed knowledge intended to spark both environmental and civic engagement. 
The historical milestones and interviews emphasize the value of bipartisan cooperation 
among policymakers. The story about high school students in Baltimore who success-
fully rally their community amplifi es the voice of youth climate activists. The range of 
relatability is inclusive, driving home the message that clean air is a human right for 
everyone.

Relatable characters play a signifi cant role in establishing an empathetic connection. 
In participatory fi lmmaking, local voices take part in the narrative design and produc-
tion process, which greatly enhances the fi lm’s relatability and ability to evoke empa-
thy.  (See Collaborative Models for more about this). 

Unbreathable - Th e Fight for Healthy Air

Unbreathable - Th e Fight for Healthy Air
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VISIONARY CHANGE FRAMEWORK

COLLABORATIVE
MODELS

Connection, Collaboration, Empathy, Impact
New kinds of collaborations are experimenting with ways to achieve greater, lon-
ger-lasting media impact. With today’s artistic talent, passion for equitable change, 
and new media technologies, there is an opportunity for all voices to be heard, to 
build capacity that ensures a multiplicity of perspectives, and to distribute media to 
the farthest corners of our planet. 

• Bring a team together at the inception of a project
• Be open to challenging assumptions

• Include multiple feedback loops

Women on a Mission
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FORMING SUCCESSFUL ALLIANCES
At the 2019 Jackson Wild Summit, a session on impact models addressed different 
models for alliances. Exposure Labs presented an end-to-end approach to building 
impact where the fi lm process and impact process are developed hand-in-hand from 
the inception of the project. Both parallel and interwoven, this “fi lm + impact” model 
builds momentum in tandem, creating a stronger vision and result.

BBC presented a sweeping, macro-to-micro approach conceptualized at the outset of 
development for Blue Planet II. It was far more extensive than anything they had tried 
before and included new kinds of alliances to connect with different audiences. Reach-
ing far beyond TV ratings and fi lm festivals, they created strategies for policy/govern-
ment, societal, and charitable impact; formed media partnerships with news outlets 
that could reach beyond the BBC audiences; and created spin-out content strands for 
educational and social media outlets. The combined global reach before, during and 
after the series was over 181 million, according to BBC producer Orla Doherty (as of 
September 2019). 

The massive campaign of Blue Planet II is a blueprint for the many ways impact can 
be expanded through partnerships. Though few teams have the resources to orches-
trate such a whale of an effort, it is possible to create signifi cant impact with clear 
goals and strategic precision. Bag It, for example, has had over a decade of phenom-
enal success with a very small outreach team. Through grassroots and educational 
outreach, this fi lm continues to be a catalyst for plastic bag reduction across the U.S. 
and elsewhere.

The complexity of the media landscape and increased opportunities to strategically 
target certain audiences have given rise to an impact media industry. In fact, the idea 
of dedicated impact producers is relatively new. It wasn’t until 2018 that the US Doc 
Producers Alliance created this offi cial “Impact Producer” description in its crediting 
guidelines:

“The Impact Producer is responsible for maximizing a fi lm’s potential for social change. 
Responsibilities may vary based on the fi lm’s content and defi ned distribution goals, but 
often include strategy development, issue mapping, brain trust facilitation, organizational 
partnership development and management, digital content production and engagement, 
and evaluation and impact measurement. An Impact Producer may also coordinate and/
or oversee a fi lm’s semi-theatrical screening campaign and release. The Impact Producer 
may also play a role in story development and fundraising, beginning as early as pre-pro-
duction.”
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The Doc Society’s Impact Field Guide 
& Toolkit provides concrete ways for 
fi lmmakers to work hand-in-hand with 
those who have strategic expertise in 
reaching, engaging and motivating 
audiences.  In our conversations with 
Participant Media and others, most im-
pact strategists are quick to say that the 
creative team should have total artistic 
control. At the same time, fi lmmakers 
are recognizing the value of working 

SIMPLE WALTZ OR COMPLEX TANGO?

early on with those who understand how to navigate and achieve meaningful impact, 
from raising general awareness to micro-targeted activism. The dance between cre-
ative and outreach teams can be challenging. Whether a simple waltz or a complex 
tango, aligned goals, trust, and carefully delineated roles are essential.

In his fi lm Nómadas,(2020) Mexican director Emiliano Ruprah was adamant about us-
ing an all Mexican crew and views this as an integral way of creating impact. He notes 
how fi lms that feature Mexico rarely use Mexican crews or acknowledge the residents. 
Ruprah worked with local fi lmmakers, training them on ethics in wildlife fi lmmaking 
and the use of specialized equipment. During production, they lived with those pro-
tecting the forests, learning from their experiences and making genuine connections, 
rather than at a hotel. Ruprah hopes this fi lm will provide a model that inspires more 
environmental fi lms by Mexican fi lmmakers. The fi lm will be theatrically released 
across Mexico to engage residents in the country’s rich biodiversity and to promote 
local conservation. 

The team for Our Gorongosa (2019) included HHMI/Tangled Bank Studios and US-
AID, who helped hone the conservation and community development messages from 
the early stages of development through outreach and distribution. They worked to 
ensure authentic representation of the issues, voices and perspectives by forming a 
Mozambican editorial committee. To enable Mozambicans to tell their own stories, 
they provided cameras, such as GoPros, to the local community to fi lm their daily lives. 
The creative and outreach impact goals align to immerse audiences through awe-in-
spiring footage and personal stories. Using Gorongosa National Park as a model, the 
impact team engages policymakers and communities to safeguard protected wildlife 
areas and build a sustainable future. 

Nómadas
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PARTICIPATORY FILMMAKING

For decades, Western production companies have “parachuted” (sometimes literal-
ly) into remote corners of the world to make nature, environmental and science fi lms. 
They extract the content they need and return home to post the fi lm, which is then 
distributed to Western audiences and rarely seen by the communities in which the 
fi lming took place. People from the local communities serve as fi xers, drivers, and 
backdrops, with the occasional inclusion of a local ranger or scientist as a character in 
the fi lm. This exploitive approach is increasingly criticized. 

An emerging global awareness about the power of collaborative storytelling is giving 
rise to new forms of “participatory and collective fi lmmaking” with clear goals of di-

Sea of Shadows is a complex collaborative model. It spotlights the survival of the 
world’s most endangered marine mammal, the small vaquita marina whale. Yet, its 
layered narrative combines much more: the conservation story of a highly endangered 
species, the investigative story of corruption and wildlife crime, and the local commu-
nity story of poverty and lack of options. The fi lmmakers worked with an impact pro-
ducer early on to create a narrative and an outreach strategy that would go beyond 
the core eco-audience, by framing wildlife crime as a global security threat and by in-
volving locals to voice obstacles to change. The impact campaign includes top-down, 
grassroots, and public activation strategies that were conceived through a comprehen-
sive, systemic approach.

“The fi lmmaking journey itself is the impact.” 
             –Pooja Gupta, Multimedia Artist

Sea of Shadows
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In many ways, the fi lmmaker’s role is evolving from director to facilitator. Pooja Gupta, 
a multimedia science communicator, works with communities in India’s remote fi shing 
villages to raise awareness about sustainable fi shing and ocean conservation issues. 
She involves the villagers throughout the fi lming and editing, which can take several 
months. The process gives agency to the community in how the story is told, what 
the important issues are, and how they can create solutions to address environmental 
issues.  

Noel and Pragna Kok, founders of Nature, Environment, Wildlife Foundation (NEWF) 
in Durban, South Africa, bring local fi lmmakers and scientists together to collectively 
create videos. For their 2020 NEWF Underwater Filmmakers LAB, fi ve local fi lmmakers 
and one scientist produced a short fi lm while learning how to dive. Their fi lm PheFum-
la was broadcast on national television in South Africa in June 2020.

For Women on a Mission, fi lmmaker 
Katie Bryden worked with indige-
nous women to use smartphones to 
tell their stories. Many of the women 
have worked for decades to restore 
their forests and are now document-
ing their knowledge for future gener-
ations. Using participatory fi lmmak-
ing techniques, the fi lm follows an 
Awajún woman, Nancy, as she uses 

the phone to record cultural traditions of the older women in her village. Bryden col-
laborated with Nancy throughout the process, and worked with the Visual Storytelling 
Team and Conservation International’s Peru team to review the fi lm for accuracy. Since 
this project, the women in the village have fi lmed and submitted their own video for a 
tourism contest.

“Nancy and I would discuss lighting and composition. 
She was involved throughout the story process.”
       –Katie Bryden, director/producer, 
                                                                Women on a Mission

Women on a Mission

versity, equity, and inclusion. Unlike the early anthropology fi lms of the 1950-60s with 
their strict observatory rules, in today’s participatory mode, fi lmmakers and subjects 
work together to create media. The impetus is an equitable, authentic representation 
that we see in fi lms such as Water Warriors, Women On A Mission, and Thank You 
For The Rain. 
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[Water Warriors] “deepened my commitment to engaging 
communities directly impacted by a topic in helping inform 
and actively participate in how the fi nal product is crafted.” 
         –Michael Premo, “Water Warriors

For Water Warriors, Michael Premo collaborated with a community of indigenous 
and white families as they block an energy company from exploring for natural gas 
in order to protect their way of life. These water warriors include members of the 
Mi’kmaq Elsipogtog First Nation, French-speaking Acadians and white, English-speak-
ing families. The collaboration resulted in a fi lm that helped defeat natural gas explo-
ration and provides a resource to other communities facing similar challenges. Michael 
Premo and Rachel Falcone’s production company, Storyline Media, continue to make 
participatory fi lms, such as Sandy Storyline, a multi-platform participatory documen-
tary that collects and shares stories about the impact of Hurricane Sandy.  

“We don’t want to be ‘extractivist’ fi lmmakers, but rather 
ones who work hand-in-hand with communities.” 
        –Director Clement Guerra, The Condor and the Eagle

Water Warriors
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OUTREACH
STRATEGIES

If you’re on a deserted island and toss a bottle with a message (or your fi lm) into the 
ocean, it will eventually land somewhere. But will the people who fi nd your message 
be able to read it, understand it, or even care? Today’s complex media world is a vast 
ocean of possibilities and can be challenging to navigate. There are many ways to 
reach an audience at every stage of the process, from development through distri-
bution. For example, many teams are using crowdfunding, interactive polling, focus 
groups, and work-in-progress screenings as means of impact outreach during produc-
tion. 

THE IMPACT SPIRAL
How a fi lm sparks individual intentions that transform into actions is a key indicator of 
impact. The concept of a systemic approach to impact media can be seen as an Im-
pact Spiral that starts small and circles outward with ever-increasing reach. The Impact 
Spiral reinforces the idea that change is generated through an action-reaction chain 
that occurs before, during and after the fi lmmaking process. The spiral grows outward 
from individual to community to global engagement. 

An impact distribution strategy involves knowing how to infl uence viewers’ mindset, 
inspire caring, create empathy, motivate action, stimulate behavior change, and more. 
This may mean targeting specifi c demographics. Yet, even within targeted audienc-
es, different people will respond to different emotional tones, messaging and media 
form/style. The Climate Story Lab Report suggests that targeting personality types 

Grandpa’s Reef



25

VISIONARY CHANGE FRAMEWORK
• Create an Impact Spiral
• Engage at every stage

• The journey is part of the impact
• The possibilities are infi nite, from macro to micro

might be the way to direct impact. It points to new research by the Yale Program on 
Climate Change Communications research that identifi es nine American personality 
types and Cambridge Analytica’s “Big 4 Personality Traits” with the acronym OCEAN 
(openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroti-
cism).

BUILDING YOUR CAMPAIGN
Defi ning your outreach goals and developing strategies are integral to building a 
campaign. Clearly articulating an impact vision, however, can be challenging. The 
Active Voice Lab’s “How Do We Know We Are Making a Difference?” elaborates on a 
horticultural metaphor with a taxonomy of impact goals to help teams articulate their 
visions, “…from bringing together diverse stakeholders (Rakes), to heightening the 
vibrancy of social movements (Trellises), to advocating for specifi c policy or system 
change (Trowels), and more.”  They encourage the impact media community to build 
on this metaphor, in recognition that the tools for understanding and assessing long-
term impact are constantly evolving.

MICRO-TARGETING AN AUDIENCE
One of the most signifi cant changes in recent years is the opportunity to micro-target 
audiences through social media and streaming. The impact campaign for Chasing Ice
(2017), directed by Jeff Orlowski, is a model for clearly defi ned, targeted outcome 
goals. Its visionary change had two key objectives: to infl uence the public debate 
using the persuasive infl uence of family and friends through social media; and to tar-
get a national shaming campaign aimed at climate denier Rep. Pat Tiberi (Republican, 
Ohio). Both tactics proved successful and underscored the effi cacy of organized social 
media campaigns.
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Social media has become the essen-
tial vehicle for extending the impact 
reach of fi lms. Twitter, Facebook, Ins-
tagram, and other platforms are use-
ful communication and engagement 
tools, engaging through comments 
and providing instant feedback. Just 
as a stone tossed into a lake, retweets 
and shares create concentric circles 
that can vastly expand engagement 

through alliances and infl uencers. The Doc Society’s Impact Field Guide & Toolkit em-
phasizes that in today’s digital world, having an online presence is critical to a success-
ful campaign.  

Social media and websites work hand-in-hand. Exposure Labs’ Chasing Coral, for 
examples, features its latest social media postings on their website, encouraging view-
ers to stay engaged by following their social media accounts.The website provides 
additional information, educational resources, and encourages action steps such as 
host screenings using their free toolkit. A thoughtfully designed website houses can 
promote screening events, supplementary materials and toolkits, and be a platform 
call to action materials (e.g., donation buttons, links to petitions, etc.). Research shows 
that neglecting your website or not putting the time or resources in to craft a well-de-
signed layout can hamper the viewer experience, which can halt viewer momentum 
and impede impact goals.  

A well-designed website can serve as a hub for a fi lm’s campaign and promotional 
efforts.  Director Louie Psihoyos’ Racing Extinction (2016) is an excellent example of 
a website that is easily navigable with clear menu options (i.e., fi lm, action, education). 
On the action page, viewers are given easily accessible ways to make a difference 
through petitions, signing up for an informational newsletter, and its “Eat Better, Save 
Animals” action steps. A separate tab for educational materials takes viewers directly 
to interactive lessons with downloadable instructor guides and lesson plans on topics 
covered in the fi lm, such as extinction, food choices, and reducing carbon emissions.

USING SOCIAL MEDIA AND  WEBSITES
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ADDING VALUE WITH TOOLKITS 
AND EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS
In designing for impact, providing toolkits and educational materials can add signifi -
cant value. Research has shown that conservation work on fl agship species is signifi -
cantly aided by educational materials that provide clear action steps for conservation.  
Post-viewing support, such as conservation kits and reminders of specifi c goals, yields 
far more follow-through.  Viewers without available support were unlikely to carry out 
intended fi lm-related goals. Creating materials that are appropriate for your viewers 
will facilitate greater action. 

The Elephant Queen (2019), directed by Vicki Stone and Mark Deeble, has an exten-
sive educational outreach campaign to raise awareness about biodiversity and ele-
phant conservation in Kenya. They specifi cally target youth because 40% of the Ken-
yan population is under the age of 14. In addition to making the fi lm available across 
the country, they created a vast range of supplemental materials, including early edu-
cation books and videos, podcasts, career-inspiring interviews with conservations, and 
additional natural history elements. 

Water Warriors, a fi lm and a multimedia exhibit, pro-
vides a 32-page screening guide to assist people in 
designing and hosting their own screening events.  
The team also created a classroom lesson plan for 
grades 6-12 in which students work in groups to learn 
and teach their peers about key sections of the fi lm. A colonization and decolonization 
curriculum was generated for classroom learning, training classes, and for self-study to 
teach about colonialism, its historical impact, and the concept of decolonization.

Th e Elephant Queen

Water Warriors
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To measure meaningful impact, beyond ratings and “likes”, requires a flexible, 
multi-faceted approach. Many projects use a blend of quantitative and qualitative 
assessment tools. Qualitative methodologies are gaining greater notice in recent 
years, as they can provide opportunities for more diverse and inclusive levels of as-
sessment that might countermand the inherent biases of quantitative data. Impact can 
be assessed at many levels of direct distribution, such as individual, societal, organi-
zational, as well as the analysis of discourse (online or offline) before and after the film 
is presented. Analyzing and understanding what the status quo thinking is around a 
film’s subject matter informs how a film can influence the ecosystem of advocacy ef-
forts in conversations, social media, news, even speeches. Dr. Karen Hughes explains 
in her article Measuring the Impact of Viewing Wildlife, " the best indicator of a pro-
gramme's effectiveness is whether or not it increases (viewers') commitment to, and 
involvement in, conservation actions."  More investment is not necessarily better. The 
key is a well-defined impact assessment strategy, implemented at the outset of the 
project, that has clear goals.

In addition to some better-known tools, we list some approaches that while are not 
typically used in film assessment, might be helpful in evaluating long-term media im-
pact. 

MEASURING AND
ASSESSING IMPACT

Okavango: River of Dreams
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To evaluate the full impact of a fi lm, it is necessary to look at all of the elements from 
the early development of the fi lm idea, to contextual conversations in potential com-
munities where the fi lm might be shown, to the fi nal product and how it performs 
during distribution and outreach. Assessment is not just in terms of numbers, but in 
reactions and actions. Impact is measurable against a current snapshot of the state of 
the conversation and the level of awareness of the topic subject of the fi lm. Measuring 
impact is a fl uid and fl exible process, rather than a procedure, and evolves over time 
according to the goals set and the constant validation and reconsideration of them. 
In this fi rst phase of our research, we identifi ed several measurement tools that could 
be useful for impact evaluation. Several of them are included in both Assessment of 
Social Issue Documentaries: Research Methods & Future Considerations , and The  
Impact Field Guide and Toolkit . Others used in educational arenas for training evalua-
tion and instructional design. It can be useful to try different frameworks and combina-
tions of tools. 

TOOLS AND METHODOLOGIES
Chasing Ice
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TOOL PURPOSE APPLICATION 
Kirkpatrick 
Training Im-
pact Evalua-
tion (Four Lev-
el Approach)

A multi-level framework orig-
inally designed to evaluate 
the effectiveness of training 
programs, the Kirkpatrick 
approach follows up with 
trainees to evaluate different 
elements and outcomes over 
time.

The Kirkpatrick approach is useful for 
the creation of surveys, and to help 
evaluate the core messaging of a film 
during production, distribution and 
outreach.

ADDIE and 
Adult Learn-
ing Theory

Used for adult learners, the 
ADDIE framework provides 
a simple and effective path-
way to assess how a learning 
resource, such as a movie, is 
effective in achieving intend-
ed objectives and generat-
ing knowledge.

The framework and model could 
be useful in the development and 
pre-production stages to evaluate 
how messaging and impact goals can 
be further reinforced.

Harvis A mobile web-based solu-
tion that allows filmmakers 
to assess impact of the me-
dia “on-the-fly”, by provid-
ing the end viewer a set of 
simple tools to express their 
attitudes about what they 
are watching. The interac-
tive elements can be paused 
briefly during the media 
in order to ask a targeted 
question.

Useful for focus groups and within 
controlled screenings of a film. Its 
output informs effectiveness of mes-
saging and measurement of the per-
ception “in the moment”. This tool 
is most useful when accompanied 
with a long-term assessment tool that 
looks to validate views and attitudes 
identified in this early stage.

ITVS’s OVEE Created by ITVS, OVEE is a 
cinematic social TV experi-
ence. Working as a live plat-
form, it allows teams to hold 
screenings with live Q&A 
and guests, and provides 
a remote screening experi-
ence in high-quality.

The platform allows interaction and 
communication among the virtual at-
tendees. Interactions can be assessed 
as people watch the film, and several 
other assessment tools can be includ-
ed in the experience.
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QUID Lan-
guage Analy-
sis Text mining 
and discourse 
analysis

This online platform process-
es high amounts of text and 
interventions in online social 
media platforms, or other 
types of qualitative data. It 
identifies common trends in 
conversations around a topic 
or given question and can 
be used for discourse and 
sentiment analysis.

This particular program can be use-
ful in assessing the current state of 
affairs on a given topic, core messag-
ing, or context for the film.

MIT’s Media 
Cloud tools:
- Explorer
- Topic Mapper
- Source Mgr. 

An open platform from MIT that 
provides media analytics and an 
overview of digital discussions 
around particular topics.

The MIT Media Cloud tools allows teams to 
better understand contextual discussions 
while developing a film and its impact strat-
egy.

RCTs - in person 
or online sup-
ported
“Collaborative 
Filtering”

The establishment of random-
ized controlled trials (RCTs) in an 
isolated laboratory environment 
is an excellent way of to evaluate 
audience reaction to a film. There 
are also online tools such as Dev-
CAFE, DocScale.

RCTs provide a comparable approach to 
validate a film’s reactive effect, and is most 
useful for immediate assessment, rather 
than for long-term follow up analysis.

Eye-tracking or 
HMD-informed 
heat maps

*Human Mount-
ed Displays (VR 
or AR glasses)

This approach can be done with 
an eye-tracker device mounted 
on a screen, or with the Steam-
VR plug-in from Adobe Premiere 
Pro. This exercise can inform the 
post-production/testing phase of 
a VR or 360 experience to iden-
tify the areas of interest in the 
virtual environment.

The assessment tool informs beyond re-
actions to the placement of elements. It 
reveals areas of interest and how the user is 
consuming and exploring both the media 
and the media format.

Climate Story 
Labs Toolkit

https://clima-
testorylab.org/
toolbox

An essential compilation of 
guidelines and best practices for 
environmental and science relat-
ed films.

This compilation of tools offers a compre-
hensive guide to evaluate every stage of an 
environmental and nature, science-related 
film project.
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INNOVATIVE TRENDS
This section highlights several emerging trends in storytelling techniques, collabora-
tive modes, and emerging media technologies. It is meant to spark the imagination, 
expand our perceptions of impact, and generate further conversation.

Humor can offer a more approachable means of engaging audiences and has been 
credited with reducing counter-arguing.  This suggests, for example, that a climate 
change narrative presented through humor may be a way to appeal to climate skep-
tics, allowing filmmakers to broaden their reach. Comedy can also persuade audiences 
by generating positive emotions through entertainment.  It can be an effective way 
to challenge the status quo. Because comedians are not bound to journalistic norms, 
they can be perceived as unconstrained truth tellers when compared to other news 
sources.  

In the comedic web series, Spotlight California (CS), Comedian Kiran Deol addresses 
conservation issues in California through conversations with residents, experts and 
activists. Deol interweaves information about serious topics such as air pollution and 
wildfires with clever wit and comedic bits to lighten the mood. She uses humor as a 
creative means to connect with viewers, while shining a light on critical climate issues. 

COMEDY & ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

Ain’t Your Mama’s Heat Wave
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“Humor was part of the DNA of the project. So much of environ-
mental messaging over the past 40+ years has been doom and 
gloom and we’ve created paralysis to act as a result. Humor can 
break down barriers and make it easier for audiences to absorb un-
pleasant information (spoonful of sugar approach).”
        –Ali Hart, producer, Spotlight California

The new docu-comedy, Ain’t Your Mama’s 
Heat Wave (to be released in 2021), is a 
climate justice entertainment project with 
comedians of color at the forefront. The 
film follows a diverse group of comedians 
doing a live stand-up climate comedy show 
in a region hit hard by today’s climate crisis. 
Along the way, they learn about the hard-
ships faced by the people of Norfolk, Virgin-

IMMERSIVE STORYTELLING
A decade ago, immersive media technologies emerged on the scene with the goal of 
engaging viewers in a deeper kind of storytelling experience. In contrast to the pas-
sive viewing experience of traditional media, immersive media eliminates the most 
common form of separation between the viewer's reality and that of the film: the 
frame. Virtual Reality (VR), Augmented Reality (AR), Mixed Reality (MR) and 360 de-
gree experiences provides users an immediate agency and simulated “truth” simply 
by choosing where to look. These media technologies continue to evolve. Sophisticat-
ed Social VR experiences, such as Conservation International/Cousteau Society’s Drop 
In the Ocean, allows for simultaneous multiple users and interaction within a simulated 
environment. 

Research indicates immersive media has the impact potential to create more powerful 
and longer-lasting emotional outcomes. There is an increased physical response to im-
ages and audio experienced without a "frame".  When the viewer becomes an active 
participant of the film's reality inside the simulated environment, the narrative con-
nects on a deeper emotional level. There is a genuine sense that the experience is the 

Ain’t Your Mama’s Heat Wave

ia and the resilience of this community. The film reveals how humor can be a coping 
mechanism for those who suffered through a natural disaster.  Collaborative in nature, 
the filmmakers work alongside community leaders, grassroots organizers and the co-
medians. Produced in partnership with The Hip Hop Caucus and American University’s 
Center for Media and Social Impact (CMSI), the film uses comedy to attract attention 
to serious issues of environmental injustice and racism, as well as reach younger gen-
erations and encourage them to vote.
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same reality as one's own. The Immersive Technology and Nature Connection study 
shows that a nature VR experience can positively affect a viewer’s interdependence 
with nature and infl uence a viewer’s behavior in relation to their environment.   These 
simulated immersive experiences can spawn greater empathy and awe as a form of 
social action for human evolution and subsistence. 

Grandpa’s Reef (See Case Studies) is a virtual reality experience that provides a sense 
of “diving into a dream,” disconnecting users from their external reality and immers-
ing them in the coral reefs of the Philippines. A young girl, who was cast from a local 
village for greater authenticity and relatability, takes users on an exploratory adven-
ture. Users delight in the wonders of the ocean, the sensation of swimming through 
reefs, encountering sea creatures. There is a sense of seeing “fi rst-hand” what an ac-
tual diver would see. This experiential project combines awe and education to engage 
communities in the Philippines about the issues of ocean sustainability. 

ALL VOICES EVERYWHERE:
THE RISE OF LOCAL PRODUCTION 
AND DISTRIBUTION
We are seeing the emergence of new models of local fi lmmaking that have the po-
tential to greatly increase the diversity, equity and inclusion of production and distri-
bution around the world. Thanks to a rapid global increase of mobile media devices, 
more people than ever before now have the ability to capture and share their stories. 
Countries with high percentages of youth, in particular, are creating local media con-
tent through smartphones, web video platforms, and social media. The rise of memes 
is just one example of an emerging mode of a collective storyladders. Another is the 
amassing of super short videos that scaffold into substantial narratives.

Grandpa’s Reef
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In participatory, the group formerly known as “the audience” 
creates collective layers of hyper local stories that 
thread together to create a global connection. 
                               –Kaitlin Yarnell, Chief Storytelling Offi cer,           
                                                   National Geographic Society

From Our Eyes, a fi lm project launched by the Shan Shui Conservation Centre in 
Beijing, and the Centre for Indigenous Documentary and Cultural Perspective in Yun-
nan province in southwest China, has trained over 300 people in rural communities in 
western China to make fi lms about their environment and way of life. “The countryside 
in western China is undergoing tremendous changes. We want rural people there to 
record how the changes affect their way of life. Many of the fi lms have a strong envi-
ronmental protection message,” says Lu Bin, the director of the Centre for Indigenous 
Documentary and Cultural Perspective in Yunnan. 

Distribution models are evolving as well, with a greater focus on ensuring that local 
communities are able to see the fi lms in which they participate. Our Gorongosa, for 
example, will be screened in rural areas around Mozambique using a solar bus. This 
engagement fulfi lls a primary goal of 
the fi lm: to support local communities in 
learning about and protect the cultural 
heritage of their country’s wildlife.

Filmmaker Kalyanee Mam is taking her 
fi lm, A River Changes Course, to com-
munities  across Cambodia to encourage 
conversations about environmental is-
sues, the effects of a globalized economy, 
the country’s history of oppression, and 
more. She plans to use a solar-cinema 
pop-up to screen the fi lm in areas without other forms of electric power. “In this new 
model of distribution, the fi lm is fi rst given to the community it is about, and then 
shared more broadly by the community with their sensibilities for how to distribute the 
fi lm.” 

Kalyanee Mam



NEW WORLD OF 
VIRTUAL GLOBALIZATION
It is hard to know how much the COVID-19 has permanently altered the impact media 
landscape. The pandemic restrictions have given rise to an unprecedented virtual glo-
balization. Film festivals, once local and on-site, are now virtual and global. No longer 
can festivals bring people together for intense periods of time, where the impact of 
media is heightened by conversations around screenings. These emerging trends may 
have long-range infl uence on media impact: 

The rapid transformation to virtual globalization is an indicator of how quickly we can 
adapt. We can use this new norm to include more diverse voices from around the 
planet; to share a broader range of perspectives through curated virtual screening 
events; and, to build greater capacity through on-line workshops.

• Virtual globalization of festivals, premieres, and screening events
• Use of Zoom and other virtual production in professional fi lms

• Massive shift from theaters to streaming
• Increase in on-line fi lm workshops and educational tools

CONCLUSION
We are seeing a new era of media-making, one that can forge a humanistic eco-sys-
tem around transformative storytelling. Using a Visionary Change Framework, fi lm-
makers, audiences, communities, outreach strategists, and media funders can work 
together to create long-lasting, meaningful impact on an unprecedented scale. This 
report provides a foundation for a holistic impact approach. It explores creative en-
gagement and motivation through emotion, empathy and relatability. It looks at col-
laborative models, systemic alliances and emerging forms of participatory fi lmmaking. 
It examines outreach strategies and assessment methodologies. And it highlights key 
innovative trends to spark the imagination. 

This is the beginning of a journey. Today, we have the capacity to create and share 
powerful stories from every corner of the world. Together, we have the ability to in-
spire real change for a healthier planet for everyone. 

laborative models, systemic alliances and emerging forms of participatory fi lmmaking. 
It examines outreach strategies and assessment methodologies. And it highlights key 
innovative trends to spark the imagination. 

This is the beginning of a journey. Today, we have the capacity to create and share 
powerful stories from every corner of the world. Together, we have the ability to in-
spire real change for a healthier planet for everyone. 
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ADDENDUM 1. CASE STUDIES
The following Case Studies investigate a range of methods for creative engagement, 
collaborative models, and outreach strategies. We intentionally chose fi lms that rep-
resent some aspect of an emerging trend. Our methodology includes research of ex-
isting materials about each fi lm, a custom questionnaire completed by the lead team, 
plus interviews. We plan to track the long-term impact of many of these fi lms, and to 
add more case studies as our research expands.

ADDENDUMS
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Case Study:Our Gorongosa 
(2019) 54 minutes

Creative Design: The fi lm opens with Dominique 
Gonçalves, a Mozambican elephant ecologist, 
showing young girls photos of the elephants she 
studies and talking about the importance of ed-
ucation. They are spellbound by her journey and 
words of encouragement, which sets the tone for 
the fi lm. Gonçalves takes viewers on a journey of 
hope as she shares stories of human/elephant co-
existence at schools, community clubs, and health 
clinics. The fi lmmakers’ focused on authenticity, 
intimacy, and voice. “We wanted the fi lm to feel 
as ‘unmediated’ as possible. We strived to cre-
ate a direct emotional connection between these 
characters and the audience. This is their story 
told in their voice.” 

Collaborative Model: An editorial committee 
of Mozambicans, comprised mainly of women, 
helped to ensure authentic representation of the 
issues, voices and perspectives. The fi lmmakers 
collaborated with the community throughout the 
fi lmmaking process, and provided GoPro cameras 
to those on the frontline of the human-elephant 
confl ict to fi lm their own stories. HHMI/Tangled 
Bank Studios provided production funding and 
impact expertise. USAID contributed funding and 
was a liaison to the Elephant Ecology Project and 
broader decision-making audiences. 

Synopsis & Goals: Gorongosa National Park in Mozambique has become one of Africa’s most cele-
brated wildlife restoration stories. The fi lm tells the human development story of the 200,000 people 
who live near the park, in particular girls and women. “This is a new vision for conservation in the 
21st Century, where people and animals must coexist—to the benefi t of them all.”  

Outreach Strategies: The fi lm promotes civic 
engagement on a local and continental scale, 
through policymaking, conservation funding 
and development. The target audience is both 
local communities and all those interested in 
conservation and human development projects 
in Africa. Three major Mozambican television 
networks provided free-to-air local distribution. 
HHMI Tangled Bank Studios is funding a mobile 
cinema tour with educational and community di-
alogue toolkits. According to the fi lm team, the 
goal is to “increase positive levels of awareness, 
interest, desire and action towards Gorongosa 
National Park among local people.” 

Case Study:
Unbreathable - The Fight for Healthy Air

(2020) 30 minutes
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Case Study:Our Gorongosa 
(2019) 54 minutes

Case Study:
Unbreathable - The Fight for Healthy Air

(2020) 30 minutes

Synopsis & Goals: Unbreathable: The Fight for Healthy Air highlights key environmental mile-
stones over 50 years of the U.S. Clean Air Act, and reveals the ongoing devastation of air pol-
lution today. Nearly half of Americans live in communities with unhealthy air, and asthma is the 
number one health issue for children. The fi lm is directed at voters, health professionals, clean air 
activists, environmental justice and human rights organizations, NGOs, and the general public. 

Creative Design: Unbreathable informs with 
historical context, and inspires with community 
engagement stories. The fi lm hooks viewers with 
stylized footage of people breathing and the text, 
“We take 20,000 breaths a day.” Interviews with 
prominent political fi gures, such as Congressman 
Henry Waxman, Governor Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger, and regulatory leaders, emphasize the im-
portance of a bipartisan political approach. Per-
sonal accounts detail the devasting effects of air 
pollution and the environmental racism, stirring 
empathy and outrage. The fi lm ends with a hope-
ful story of high school students in Baltimore City 
who mobilize their community to fi ght against the 
building of an incinerator and are successful. A 
fi nal montage of political activism motivates audi-
ences to action. 

Collaborative Models: This fi lm is a collabo-
ration of American University’s Center For En-
vironmental Filmmaking (CEF, AU’s Center for 
Environmental Policy (CEP) and the American 
Lung Association (ALA). From the outset, director 
Maggie Burnette Stogner had clear goals about 
designing the fi lm for impact, and worked with the 

partners to broaden the scope to include en-
vironmental justice and youth climate activism. 
Weekly partner meetings helped to shape the 
fi lm’s impact vision, and the core team contin-
ues to meet regularly to strategize outreach 
programs. 

Outreach Strategies:  Using a Spiral Impact 
approach, “Unbreathable” is a catalyst for en-
gagement and action, and can be adapted for 
use by a wide range of groups. Outreach in-
cludes festivals, health and environmental con-
ferences, virtual webinar events, symposiums, 
ALA’s new “Stand Up For Clean Air” campaign, 
and distribution through New Day Films. The 
fi lm is being made available to key infl uencers 
such the Society of Environmental Journalists, 
Sierra Club, Eco-America, youth climate activist 
groups, and others. A website provides FAQs, 
educational resources, an environmental justice 
kit, and recordings of many of the virtual webi-
nar panels.



40

Case Study:Women on a Mission 
(2019/2020) 5 minute episodes

Creative Design: Filmmaker Katie Bryden set out 
to make the series feel personal, heartwarming, 
and authentic. Rather than formal interviews, the 
series bring viewers into the day-to-day lives of 
indigenous women through their voice and eyes. 
Using a low-tech production style enhanced the 
genuine feel of the series, with an emphasis on 
the story itself.

Collaborative Model: The series uses partici-
patory techniques and a collaborative approach. 
From the onset, Bryden’s goal was to include the 
characters in the story and fi lmmaking process, 
saying: “I want to make sure I’m telling their story 
in the appropriate way. I never script things and 
ask people to repeat. It’s always a conversation.” 
Bryden incorporated Nancy’s footage into the ep-
isode, and Nancy reviewed the episode to ensure 
accurate cultural and language translation. 

Synopsis & Goals: Women on a Mission is part of a short fi lm series by Conservation International 
that highlights indigenous female conservation leaders . The series is directed, produced, shot, and 
edited by fi lmmaker Katie Bryden, in collaboration with the indigenous women. Episode 1, Technol-
ogy Meets Tradition follows Nancy as she uses a cell phone camera to document traditional knowl-
edge, such as dances, of the older Awajún women in her village of Shampuyacu. She documents 
their work to restore their forest and their traditional knowledge for future generations. Episode 2, 
Poacher to Peacekeepers, follows Josphine Ekiru, a peacekeeper of Northern Kenya, as she risks her 
life to reduce ivory poaching. 

Outreach Strategies: The initial goal of the 
series was to elevate Conservation Internation-
al’s working relationship with women leaders in 
conservation for the 2019 International Wom-
en’s Day. Episode 1 was released alongside ten 
other videos. It was then selected for the DC 
Environmental Film Festival and has had tens 
of thousands of views  on Conservation Inter-
national’s social media. Bryden notes that the 
process of participatory fi lming created local 
impact, empowering the women to speak on 
camera and make their own videos. 

Case Study:Spotlight California
(2016) 9 minute episodes
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Case Study:Women on a Mission 
(2019/2020) 5 minute episodes

Case Study:Spotlight California
(2016) 9 minute episodes

Synopsis & Goals: This fi ve-part documentary web series shines a light on “The California you 
don’t see on postcards”.  The progressive advocacy organization NextGen America, founded 
by philanthropist and billionaire Tom Steyer, fi nanced the creation of this short, environmen-
tal impact series with the goal of public engagement. The series exposes the consequences 
of lax regulatory enforcement of oil and gas industries. Producer Ali Hart uses humor to take 
viewers on an entertaining, informative road trip through California with comedian Kiran Deol.  

Creative Design: The approach combines of 
comedy and investigative journalism, with the 
goal of engaging a broader range of viewers.  
Deol speaks with Californians who are hit hard-
est by water and air pollution. Handheld camera 
techniques add to the investigative feel of the 
piece. Beauty shots are juxtaposed against the 
harsh realities of environmental devastation. Hart 
and Doel collaborated on how to interweave 
factual data with short comedic bits. For instance, 
Episode 2 (Water & Oil), which exposes the use of 
recycled oil water, ends with a comedic sketch of 
Deol hosting a wine tasting and using wastewater 
terminology to describe the wines. 

Collaborative Models: Tom Steyer’s non-profi t 
NextGen America (NextGen Climate) funded the 
series and Producer Ali Hart worked with Next-
Gen’s policy director to determine calls-to-action 
for each episode. In addition to the use of com-
edy, they decided to spotlight an organization 
involved in creating solutions, such as the Center 
for a Better Environment, to inspire viewers.

Outreach Strategies:  The series screened 
in the New Media Film Festival, San Francis-
co Green Film Festival and ˆ Film Festival. It 
was the winner of Best Web Series at the New 
Media Film Festival. Each 9-minute episode 
ends with Steyer inviting viewers to take ac-
tion and support local environmental organi-
zations. These call-to-actions were the main 
outreach strategy, and links provided an easy 
way for viewers to donate, sign a petition, etc. 
The series was initially available on NextGen’s 
Facebook and a dedicated website, as well as 
YouTube. It now exists solely on YouTube.
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Case Study:
Bag It

(2010) 78 minutes

Synopsis & Goals: Bag It is a touching and comedic fi lm about plastic bags and the signifi cant envi-
ronmental destruction they cause. The fi lm follows charismatic host, Jeb Berrier, as he plays the relat-
able “everyman”. Berrier’s goofy charm gives this documentary a light, easy point of entry for viewers. 
The goal of the fi lm is to provide a fun, approachable way to motivate behavioral changes in view-
ers, such as reducing single-use plastics among consumers and inspiring community-wide bag bans. 

Creative Design: In developing this fi lm, Beraza 
and the team wanted their messages on plastic 
use to connect with all viewers. Throughout the 
fi lm, the factual data about the harm plastic does 
to our ecosystem is conveyed through wit and hu-
mor. Bag It connects through its comedic accessi-
bility and the personal tone of its main character, 
Jeb Berrier. For instance, when Berrier and his 
wife learn they are having a baby, they explore the 
contents of popular baby products, and discuss 
the future they want for their child. Sharing his 
personal life, especially through the lens of par-
enthood, is particularly effective in reaching the 
hearts and minds of audiences.

Collaborative Models: To increase public aware-
ness, the impact campaign consisted of experi-
enced experts and grassroots partnering, and an 

extensive, national festival tour. The fi lmmakers 
worked in partnerships with 30 different orga-
nizations, and principal partners included the 
Environmental Working Group, Patagonia, and 
Surfrider Foundation. They helped promote the 
fi lm, and Surfrider Foundation collaborated on 
a “Bag Ban Toolkit” to help communities devel-
op plastic bag bans. 

Outreach Strategies:  Bag It has screened 
in over 80 fi lm festivals, and has reached an 
estimated global audience of over 100 million 
viewers over the past decade.  The original 
version is 78-minutes, and the fi lmmakers sub-
sequently created two shorter cuts (45-minutes 
and 65-minutes) for educational purposes. All 
three versions are available through New Day 
Films. Additional curriculum materials and re-
sources are available with the fi lm and through 
its website.

Case Study:Nomadas/Nomads 
(2020) 81 minutes



43

Case Study:
Bag It

(2010) 78 minutes

Case Study:Nomadas/Nomads 
(2020) 81 minutes

Creative Design: The fi lmmakers capture 
high-quality imagery of the vast immensity of 
Mexico’s protected natural areas to inspire a 
feeling of awe. They also captured dramatic, 
action-packed scenes that hook audiences into 
caring for the animals and the struggles they face. 
By following individual animals within their com-
munities, the animals become relatable charac-
ters and the deliberate use of anthropomorphism 
elicits empathy for the animals’ plight. A Mexican 
female actress narrates with an emotive style, and 
sound design enriches the natural sounds.

Collaborative Model: There are limited nature 
documentaries that feature Mexico’s rich biodi-
versity and they are typically made by outside 
producers. The fi lmmakers in Nómadas were ad-
amant in their choice of an all-Mexican team. To-
gether with biologists, Ruprah trained his cinema-
tographers in ethical wildlife fi lmmaking. During 
production, they lived with the local guardians of 
protected wildlife areas, sharing ideas and sup-
porting the local economy. The team worked with 
government agencies such as Comisión Nacional 
de Áreas Naturales Protegidas (CONAMP) and 
Secretariat of Environment and Natural Resources 
(SEMARNAT), and collaborated with FEMSA, the 
Smithsonian Channel and Earth Touch. 

Synopsis & Goals: Nómadas, or the English translated Nomads, is a classic natural history fi lm that 
illuminates the natural beauty of wildlife in Mexico. It is the fi rst all-Mexican production of a blue-chip 
natural history fi lm. The narrator takes viewers on a journey into the lives of different species, provid-
ing storylines rich with scientifi c information, and also highlighting the importance of open borders. 
In creating this fi lm, writer and director Emiliano Ruprah showcases Mexico’s rich biodiversity, partic-
ularly to Mexican audiences, and to shed light on important conservation issues. He hopes to inspire 
other wildlife fi lms to be made in Mexico by Mexicans, and to engage government offi cials in Mexi-
co, local NGOs and conservation organizations. 

Outreach Strategies: Distribution and outreach 
have been greatly impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Thus far, Nómadas has screened 
at the Druk International Film Festival, Tagore 
International Film Festival, Seoul Guro Interna-
tional Kids Film Festival (GUKIFF), International 
Nature Film Festival, and IFF Ekotopfi lm – Envi-
rofi lm. The theatrical release in Mexico is de-
layed. The Smithsonian Channel created a U.S. 
version of the fi lm, “Epic Animal Migrations”, 
which was broadcast in the U.S. in August 2020. 
The fi lm team are in talks with CONAMP to 
screen the fi lm to indigenous populations who 
live in Mexico’s natural protected areas. A web-
site, social media platforms, and other resources 
are underway.
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Case Study:Grandpa’s Reef
(2018) VR, 4 minutes

Synopsis & Goals: Grandpa’s Reef is a virtual reality experience fi lmed in the Philippines, in which 
viewers follow a young girl on a mission to protect an endangered coral reef. Using 360 VR 
technology, this fi lm allows viewers to see what she is seeing as she dives into the ocean 
depths. This environmental narrative is inspired by true stories, and is intended to in-
spire middle school and high school students to conserve and protect our oceans. Produced 
by National Geographic Explorers Vanina Harel and Sara Camnasio, their goal was to ex-
cite and empower the next generation of ocean advocates by connecting how “my grand-
pa’s reef” is also “my reef”. The team created an impact strategy from the project’s inception. 

Outreach Strategies:  With the support of 
the Haribon Foundation, Harel and her team 
piloted Grandpa’s Reef with fi ve schools in 
the Philippines using Oculus Rift headsets. To 
assess impact, the team created a pre- and 
post-screening survey. The surveys revealed 
that the underwater scenes shifted students’ 
perceptions of the ocean from unfavorable to 
positive, and indicated that the students are 
more aware of overfi shing and plastic pollution. 
Classroom discussions focus on developing 
innovative solutions for their communities. 
The website provides links to Grandpa’s Reef 
VR experience, as well as free downloadable 
lesson plans and educational activities. The 360 
video version of the project is publicly available 
on National Geographic’s YouTube channel and 
Facebook page. As of the publication of this 
report, it has 170K views on YouTube, 63.7K on 
Facebook and approximately 2,000 in-person 
screenings. 

grandpa’s reef
A young girl takes up her grandfather ’s lifelong pursuit 

of protecting an endangered coral reef

VEY NOU LAGON LTD PRESENTS

VANINA HARELA FILM BY a VANINA HAREL e KYLE MCBURNIE g KYLE MCBURNIE
SARA CAMNASIOj VANINA HAREL KYLE MCBURNIE BEN MIRIN ERINA MOLINA

2018 VEY NOU LAGON LTD.  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

GRANDPASREEF.COM
©

Experience in virtual reality:

Creative Design: Grandpa’s Reef is an immer-
sive experience which enables users to look in 
any direction as they explore the ocean’s reefs. 
The fi lm is intended to inspire awe and curiosity 
to connect users to the ocean’s beauty and its 
species. Audio design creates a sense of reality 
with the sounds of marine life moving through the 
waters. Upbeat and inspiring music reinforces a 
positive and wondrous experience. This was key 
as many of the students perceived oceans as scary 
and dangerous prior to viewing Grandpa’s Reef. 
The team cast non-actors for authentic relatability, 
and chose a young girl as the protagonist to rein-
force female empowerment. 

Collaborative Models: The team consulted with 
local collaborators to ensure the fi lm was au-
thentic in its representation and would positively 
connect with local viewers. Local environmental 
scientist, Erina Molina, narrated and became a 
producer on the fi lm, contributing from early 
development through distribution. She helped en-
sure that the tone, content, and style would con-
nect with young, local audiences. The fi lm team 
formed strong community relationships. National 
Geographic Society provided funding for the pro-
duction and impact campaign. 
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Case Study:Grandpa’s Reef
(2018) VR, 4 minutes
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