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By ted frank
storyteller • Burlingame, CA • ted@backstories.tv

ShooTING eThNoS

ith more clients asking for 
video but not always supplying 
the budget for a videographer, 

researchers are increasingly finding them- 
selves in the tough, stressful place of 
adding yet another responsibility to an 
already challenging job. Below are tips
from professional videographers that 
can help reduce project stress and allow 
you to focus on what you do best — 
interviewing — while still getting high- 
quality video for your clients.

preparation
You can do a lot ahead of time so that 
stress will not rear its ugly head when 
you’re standing in front of a respond- 
ent. In the hotel room the night before, 
start by pulling out your tripod with 
your camera on it, and pull it right next 
to a chair. Sit down, and set the camera 
up straight and at your eye level. If you 
are taller than average, set it a little 
lower; if you are shorter, a little higher. 
Now, as long as you do not collapse it 
again (and I will soon tell you how 
you will not need to), you have already 
eliminated one annoying task. In most 
situations, all you have to do now is 
plunk it down and spread the legs.

Next, charge your batteries – in your 
camera, microphone (mic) and anything 
else you use. While they are charging, 
clean your camera’s hard drive so noth- 
ing else is on it.

The next morning, grab your fully 
charged camera — tripod and all — and 
a pillow and blanket from your hotel 
room. When you get to your car, lay 
everything across the back seat, resting 
on the pillow. Strap it in with the seat- 
belt, and you are ready to go.

upon arrival
When you get to your respondent’s 
house, before you ring the doorbell, turn 
on your camera, mic transmitter and 
receiver so you will be ready.

When you get inside the home, look 
for a quiet place where your respondent 
is comfortable and where the light will 
be at his/her side. This will make the 
respondent look clear and catch his/her 
good side — no matter which side the 
light is on. Set up the respondent in the 
camera’s viewfinder so (s)he is off to the 
left vs. in the middle; this leaves space 
to the right where you can add a title.

Below is a diagram (1) of where 
to place your camera, respondent and 
yourself to get a consistently good shoot. 
Diagram 2 shows how to frame the 
respondent in the viewfinder.

Getting good sound
It seems counterintuitive, but sound 
is actually more important to looking
professional than picture. Buena
Vista Social Club, Blair Witch Project
and Paranormal Activity were all hit
movies that looked terrible but sounded 
rich. Bad sound, on the other hand, 
is something most clients will not 
sit through.

Ninety percent of sound is where you 
place your microphone because it is just 
like our ears. When people are close 
to us, we can feel their words. When 
they are far away, we can’t. So, get the 
mic as close to the respondent as pos- 
sible. I recommend a wireless lav mic 
(see equipment list) because it will also 
get you consistently good sound if the 
respondent moves around.
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It is important to get gear that will work for you, not against you. It costs a bit more, but it lets you focus, instead of scramble. 
I have found the equipment below to be both reliable and easy to use.

Canon Vixia hf r42 —
This camcorder is perfect for researchers because it has auto 
everything, full HD and both a flash drive and mic jack.

Tripod —
Try out a few of them at the store. Get one that feels solid, is easily 
adjustable and has a quick release.

Sennheiser eW100 Wireless lavalier (lav) microphone —
Mine has been abused by hundreds of respondents and still 
sounds phenomenal.

Camera bag —
Take all of your stuff to the camera store, and buy the bag that fits 
everything you have. Get one with a couple of extra pockets, too.

lacie rugged hard Drive —
These are tested for 10-foot drops. Get uSB and Firewire 800 
(or Thunderbolt), so you can give it right to your editor.

energizer ultimate lithium batteries —
They will last all day, so you never have to worry.
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Taking It up a Notch with b-roll
“B-roll” are shots of your respondents’ 
homes, pictures, possessions, etc. They 
add so much. They not only bring more 
of your respondent’s world to your 
client, but they can also cover any cuts 
that you or your editor make to a quote, 

allowing you to be far more pithy and 
professional. For an example, take a 
look at http://backstories.tv.

Come with a list of b-roll shots. 
Then, shoot about five seconds of 
each, as well as anything else you see 
that captures how your respondent 
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thinks and feels. It is also helpful to 
capture the respondent in action, both 
in ways relevant to your project (e.g., 
driving for a car project, making din- 
ner for a food client) and doing every 
day things.

on to the Next Interview
When you are done with your ethno, 
turn everything off, and place the tripod 
(with camera attached) right where you 
found it: in your back seat. Then, go 
off to your next ethno, and do it all 
over again.

At the end of your day, back up 
your footage — to your hard drive and 
to an external hard drive — so you have 
it in two places. Then, just as you did 
the night before, clean your hard drive, 
and recharge all your batteries.

final Thoughts
Even Spielberg felt like a monkey the 
first time he shot something, so give 
yourself time to practice, and let your- 
self get comfortable with the equipment 
and shooting interviews. It may never 
become fun or second nature, but it will 
get a lot, lot easier. 
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