
Stepofwritingscriptsfordocumentary

Documentariesarefascinatingandcapturethebrillianceofhumanitywhenexecuted

thoroughly.Everydirectorandproducerhashisorherownroutineofwritinga

documentaryscript,whichcanbeveryliberatingtothosewhoarestartingout.

Dependingonthesubjectofthedocumentary,theschedulecanbeincredibly

pressing,whichmeansthathavingasysteminplacepriortoembarkingonanew

documentaryprojectcanbequiterewarding.Anddon’tforgettocheckoutNYFA’s

documentaryfilmmakingprogramstofindthebesthands-on,intensiveprogramfor

you.

Hereare7stepsonhowtowriteadocumentaryscript:

1.ShortPitchesGreen-lightProjects

Beforeascriptcanevenbewritten,youneedaclear,precise,andshortpitch.This

pitchshouldbenolongerthan5pagesbecauseproducersandexecutiveproducers

arebusy.Theywanttoknowthatwhatyouareofferingisofqualityandcanbegreen

lit.

2.FindFunding

Fundingcanbeoneofthehardestpartsofthedocumentarybusiness.Nowadays

withtechnology,wecandoalotonabudget.However,youdowantaqualityfeature-

lengthbudgetthatadequatelyfitsyourneeds.Thisonthelowendcanamountto

about$300,000.Findsomeonewhosharesyourvision.Thiscanbeanindividualwith

capital,anonprofitorganization,orevenanetwork.What’simportanttoyourfunders

iswhatwilltheygetoutofit?Thiscanincluderecognition,promotingtheircause,

money,etc.



3.BlueprintYourDocumentary

Thisisthetimetoorganizeandplanhowthestorywillbetransmittedtoyour

audience.Theoutlinedstoryisdetailedinregardstohowthefilmwillplayout.When

youhavethisoutlineclearinyourhead,shootingtheframeismucheasierbecause

youalreadyknowwhatyouwant.Somewaystoorganizeisbreakingdownthe

outlineintoactsandhavingatopicforeachone.Eachofthoseactsculminateinthe

overallmessagethatyouaretryingtoconvey.Theremaybesometweakingalong

theway,buttheplanisthereasaguide.

4.WritingtheScript

Youmustworkbackwards.Itistheonlywaytowriteadocumentaryscript.Onceyou

havecollectedyourresearch,data,andinterviews,onlythencanyouwritethescript.

Itwouldbeimpossibletoconceivewhatanintervieweeisgoingtosayandhowthat



tiesintoyourmessage.Onceyouhaveallofthefactsandmaterials,thenyoucansit

downandwritethescriptandvoice-overs.

5.CompelYourViewer

Viewerswanttoconnectwithyourproject.Findcompellingpersonalstoriesthatwill

enthrallviewers.Emotionally,yourviewerswillopenupandunderstandthecomplexity

oftheissuewhilemakingtheissueentirelyrelatable.Everyviewerwantstobe

transportedsomewhereelse,learnsomethingnew,andthenbemotivatedand

movedbythisinformation.

6.DeclareYourPointOfView

Presentingthefactsandrealityisn’talwayscleancutandunbiased.Thatisn’ttosay

thatdirectorsandproducersspinaprojectacertainwaybutthereisinformationthat

staysinadocumentaryandinformationthatiscut.Sowhatisitthatyouwantyour

documentarytotransmit?Youwillfindthatwhenyouhavethismessage,puttingthe

entirescriptandproductiontogetherismucheasieranditisclearertotheaudience

regardlessofwhetherornottheyagree.Theycanstillconnectbecauseoftheclarity

ofthemessage.Attheveryleast,theaudienceisgivensomethingtothinkabout

movingforward.Asadirector/writer/producer,youcanbeflexibleandallowyour

storytounfoldevenifit’snotintheprecisedirectionthatyouthoughtitwouldgo.

7.FinesseYourProject

Bethoroughwithyourwritingandvoice-overs.Writingandrewritingpartsofthe

scriptispartoftheprocessasyoucontinuetodefineyourmessageandrefinethe

story.Ifyouareusinganarrator,youmayhavetoreadjusttoyournarrator’sstyle.

Sometimeswhileyouarefactchecking,theremaybesomediscrepanciessoyou

wanttomaketherethateverythingthatyouarepresentingtotheviewerisaccurate

andthisisreflectedintherewritingprocess.



Documentariesaren’tanobservationofhumanity,butratheranopeningdoorintoour

nature,intowhatdrivesus,whatmakesusfillwithjoyandweepwithsorrow.

Documentariesarereal,withrealpeopleanddealingwithrealissuesthatare

powerfulandhitusatourcore.Letyourwritingreflectthosedeep,movingmessages

andcaptureyouraudienceemotionally.
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