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What's on the DVD

Contents

The text is linked to the DVD by an icon placed in the margin throughout the
printed text whenever there is supplementary material on the DVD that enriches
the matter under discussion. The DVD provides an interactive menu that corre-
sponds to the chapters of the book. All supplementary materials referenced by the
disk icon in the printed text can be accessed via this menu. In addition, other ways
of navigating allow readers to consult:

® many corporate, and feature film scripts

storyboards

video clips of scenes produced from many script examples

an interactive glossary of camera shots, movements and transitions
links to relevant websites

Please note many URLs mentioned in the text become active links on the DVD.
Some endnotes provide URLs for reference that are not permanent links. Over time,
some URLSs become invalid because the World Wide Web is a changing environment
in which many websites are not permanent or undergo revision.

Readers should understand that the DVD contains a lot of material, especially
video clips that have to be recognized by the Director Projector, which they are
opening. It can take several minutes to establish all the links before the open-
ing screen becomes available. This depends on the speed of the computer being
used and the available RAM. Usually, a black rectangle appears in advance of the
contents becoming available.

XV
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Preface to the Second Edition

The first edition was printed twice and found support in many writing programs. I
have used my own book as a textbook in a media writing course and learned a lot
that has contributed to improvements in this second edition. I continue to believe
that brevity and economy in the length of chapters is suitable to the contemporary
college student’s reluctance to read. Also in a writing course, reading about writing
must be to the point and lead to the practice of writing.

In the interval between the writing of the first edition and the second, techno-
logical changes underline the importance of interactive media in the internet and
the ubiquitous use of websites for corporate communications. The emergence of
DVDs increases the importance of interactive design and the importance of video
games as an industry whose size and dollar value rivals the traditional entertainment
media. New chapters expand Part IV to look more closely at the emerging issues in
writing for interactive media. The convergence of all media into one digital domain
on the computer desktop impacts on writing courses and writing training. This con-
vergence is increasingly reflected in the curricula of communications programs such
that writing skills have to follow suit and diversify. An introductory course in media
writing always faces the dilemma of what media to cover and how much time can
be devoted to each.

The aim is to devise a textbook that addresses contemporary writing issues
in an accessible way, that incorporates contemporary, interactive technology for
the delivery of learning, and that takes account of contemporary script formatting
software.

Creation of content for a medium proceeds from writing. Visual imagination
lies at the heart of this writing. Visual writing is still the key. In the hunt to pin
down the elusive quality of that visual writing, I have come to see that this is
fundamentally conceptual writing, what I have come to call meta-writing in this
edition. Meta-writing unfolds at several levels. It is visual thinking that precedes
and underlies the end product of visual writing that is the script. Visual writing is
behind or within the writing that is read as a script. It is embedded writing that
underlies the writing we read. A concept dissolves into a treatment, which in turn

Xvii
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Preface to the Second Edition

dissolves into the instructions for a production in a document we call a script. I have
come to see this as the key to understanding how visual media work and, therefore,
how we can construct the content for those media. Thus visual writing, or meta-
writing, is not the words of the final script but the imaging that makes the words
of the final script possible.



Introduction

The Purpose

Although this textbook is intended mainly for students in colleges and universities
who are taking their first course in writing scripts for media, it is also intended for
all writers making the transition to writing for visual media. It assumes that the
reader begins with minimal understanding of the nature of writing for visual media.
Most beginners have had a large number of experiences viewing visual media: films,
television, and video. They probably contemplate the originating creative act that
lies behind such programs without much idea of how it’s done. They may not
understand visual thinking, or if they do, they don’t know how to set it down.
They don’t know formats. In short, they don’t know where or how to start. This
textbook is designed to get the beginner started. It is not intended to make fully
fledged professionals out of beginners, nor to deal with every type of media writing,
nor all the issues of scriptwriting, but it does cover all the material a beginner will
need to write viable scripts in the main media formats.

This text is meant to be introductory. Other books offer more exhaustive and
more specialized information about how to work at a professional level writing
for film, television, corporate video, or interactive media. Broadcast journalism
for current affairs and sports is another discipline that is well covered in more
specialized works. At the end of the book, you will find a selected bibliography
containing many of these more advanced books that focus more narrowly on a
special type of writing for a single medium together with more general works, and
the sources quoted or referenced in the chapters that follow.

The Premise of this Book

This book is based on the premise that the fundamental challenge arises in learn-
ing to think and to write visually, that a script is a plan for production, and
that visual media are identifiably different from print media. Although broadcast

XiX
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journalism overlaps visual writing in some of its forms, other journalistic concerns
about sources, objectivity, and editorial issues dominate. Shaping a news story
delivered to a teleprompter does not require visual writing. Therefore, this form of
scripting is excluded.

Although writing for the audio track has been part of the job of scriptwriting
since sound was added to motion pictures some seventy years ago, writing for the
ear alone concerns only words that are to be heard rather than words to describe
a visual experience on screen. Our focus is a body of technique that is concerned
with writing for audiovisual media that are based on sequencing images. Writing for
radio, with the exception of a show like Prairie Home Companion on National Public
Radio, usually consists of writing radio ads, which are a form of copywriting and,
therefore, guided by advertising concerns, or it is news and involves the journalistic
issues already mentioned. Therefore, writing purely for radio is limited to radio PSAs
as an adjunct to visual PSAs. However, in context, writing dialogue, voice-over
narration, and other audio concerns are given the importance they deserve.

Obijectives

To become good at your craft, sooner or later you need to specialize. You need to
hone and refine your writing skills for the way in which a particular medium is used.
This does not mean you can never cross over from one form to another, but the
chances are that if you are going to make a living writing for a visual medium, you
will have to be good enough in at least one area to compete with the pros already
practicing the craft. That is a few stages away.

To get there from here you need to learn:

® How visual media communicate

Visual thinking

Visual writing

® Scriptwriting terminology

® The recognized script format for each visual medium

A method to get from brain static to a coherent idea for any media script
The role of the writer in media industries.

Secondary Obijectives

Even if you don’t end up writing for a living, you may have a job that requires you
to read, interpret, evaluate, buy, or review scripts. There are dozens of activities
that require you to be able to evaluate the written plan that is the script. The script
is cheap to produce compared to producing the script. You may need to be able to
construe the final product from words and ideas on a page.
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Some of the people who have to do this are producers, directors, story editors,
literary agents, studio and TV executives, film and video editors, and actors. Other
positions in the visual communications industry might also require that you be able
to read a script and deduce what it will take to make a product that can be seen
by an audience. In addition to the people who have to evaluate and buy or reject
scripts, these positions include art directors, set designers, talent agents, casting
directors, lighting directors, and sound designers. Virtually anyone who has a role
in bringing a script to the screen needs to be able to read the blueprint from which
a program is made.

So even if you don’t succeed specifically as a scriptwriter, you still need to
understand scriptwriting and what makes a script work well. You must be able
to follow the way a script translates into narrative images that communicate to
an audience. You must be able to read the coded set of instructions that a script
embodies.

The Basic Idea of a Script

If a musician wants someone else to play his music, he must write it down as notes
in a form that other musicians can read, decode, and then turn back into music. This
problem has been solved in the music world by inventing the musical staff, treble
and bass, with a clear set of rules for describing what pitch, what loudness, and
what rhythm should be reproduced. Even composers who don’t write music need
arrangers to write it out for them because most music involves groups of musicians
playing different instruments simultaneously. There is always a barrier between the
page of music and the auditory experience of hearing the music. You can’t hear the
score unless you are a trained musician. Even then, you need to play the notes to
understand what the composer intended and create a musical experience for a wide
audience, most of whom cannot read music or play an instrument.

Likewise, you can'’t see the script for a film or a video. If you are a trained director
or editor who knows how to read a script, you can visualize in your mind’s eye what
is intended just as the musician can hear in his mind’s ear what the music should
sound like. You can translate a static page into a sequence of images flowing in a
time line. Today’s nonlinear video editors display programs in a graphic time line,
which is a kind of storyboard metaphor for the content of a program. In the end,
the production process is needed to make the script into images that are accessible
to all viewers who cannot read a script, nor frame a shot, nor edit a sequence to
make narrative sense.

Like all analogies, this one breaks down. Musical scores are used over and over
again for numberless performances, whereas a script is used only once. So another
useful analogy is the blueprint, the drawings an architect makes for a builder or
contractor to erect a building. After the building is finished, the blueprint has little
interest except perhaps for maintenance or repair. The people who buy the house,
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or live in it, may not be able to read the plans any more than the audience at a
concert is able to read music or an audience for a film is able to read a script. The
home dweller hardly thinks about the plans of the house, even though this person
may have strong views about how successful the building is to inhabit. If you like
living in the space, then that is a measure of the building’s success.

Likewise, if you watch a TV series, like a movie, or understand a corporate
message, you don't think about the scripts on which they are based. You get an
audiovisual, intellectual, and emotional experience. You laugh, cry, reflect, or go
into a rewarding imaginative or mental space. So a script has little value except as
a blueprint to make something. Think of it this way. You couldn’t sell many scripts
of Star Wars or Jurassic Park (name your favorite movie), but you can sell a lot of
tickets to see the movie made from it—millions of tickets in fact.

The Learning Task

Your job right now is to begin to understand how you put this plan, this score,
this blueprint for a movie together. Whether it is a public service announcement, a
corporate communication, or a feature film, you have to figure out the process. You
have to learn in what forms media industries communicate, buy, sell, and produce
their ideas. You have to try it out before big bucks or your next month’s rent are
at stake.

The most difficult part of writing is the constant revision. The fact is that we
have to rewrite and revise until we get it right. Writers whose work you watch on
TV and in the movie theater have spent a long time studying how it's done. One
day, I was explaining this to a communications student who played on the college
basketball team. I asked him what the coach had him do in basketball practice. His
eyes lit up and he described some of the shooting drills. Then I asked him what he
thought the equivalent drills would be for a writer. He wasn'’t so sure, and did not
understand that a similar degree of practice is the foundation for successful writing.

We need to think about how we can score some points in this writing game. If
you have to shoot thousands of baskets so as to be able to sink a foul shot, let’s think
about what it takes to get to be good enough to score consistently in a competitive
writing game. Some people will put in a lot of time practicing basketball because
they love the game. Scriptwriters keep writing because they love the medium and
they love to create. Isn’t it the same idea? Practice, practice, practice! Don’t give
up! Don’t get discouraged when your ideas don’t work out right away, and, above
all, enjoy the creative act, even if you don’t make points every time!

Using the DVD

This text is designed to work in tandem with a DVD. Interactive computer tech-
nology provides us with a new opportunity, hitherto impossible to achieve in a
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textbook, to link script blueprint and resultant image in the visual medium itself.
Although the printed book contains some examples of scripts, the DVD provides
many more and also more complete scripts. Script samples are frequently linked to
finished video clips on the DVD. It also provides a visual glossary of script vocab-
ulary for camera shots and movements. An icon has been placed throughout the
text whenever the DVD is referenced. The interactive navigation is modeled on
the chapter outline so that all the links for a given chapter are accessible under the
heading for that chapter. There are also other options for interactive navigation that
follow themes or topics. Demos of scripting software, which is now indispensable
to the professional writer, can also be found via active links on the DVD so that
you can download trial versions of some of them.

Conclusion

This book is about learning the fundamentals of scriptwriting. It is designed to
take you from nowhere to somewhere, from no experience and no knowledge to
a basic level of competence and knowledge of what the issues of scriptwriting are.
It gives you a chance to explore your visual imagination and try out your powers
of invention. Later, you can confront the full range of writing issues particular
to each genre in each medium by taking more advanced media writing courses
dedicated to specific media formats, or by reading more advanced texts, or by
further self-directed writing experience.

In the end, you learn,not by reading, not by thinking , and not by talking about
doing it, but by doing it. “Just do it!,” as the Nike ad says. Write!
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PART ONE

Many people, and perhaps some of the readers of this book, will start out with
confidence in their basic ability to write but be unsure of how they should apply
it to the writing of a script. To understand how to write for the visual media,
it is important to understand how such writing differs from the writing most of
us have learned to do up until now. To break through these habits and become
a scriptwriter, we need to see what the specific problems are. Above all, we need
some kind of method to solve them. The first part of this book is devoted to a logical
and pragmatic analysis of why scripts are written a certain way. If you understand
the problem, you will understand the solution. It also introduces you to a basic
process of thinking, a method of devising content, and a method of writing in
stages or steps. You need to know how to do it.

I had always thought of myself as a good writer, and I liked writing before
[ ever wrote a script. A lot of you might feel the same way. I started writing
scripts in order to have something to shoot in film school. After all, I could hardly
hire a professional, and people around me were too busy doing their own projects
to help out with mine. Besides, I wanted to write my own script. A lot of you
are probably students in media production and will have to invent content for
production projects. We all learn the hard way, by trial and error. The following
chapters are intended to minimize those errors. Although there is a considerable
body of craft to learn, this part of the book is about what a writer should understand
before dealing with specific media and their formats. Let’s begin.
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Describing One Medium Through
Another

The essential problem of writing for visual media comes from the difference between
print as a medium, or words on a page, and the medium of moving images. You
have to describe an audiovisual medium that plays in real time using a written
medium that is abstract and frozen in time. So a description in words on a page
of what is to be seen on a screen has limited value until it is translated into that
medium itself.

Writing Not to be Read But to be Made

The fundamental premise of scriptwriting is that you are writing not to be read,
but to be made. Just as the musical score is a set of instructions to musicians and
a blueprint is a set of instructions to builders, a script is a set of instructions to a
production crew to make a film, a video, or a television program. Only the ideas,
scenes, and dialogue that are written down get made. This is the first principle to
keep in mind. Whatever your vision is, whatever your idea is, whatever you want
to see on the screen, you must describe it in language that a team of technicians
and visual image workers can understand.

A script is fundamental to the process of making a movie, video, or any type
of visual program. It is the basis for production. From it flows a huge number of
production decisions, consequences, and actions. The first of these is cost. Every
stroke of the pen (or every keystroke) implies a production cost to bring it to
reality on the screen. Although the techniques of filmmaking and special effects are
seemingly without boundaries these days, extravagant ideas incur extravagant cost.
A writer must keep in mind that he writes a production budget with every word by
virtue of the visual ideas contained in the script,whether that script is for a feature
film or a training video. A script writer can reach an audience only by visualizing and
writing potential scenes for directors and producers to shoot and edit. The finished
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work often reflects a multitude of creative choices and alterations unspecified by
the writer.

Writing, Producing, and Directing

It is often said that a good script can be ruined by bad producing and bad directing,
but good producing and good directing cannot save a bad script.

Producers and directors have a more recognizable role in the process because
production is visible and material. However, the role of writer is sometimes com-
bined with that of either producer or director. Some writers can direct, and some
directors can write. Writing and producing can also be combined. If you study
program credits, you will see some of these dual roles and combined responsibili-
ties. Some individuals attempt triple responsibilities. Among the Academy Award
nominees for 1998, James Cameron had a writer, director, and producer credit for
Titanic (1998). Atom Egoyan, a lesser known Canadian director, had a triple credit
in The Sweet Hereafter (1997).

As a rule, audiences pay little attention to the scriptwriter and often don’t rec-
ognize the producer or director. Audiences identify with the actors they see on
screen. However, they do so only because the writer has created the story that the
audience wants to hear, the characters that it believes in, and the words that it
accepts as those characters’ words. A film or a television series gets made because
a producer, a director, and sometimes key acting talent respond to the potential of
the script idea. The script expresses the primary imaginative vision that can become
a successful program.

The writer's work is somewhat isolated because the writer is the originator.
Others are waiting for the scriptwriter to deliver before they can do their work.
However, strong collaboration can occur between the writer and the producers
and directors, and sometimes with other writers. The scriptwriter's work is less
isolated than that of the traditional novelist, poet, or biographer, because those
writers write their words to be read directly by the audience. They do not need
any intermediary, except perhaps a publisher, whereas a scriptwriter is never read
directly by the audience and needs a team of skilled technicians as intermediaries
and a risky investment of millions to create a result visible on screen.

In the entertainment world, the viewing audience is usually much larger than
the reading audience for a book. It is a measure of the media age we now live in that
visual media are so predominant in our imaginations. In fact, the very word “audi-
ence” is a carryover from another age when audiences listened. The word derives
from the Latin audio, meaning “I hear.” Perhaps we should invent a new word,
“vidience,” from the Latin video, meaning “I see.” Printed media no longer have the
monopoly they have enjoyed for five hundred years since the Gutenberg era and the
invention of the printing press. With the invention of the motion picture by Edison
in 1895, a visual medium was born that, with its electronic derivatives, has probably
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displaced the print medium as a primary form of entertainment and now rivals it
as a form of communication. Audiences today are primarily viewing audiences.

Since the invention of the motion picture on film, these visual media have mul-
tiplied in type and nature so that a range of visual communication types now exists
that requires scriptwriting of many different kinds. After movies came television
and a dozen different types of program requiring a variety of writing talents. From
television came portable television or video, programs recorded on a single camera
and edited to be distributed on videotape rather than broadcast. Other exhibition
media based on microchip technology synchronizing slide projectors led to extrava-
gant multi-image and multimedia projections for business meetings, museums, and
exhibitions. This led to video walls that involve composing images across banks
of nine or twelve TV screens. New combinations of video and computer technol-
ogy have led to the creation of interactive multimedia both for entertainment and
instruction published on CD-ROMs, DVDs, and web sites.

Scriptwriters are indispensable to all of these visual media. Their craft and art
lie behind every program. Every time you watch a program on television or see
a movie or watch a corporate communication, remind yourself that it began as a
script—as words on a page. Don’t walk out of the movies or switch the television
channel when the credits roll! Look for the scriptwriting credit! According to the
Writers’ Guild agreement with the producers of movies, the script credit must come
immediately before the director’s, which is always the last credit.

Moving from Being a Viewer to Being a Creator

This brings us to the next point in your transformation from a beginner into a com-
petent scriptwriter. Most of us begin with the experience of being an audience. We
grow up going to the movies and watching television. A complete media experience
written, produced, and edited is presented to us for our enjoyment. We are con-
ditioned to be passive consumers of these images. We learn to interpret them. We
do not think intensively about how they were created although some might have
had a mild curiosity about this. We just enjoy them.

You begin to be a scriptwriter when you start to think about how the story
got invented, who wrote the dialogue, who decided what the voice-over should
say, whether it could have been better or different. It is a change of mind-set.
A member of the audience decides to get up and cross over to the other side and
become a creator. The writer creates for an audience. A writer has to know what
it is to be an audience, but an audience does not have to know what it is to be
a writer. This transition in awareness and in point of view must take place before
you can function successfully as a scriptwriter. The following chapters are designed
to engender that transition. It will take time. You are an apprentice to a craft.
Where do you begin? Because you are writing in one medium for another, you
have to change the way you have been used to writing, which was meant to be read
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by an audience, and instead write so that your writing works as a set of instructions
for a production team.

The Producer Cannot Read Your Mind

Everything begins in your mind, in your imagination. Unless you write down what
you see and hear, no one else knows about it. Beginning writers sometimes forget
this. Unless the script contains a clear description of your vision from beginning to
end, with no gaps, your vision will not reach the screen. The production people
who make the script into screen images cannot read your mind. Rule number one:
Do not hand over your scriptwriting prerogative and responsibility to the director
or actor, or anyone else whose job it is to translate your script into a program. Too
often they will take it and do something other than what you intended. If you leave
blanks, they will fill in those blanks from their own perspectives. They have to—it is
their professional responsibility. There are no empty frames in movies or television.

Instructions to the Production Crew
Consider the differences between the following sentences:

A man is sitting in a car watching the entrance to a building . . . .
and,

A young man, unshaven, sits in a sports car, watching the entrance to run-down
apartment building through binoculars.

To shoot the first statement leaves a number of decisions to the director and art
director—What type of car? What year? Is it period? What street? What else is in
the shot? Crowd? Extras? Day? Night? What is the man doing in the car? Does
he drive up? Time has to be allowed to set up the shot and rehearse. Permits are
required to shoot in the street. These details may not be critical to your scene, but
writers have to think all the time about what they should specify and what they can
leave up to the good judgment of the production people, mainly the director. As a
general rule, be specific. However, to provide answers to all of the questions above
would result in an unusable script, encumbered with unnecessary and unacceptable
production detail.

There is a prevailing sentiment that everyone wants to get the script right
before proceeding with production. To change a script involves work and expense.
However, until there is agreement about this crucial document, it is difficult to
advance the project. The script becomes the common denominator of a production
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to which everybody refers. Production people use the script to make budgets,
schedules, sets, select a cast, and choose locations.

What is the Role of a Scriptwriter?

Because scripts are indispensable to production, writers are indispensable to the
producers in the industry. This would seem to put writers in a powerful position.
In practice, though, the scriptwriter seems to be the least valued contributor and
the most abused.! Once a writer delivers a script and is paid, power to shape
the end result wanes rapidly or even ceases. The producer and the director take
control of the process. That is why the script must express a convincing vision and
be a clear plan. Successful collaboration between a writer and director is the basis
for good films and television programs. The producer’s role is to bring about such
collaboration and make it possible by finding financial backing.

The “Script” Writer is a New Kind of Writer

The invention of the motion picture also brought about the need for a new kind
of writer. In the early days of silent film, one-reelers and two-reelers were shot
without scripts. The first writing job was to write the title cards and dialogue cards
that were intercut with action scenes from time to time. More complex stories and
longer films needed a scenario (the precursor of the treatment of today) that was
written down by writers who could visualize and write action continuity.? Scenario,
photoplay, photo-drama, now replaced by screenplay or script, were all new terms
to describe this kind of writing. The new visual medium required a new kind of
writing that described what was to be made visible on the screen. It had to describe
the visual content of the frame or shot. It had to describe sequences of shots that
would make narrative sense. It had to be a document that could be used as a plan
for production. It required a visual writing. It required screenwriting. Seeing how
early scriptwriters invented techniques and ways of writing for the screen tells us a
lot about the problem.

Many of the early writers for the new medium were women. Anita Loos (Gentle-
men Prefer Blondes) wrote for D. W. Griffith and the Biograph Company. Margaret
Turnbull, Beulah Marie Dix, and Marion Fairfax wrote for Famous Players-Lasky.3
Literary writers of novels and plays were recruited by William de Mille to dignify the
vulgar image of movies with sometimes disastrous results because writers despised
the medium and condescended to write mainly for the money.* It seems clear that
nobody really knew how to do this kind of writing. By the 1920s, the idea of writ-
ing for the movies had taken hold and many phony writing schools were advertising
to the public: “No physical exertion required—invalids can succeed. Learn in five
day’s time. Start to write immediately.” Very quickly the need for visual writing
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that translated to the screen and for writing that anticipated practical production
realities led to a new writing profession.® In the 1930s after the advent of sound,
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences set about finding a standard form
for the screenplay.

Everyone who tries to write for the moving picture medium and its derivatives
goes through a personal evolution somewhat like the industry did. You learn about
the problem of composing for a visual medium and struggle with finding a form in
which to express it. You do not have to reinvent the wheel, just understand why
the wheel was invented. Your job is to learn the conventions of the form and layout
of a script that the industry has worked out by trial and error. If you do not follow
these conventions, you set up barriers to having your work accepted.

What is Visual Writing?

Everybody has heard the old adage that a picture is worth a thousand words. Visual
writing means making images stand for words. A clock face tells you time is pass-
ing. In the classic western High Noon (1952), the characters frequently look at the
clock, and the audience sees a cutaway because the time left before the noon train
is a powerful plot element. An outlaw recently released from prison and sworn to
revenge is arriving on the noon train. The former marshal who put him in prison,
just married and now in a dispute with his Quaker wife before they have even left
on their honeymoon, desperately tries to recruit a posse but finally has to confront
his enemy alone. Although visual writing for the screen involves description, it
is not necessarily descriptive prose with a lot of adjectives. An image communi-
cates both by logical deduction and emotional implication. A visual medium makes
demands on both by using signs, symbols, and icons. You can tell the bad guys
from the good guys in a Western without subtitles. Their hats, style of gun belt,
clothes, and whether they are shaven or unshaven all let the audience know how to
understand the character. Visual writing means writing and thinking with images
that the audience will see, rather than words they will read.

How do you write with visual ideas as opposed to writing visually descriptive
prose? We are all familiar with descriptive prose:

In the late summer of that year we lived in a village that looked across the river and
the plain to the mountains. In the bed of the river there were pebbles and boulders,
dry and white in the sun, and the water was clear and swiftly moving and blue in the
channels. The troops went by the house and down the road and the dust they raised
powdered the leaves of the trees. The trunks of the trees were too dusty and the
leaves fell early that year and we saw the troops marching along the road and the
dust rising and leaves, stirred by the breeze, falling and the soldiers marching and
afterward the road bare and white except for the leaves.
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The plain was rich with crops; there were many orchards of fruit trees and
beyond the plain the mountains were brown and bare. There was fighting in the
mountains and at night we could see the flashes from the artillery. In the dark it was
like summer lightning, but the nights were cool and there was not the feeling of a
storm Coming.7

This visually descriptive opening to Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms is, no
doubt, admirable prose fiction. However, it would not work for a film script. The
freedom of the novelist to assemble impressions and condense impressions over
time (written in the past tense) into a mood or atmosphere that is the setting for
characters and action is hard to duplicate in film or television. It is barely conceivable
that a moviemaker would reproduce all of these visual images, even in a montage.
A scriptwriter cannot assume the freedom that the novelist has. A lot of descriptive
imagery is irrelevant to the visual medium. If the nights are cold, saying so in the
script does not translate onto the screen; to do so with a line of dialogue would be
heavy handed. You have to show someone shivering or putting on a sweater—all
very costly in screen time unless critical to the story.

The omniscient narrator is a novelistic device that is hard to duplicate in a screen-
play unless you create a voice-over narrator. In a novel, the narration is verbalized.
In a screenplay, it must disappear. Whether you are adapting an existing work or
writing an original script, the imaginative challenge is to select a key setting and
a key image. Do we choose the flashes of artillery at night? That would be quite
demanding to shoot. A script can’t deal with the simile of comparing it to sum-
mer lightning. Do we choose the soldiers marching by raising dust with the crops,
orchards, and mountains in the background? This is probably more concise cine-
matically and requires the right location. If we describe it too closely, the location
search becomes impossible. Do we need to see the stream and the pebbles? Do we
need to see the dust on the leaves? It is unrealistic for the writer to impose this kind
of detail on the production. The director will resist when faced with the concrete
task of choosing a location and a camera angle.

Essentially, the writer has to introduce action. This is true not only for movies
and television, but also for corporate and instructional programs. The description
that sets the scene is usually subordinate to character and action. The art is to
combine them. Six pages on and some time later, Hemingway gets to a street scene
with characters and interaction. On the seventh page, the first dialogue interchange
between the narrator, a priest, Lieutenant Rinaldi, and a captain occurs in the mess
hall. Two pages of dialogue in which the mood of war is introduced could easily
take 5 or 10 minutes of screen time and a lot of money to create with lead actors,
a crowd, sets, props, costumes, and locations. Yet by the end of Hemingway’s
Chapter 2, we barely have a title sequence for a movie. Good novel! Bad script!

A scriptwriter has to invent a visual sequence that will condense background and
action in such a way as to advance a story. This could be achieved by a number of
devices.
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Solution 1: Create an observer. A character could be riding a bike down the
road with the scene in the background and the column of soldiers in the
foreground. He arrives in the village. The street scene is established. Cut to
the Mess Hall.

Solution 2: Create a montage. We see quick cuts from artillery flashes in the
night. Cut to column of soldiers marching past. Quick cut to ambulance.
Cut to civilians hiding from gunfire. Cut to ripe fruit in an orchard. Cut to
Lieutenant Rinaldi in the Mess Hall.

Solution 3: Use audio to add value to the scene: Interior night, Mess Hall,
Lieutenant Rinaldi, a captain and a priest in terse conversation with an
American. Between phrases, the sound effect of an artillery exchange rattles
the glass faintly from the shock wave of an explosion. Flashes of nearby
artillery illuminate the faces near the windows.

Some screenwriters invent scenes in their adaptations that are not in the original
work, or even change the plot, often to our great annoyance. Is it laziness? Is it
legitimate adaptation? Sometimes, what works in a novel doesn’t work on screen.
A novel can be hundreds of pages long. A feature film is a 120-odd pages of script
for 100 minutes of screen times. As we saw earlier, there are plenty of ways to
achieve the necessary economy of action. This linking of actions and condensing of
actions is visual writing. We might be better off calling it writing with visual ideas.
It works by narrating through a sequence of images. The scriptwriter has to think
in terms of physical action because everything in a screenplay is seen on the screen.
The scriptwriter’s job is to describe action as the camera sees it.

When screenwriter Ben Hecht adapted Hemingway’s novel for the movie of
1957, he adopted a narrative voice-over technique (see DVD).® Lieutenant Frederic
Henry sets the background of the story of the war as we see him return from leave.
He walks past a military column of pack mules and a company of Italian troops
against a backdrop of the village of Orsino and evidence of war damage. He gets
a wave from a girl from the window of a brothel over a local bar before he enters
the ambulance pool adjoining the hospital. Now we meet characters, and dialogue
between them moves the plot along.

In the final analysis, the solution to adapting Hemingway may be to cut out
this opening and start deeper into the story. At this point, you might decide you'd
rather be a novelist. On the assumption that you are still open to scriptwriting as
an option, let’s proceed.

Visual Writing

So the first understanding of visual writing entails writing for the media result,
a description of what the audience will experience. There is another aspect to
visual writing that I will call meta-writing. This writing, or perhaps this thinking
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(sometimes an unwritten concept) often determines the structure of media content.
However, it is not necessarily the plot itself, nor the story; it is the visual idea that
makes the content work for a given medium. It can be a dramatic conflict for a
story, but it can also be the visual idea that makes a billboard work or a television
commercial succeed. Often it requires a visual metaphor that carries the theme.
It is usually embodied in the written creative concept.

To understand this better, let’s illustrate meta-writing. Titanic! As soon as you
say the word, you conjure up a major ship wreck, tragic loss of life, survivors, all
things that you can see. The love story in the film is a storyline and plot that is super-
imposed on the meta-writing. Jurassic Park! The genetic reconstruction of dinosaurs
in an island theme park is a visual idea. The characters and the storyline are super-
imposed on it. Meta-writing has great importance in corporate communications,
which often depend on finding a visual correlative for an abstract idea-change, for
instance. Although change itself is an abstract idea, it can be understood through
visual metaphors such as weather, a river, a speeded-up growth sequence of a plant,
or speeded up sequence of decay. The DVD has a video clip for EMC Corporation
on information flows and management. It is made comprehensible emotionally and
intellectually by images of water in motion, such as waves, rivers, and waterfalls. So
meta-writing is that writing or thinking that enables the writing of the key concept.

Where do We Go from Here?

We are ready to look at some of the specific problems of setting down the writer’s
vision, namely, describing images and sound for production. We will learn how to
do so in incremental steps. One way is to reverse engineer a scene from a movie
or a television program. From your experience of seeing a scene, turn your role
around and try to describe what a production crew would need to know to remake
that scene. Even though you don’t yet know how to write scripts, trying to do so
introduces you to the essential problem. This will start you thinking about how you
describe things and how you lay out this information on a page.

A good way to approach this is to find a movie with a published script and
study how the visuals on screen relate to the script. A word to the wise, however;
published scripts are usually postproduction scripts, release scripts provided for
dubbing foreign language versions or for publicity. They are made from the finished
movie for distribution, dubbing, and publicity purposes. A postproduction script
seldom corresponds word for word with the production script, and it is usually
written by a person other than the scriptwriter.

Differences Compared to Stage Plays

Another way to isolate the special nature of scriptwriting is to compare it to play
writing. Stage plays do not usually describe action in detail. Stage directors and
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designers have greater latitude to decide on the staging and the blocking. Stage plays
assume a constant point of view based on the proscenium stage with a consistent
sight line. The scriptwriter has to be concerned with physical action and a specific
point of view anywhere within a 360-degree compass. Action must be described as
it is framed by a camera lens and by a camera movement. The words spoken by
characters, the dramatic dialogue, although part of the script, do not present a visual
writing problem except perhaps when dialogue stops the action (see a discussion of
this issue in Chapter 10).

Plays are not always visual and depend heavily on dialogue. Novels describe
emotions. Visual media have to show emotions. So a script is not a novel though
it may be adapted from a novel. It is not a play though it is sometimes adapted
from a play and becomes a screenplay. It is a unique form. A screenplay and many
shorter scripts can be original, not based on a source work. A writer can also write or
compose directly for the visual medium.? Although visual writing means thinking in
terms of images rather than describing visual things, visual writing also means leaving
out obvious and unnecessary scenes no matter how visual. The scriptwriter has to
construct visual meaning out of sequences of images whether he is communicating
a corporate message or adapting Hemingway. Original visual writing for a script
means doing this in your head.

Writing With Dialogue

Colin Welland wrote an original script, Chariots of Fire, produced by David Put-
tnam, about two British runners, Eric Liddell and Harold Abrahams, who competed
in the Olympic Games of 1924. Chariots of Fire won the Academy Award for best
picture in 1982. Here is the scene of a college race in which we meet Abrahams,
a main character. Welland introduces the theme of running and competition and
establishes the social setting and the social class of the characters in this Cambridge
University setting.

EXT. TRINITY COURT MID-DAY

ROBIN
Mr. Abrahams—your position please!

HAROLD MOVE FORWARD. A HUSH DESCENDS ON THE COURT. THE CROWD CRANE
THEIR NECKS AS HAROLD TOES THE LINE TO FIND THE BEST GRIP.

ROBIN
(addressing the throng)
Owing to the absence of any other challenger,

Mr. Abrahams will run alone.
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A VOICE CUTS IN

VOICE

Not so Mr. Starter!

ALL HEADS TURN—TO SEE, HURRYING THROUGH THE CROWD, HIS COAT THROWN
OVER HIS SHOULDER ANDY LINDSEY. CROOKED IN HIS ARM IS AN UNOPENED
BOTTLE OF CHAMPAGNE. HAROLD IS AS AMAZED AS THE REST. ANDY TOSSES
HIS COAT TO THE OPEN MOUTHED AUBREY AND THE BOTTLE TO HARRY. HE'S
RESPLENDENT IN ETON RUNNING STRIPE.

ROBIN

Your name and college if you please sir.

ANDY
Lindsey. I race beside my friend here. We
challenge in the name of Repton, Eton and Caius.

CHEERS AGAIN. !0

The dialogue, although natural to the characters, advances the plot. The description
is necessary to the action. It also sets up an action scene, which creates interest and
anticipation for the audience.

Writing Without Dialogue
Consider the opening of Bartleby, a contemporary adaptation of the story Bartleby,
The Scrivener by Herman Melville. The images establish an urban setting, the
anonymity, alienation, and isolation of the main character.
INT. TUBE TRAIN -- DAY
BARTLEBY is sitting next to the window in silhouette. Light rain
streaks past the window as the train flashes past London suburbs.
The train plunges underground. Fade in Music.

CUT TO:

INT. TUBE STATION -- DAY

A train arrives in the station and stops. People pour out across the
platform. In the middle, we catch a glimpse of BARTLEBY.
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CUT TO:

INT. TUBE ESCALATOR -- DAY

Side shot from parallel escalator descending of BARTLEBY riding

up the escalator. He is motionless. The background moves by.

CUT TO:
INT. TUBE ESCALATOR -- DAY
LS of BARTLEBY, one of a line of people riding up escalator.
MS BARTLEBY. He is motionless. Most of them are looking
straight ahead. BARTLEBY looks towards camera as it descends
past him.

CUT TO:
INT. TUBE STATION -- DAY

CAMERA TRACKS and PANS past a long bank of 24 hour lockers
coming upon BARTLEBY putting a bag into a locker at chest
height.

DISSOLVE TO:!!

This visual sequence without dialogue is the cinematic equivalent of novelistic
description. Cinematic description is often implied by the setting, crowd, action,
and movement of the camera. All good scriptwriters try to write with images and
show action.

Some scriptwriting is down to earth. Here is a description of a shipping sequence
from a corporate video:

MONTAGE OF 55-foot Truck and trailer backing up to a loading bay,
hand signals between driver and bay. Forklift loads the Truck.

Securing for the journey. Shutting the trailer door.

This is not inspired prose. It just describes essential action. What it looks like
on screen will be decided by the director on location, by the placement of the
camera, and by the chance availability of certain trucks and forklifts. Scriptwrit-
ing is primarily an art of organizing images to tell a story or communicate
a message.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, we have looked at adapting existing material and inventing origi-
nal dramatic writing. Starting with an examination of something familiar, namely
movies, reveals some of the ways that scriptwriting is different from writing prose.
A later chapter deals with more of these issues. There are many other kinds of
scriptwriting. Some have particular page formats governed by production methods
such as multicamera live production. All scriptwriting involves clear description.
A hundred years of development since the beginning of motion pictures have led
to techniques of writing and a specific camera and audio vocabulary to help do the
job. You need to learn these recognized conventions for describing certain recurring
visual frames. This requires a chapter of its own.

Exercises

Write your description of a short scene from a TV series or a movie so that
another production crew could recreate that same scene. Invent your own
way of writing a one-page script.

Look at a video of a film with a published script and read the script while
you study the video. Start by using a silent film, say, a Charlie Chaplin film
such as Gold Rush. Here are a few movie titles for which you can find a
postproduction script: Citizen Kane, Casablanca, Taxi Driver, and The Piano
Player.

Select a scene from a Shakespeare play or any other play, by Bernard Shaw
or Henrik Ibsen, for instance. Then identify what would not be clear for film
production. What do you have to add to make a film or television sequence?
Can you use all of the dialogue? Do not write a script; instead write an
analysis of what would have to change or be added to adapt it to film.

Write a present time action description for the opening chapter of
Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. Decide how to condense the action. Make
a list of shots describing visuals only. Set yourself an objective of no more
than three minutes of screen time.

Write a present time action description of the opening of a movie adaptation
of J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye. Make a list of shots describing visuals
only. Decide what screen time will work.

Compare a book you have read with the movie based on it. See if you can
identify a key scene in the movie that wasn’t in the book. Analyze why! Also
look for a scene in the book that wasn’t in the movie. Analyze why! Find a
scene that is in both and examine how the adaptation has worked.

As an exercise in visual writing, try to create an image or a one-shot scene
that communicates primary emotional situations: anger, fear, humor,
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curiosity, conflict, danger, deceit, hope, fatigue. The challenge is to show it
without words and without literal-minded solutions such as a close-up of an
angry face for anger.

Endnotes
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Describing Sight and Sound

Writing a script, simply put, involves describing what the eye sees through the
camera lens and what the ear hears on the audio track. This is where we should
start. It sounds easy enough. The problem, as we found out in the previous chapter,
is knowing what to leave out. When you try to write a script for the first time, you
usually end up describing too much, or not thinking concretely about what is seen
within the frame. You must describe the essential visual event that happens in
front of the camera, but without preempting the basic production responsibilities
of the director. Describing what the camera sees means understanding the basic
technique of shooting and what separates one shot from another. To communicate
your intentions (and a script is nothing but a set of intentions that others must
make concrete), you must let go of some habits that have been drilled into you for
writing expository prose. Other habits must take their place.

Describing Time and Place

Consider this example. Look out of the window and describe what you see. First
write it as prose. It might go something like this:

It was a drizzly fall day. Leaves had collected in the gutters and created wet skid
traps on the asphalt. The wind was stripping the last few leaves clinging to the
branches. A car went past with a screaming fan belt. A jogger slapped through the
soggy leaves exhaling rhythmic puffs of vapor and disappeared around the corner.
The phone rang. Alessandra turned to answer it. Tears made rivulets in her makeup.

This is descriptive prose for an essay or a novel, not Hemingway, but the problem
is similar. The events are brought together as an assembly of impressions without
reference to order in time or place. To describe a scene is not the same as visualizing
the sequence of images on a screen and then describing it so that a production crew
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can make it. The camera is like a robot. It sees only what it is in front of it.
Anything not in front of it cannot be admitted to the description of the scene.
What the camera sees is always in the present. Cinematography and videography
record in the present-now. Therefore, the description of what the camera sees is
always in the present tense—always.

Human vision scans a scene. The eyes move, the head moves, and the angle
of acceptance of the human eye is very wide. Most important of all, the eye is
connected to a brain that selects and interprets the visual information delivered by
the optical nerve. The brain can assemble and arrange impressions in any number
of ways. A camera interposes an artificial eye between the scene and the eye of the
audience. That is what makes the medium an art. The audience only gets to see what
the camera lens frames, which issue from the scripted scene. The artificial image
on an emulsion (film) or an electronic scanning (lines, pixels) are visual experiences
separate from reality, just like an artist’s canvas is a visual experience apart from
the reality that inspires it.

So let’s take the same scene and explore how it would work to write it as a script.
Always ask the question: what does the camera see? This means thinking about
where the camera will be physically set up and in which specific direction it will
point. The camera always expresses a point of view. Therefore, you must use it. The
director has the final decision about these matters. You describe the possibilities.

Your first decision as a scriptwriter is to imagine whether we see the scene from
the interior looking out or whether we play the scene as an exterior. You express
this with an abbreviation: INT. (interior) or EXT. (exterior). The director, the
camera crew, and anyone working on the shoot know the practical implications of
this abbreviation.

The next piece of essential information is to describe where the action is tak-
ing place. This can be a word or two, such as STREET or LIVING ROOM. Next
you have to decide what time it is, day or night. Again this has implications for
lighting and production. You write: DAY or NIGHT. Occasionally, you can specify
a particular time such as dawn or sunset.

We now have three critical pieces of information necessary to every scene in
a script that tell a production crew a great deal about what they have to do and
what they have to plan for. These three pieces of information are arranged in a
well-recognized sequence called a slug line, e.g.:

INT. LIVING ROOM DAY

Describing Action

So far so good! Your next job is to describe some action or object or person that you
want to be seen within the camera frame. Now you need to think about how large
or how small this frame is and about what is in the foreground and background.
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The description could go like this:
INT. LIVING ROOM DAY

We see a figure in silhouette against a window. Through the window a
suburban street is visible with trees. The leaves are falling. It is
windy and raining. A car drives past. It has a screaming fan belt.
A jogger runs past. His breath is visible. A telephone rings. The

figure turns toward camera, and we see tears on her face.

This could be enough. What has changed from the written prose we looked at
earlier? The description is in the present tense. Descriptions of action in scripts
are always in the present tense as if we are seeing everything in front of us right
now playing on a movie or TV screen. Another difference is that most descriptive
adjectives and poetic embellishments are removed. We reduce the description to
simple, short statements of action. Sometimes, it is permissible to write in incom-
plete sentence fragments that would usually get red ink corrections in composition
classes. Try this:

INT. LIVING ROOM DAY

LS with figure in silhouette in foreground against a window. In
background through the window a suburban street with trees. Leaves
are falling. It is windy and raining. A car up and past. SFX a
screaming fan belt. A jogger runs past. His breath is visible.

SFX telephone ring. The figure turns. We see ALESSANDRA’s face in CU,

tears running down her face.

This is probably enough. It could be shot as one shot by racking focus (see
definition below), or it could be broken down into two different shots, one interior
and one exterior. Also, specifying a CU (see definition below) or deciding what size
of shot should frame the figure is optional.

Try another version with an exterior:

EXT. STREET DAY

LOW ANGLE of a woman at a window. REVERSE ANGLE of the street-leaves
are falling. It is windy and raining. A car up and past. SFX a
screaming fan belt. A jogger runs past. We see the steam of his
breath. The figure turns away from the window.

Now we have to visualize a different shot, which involves a different cam-
era setup. So the scene has to be written as two separate shots that have to be
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produced separately. Even a script written the first way might inspire a director to
cover the scene with an exterior and an interior. In fact, a director might shoot
close-ups of the runner, or cutaways of the leaves, or a long shot of the window,
none of which are specifically written into the script.

INT. LIVING ROOM DAY

The street scene of the previous shot in the background. The phone
rings. ALESSANDRA, in silhouette against awindow, turns to the camera

and reveals a tear-stainedface. She answers the phone.

Deciding which way to play the scene is a writer’s prerogative. The scriptwriter is
all powerful for the moment. In reality, once the script is turned over to production,
the writer’s power wanes, as we learned in the last chapter, and the director assumes
control. The interior version is cheaper to produce because it involves only one
setup. The interior/exterior combination is visually more interesting and introduces
more dramatic complexity. It takes more time to do two setups and, therefore,
more money.

Describing the Camera Frame or the Shot

You may have picked up other features of scriptwriting style in these examples.
CHARACTER NAMES and CAMERA ANGLES are usually typed in uppercase. Most
important of all is the specialized language that describes the way a lens produces
an image, often written as an abbreviation, such as CU. This is not a book about
production. Therefore, we do not want to go into camera work in an exhaustive
way. However, the following commonly used terms and abbreviations—and their
meanings—must become part of your working vocabulary. The DVD provides an
interactive glossary of live-action video or stills to illustrate every type of shot.

Camera Shots

VLS Very Long Shot. There is no precise definition about what is
very long, other than that it should include the whole human
figure from head to foot, all of the action, and a good view
of the background.

LS Long shot. A long shot should include the whole human
figure from head to foot so that this figure (or figures if more
than one) is featured rather than the background.
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HIGH
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Medium Shot. A medium shot, like all of these shots, is
defined with reference to the inclusion or exclusion of parts
of the human body. So a medium shot is usually just below
the waist. Keeping the hands in is one way to visualize the
shot. It is definitely well above the knees.

A Close-Up frames the head and shoulders leaving head
room above the head. A close-up captures facial expression
or the detailed characteristics of an inanimate object.

Although this is not an abbreviation, it is a common term
that describes two people in close-up or medium shot. The
wide-screen format (2.75:1 ratio) of the movie screen and
the new HDTV format (16:9 ratio) for television make good
use of this frame.

A Big Close-Up or Extreme Close-Up frames the head so
that the top of frame clips the forehead or hairline and the
bottom of the frame clips the neck.

This term is somewhat loose. It generally means a long shot
or an establishing shot that shows the whole scene. It refers
to a shorter focal length lens.

This shot, as the name implies, frames two figures so that
one is partially in the frame in a quarter back view to one
side while the other is featured in a three-quarter front view.
This shot is usually matched to a reverse angle of the same
figures so that the values are reversed.

A Reverse Angle is one of a typical pairing of two matched
shots with converging eyelines. They can be Medium Shots,
Close-Ups, or over-the-shoulder shots and are shot from two
separate camera set ups.

A Low Angle means pointing the camera lens up at the
subject, whether an object or a person.

A High Angle means pointing the camera lens down at the
subject, whether an object or a person.

Racking Focus, also known as pulling focus, refers to a delib-
erate change of focus executed by twisting the focus ring on
the barrel of a lens during the shot. This technique is typ-
ically used to shift attention from one character to another
when they are speaking and the depth-of-field is insufficient
to hold both in focus at the same time. It is commonly used
in television drama and movies.
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Although you should know these terms, and although they will be needed from
time to time to convey what your vision is, you should be careful not to pepper
your script with minute camera directions. Too much directing of the script by
trying to choose camera frames clutters up the script and encumbers the director.
The director has to make a decision based on the real scene in front of the camera
on the day of shooting. I have shot many of my own scripts and had to abandon
visions of how it was supposed to be because the lens would not accommodate the
idea. The performance of lenses is governed by the laws of optics, which limit what
they can do. The principal limitation is in the way foreground and background can
be contained in focus in what is called the depth-of-field. This could be a weakness
of the interior version discussed earlier. The figure and the exterior scene will not
both be in focus. As the figure turns, the camera crew will have to rack focus to
feature the face. All of these problems of execution are the province of the director
and his crew. A rule of thumb might be to give a camera direction only when it is
indispensable to the visual idea on which your scene rests. Otherwise, leave it to
the common sense of the director.

Describing Camera Movement

You need to learn the terms that describe camera movements. Camera movements
change the size or perspective of a frame, the angle of view, or a combination of
these. (See the DVD for live-action video of each camera movement.)

PAN Pan stands for panorama. It is the most common movement
of the camera. A pan can move from left to right or vice
versa, sweeping across a scene to give a panoramic view.
The most common use of this camera movement is to follow
action while the camera platform remains stationary.

TILT A tilt is a movement of the camera platform to angle up or
angle down in a continuous movement along a vertical axis.
It is useful for following movement. Panning and tilting are
often combined in one movement to follow motion in two
dimensions.

TRACK A track refers to the continuous movement of the camera
platform in one direction, usually alongside a moving figure.
This is accomplished by putting the camera on a dolly that
runs on tracks or by hand holding the camera while walk-
ing alongside the action. Professionals almost always use a
gyroscopic Steadycam mount. This enables the camera oper-
ator to maintain a constant frame around a moving object
or person. The camera platform can also be mounted on a
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DOLLY

Z00OM

CRANE

vehicle or any other moving object. Tracking was an early
innovation in camera movement in silent movie days.

A dolly shot is similar to a tracking shot in that the camera
platform moves, but it moves toward or away from the sub-
ject so that the frame size gets larger or smaller. A similar
but different effect is obtained with a zoom lens.

A zoom is an optical effect created by changing the focal
length during a shot with a specially designed lens that has
a variable focal length. The effect makes the frame larger or
smaller like a dolly shot. The important difference is that
a dolly shot maintains the focal length and depth of field
throughout as the camera moves nearer or farther away. The
zoom uses an optical effect without moving the camera to
change from a wide angle lens to a telephoto lens so that
it appears to the viewer that the subject is closer or far-
ther away. The depth of field will change as the focal length
changes.

A crane shot is made by raising or lowering a camera platform
usually with a crane or boom. It can also be achieved with
a helicopter-mounted camera at great expense. In a low-
budget production, a smaller scale crane effect can be done
by bending and straightening the knees while hand holding
the camera.

Describing Graphics and Effects

In contemporary television and video, a significant proportion of program content,
especially commercials, is generated by computer imaging software output to video.
This includes titles, 2-D and 3-D animation, and computer-generated optical effects
that produce layers of video. Graphics and live action can be combined to cre-
ate almost anything imaginable, including images that defy logic and natural laws.
Metallic insects, hybrid creatures, science fiction worlds, a face metamorphosing
into a different face or object (known as morphing)—all of these images are cre-
ated without using a lens or light-sensitive medium to record a real-world scene.
Therefore, the slug line has no meaning when describing a computer-generated
graphic. A useful convention to adopt in place of the slug line is a heading:
GRAPHICS. This graphics slug line announces to all production people that this
scene does not have to be shot but must be scheduled for postproduction by the

editor or by a graphic artist.

DVD
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If you need a graphic image or graphic animation in your script, you need to
describe it as you see it. If it is a 3-D animation, you can resort to the conventional
frame descriptions to visualize the scene. For example:

CU spaceship, seen from a low angle, looms overhead filling

the screen.

A title is created either in a character generator or as part of computer graphic
imaging. It is created in postproduction and needs to be identified by another slug
line separate from a shot or a scene. You can indicate this by a simple slug: TITLE
or CG.

Describing Transitions Between Shots

Transitions between shots are predominantly decided by the director and the edi-
tor. Although all scripts begin with FADE IN FROM BLACK, and often designate
a DISSOLVE or a MIX in place of a CUT, it would be inappropriate for a writer to
try to pin down the director or editor at every transition between scenes. As with
other camera directions, sparing use for specific cinematic reasons will command
attention, whereas constant use will irritate postproduction people who will prob-
ably ignore them. Let’s take a look at the terminology used to describe transitions
between scenes. (See DVD.)

CUT The most basic and indispensable transition on which mod-
ern visual editing relies is the cut. In the early days of film,
movies were short, sometimes consisting of one shot that
lasted for a few minutes. Modern motion picture editing
was born when directors shot more than one angle so that
the rhythm and pace of a scene could be controlled in the
way shots were edited. Some scriptwriters write in a transi-
tion in uppercase at the end of every scene: CUT TO. Some
scripts are written with the understanding that any transi-
tion is automatically a cut unless some other transition is
specified. D. W. Griffith, the silent film director, is usually
credited with the invention of editing innovations based on
cutting shots together that are still in use today—cutting to a
close-up for emphasis and cutting away to a detail of a scene,
which is out of continuity.

CUTAWAY A cutaway is a shot of some detail within the scene, some-
thing like a clock or a telephone that is not part of the
continuity of action, or a cutaway of, say, the feet of
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DISSOLVE/
MIX TO

SUPER

FADE IN
FROM
BLACK

FADE OUT
TO BLACK

WIPE

a runner. An editor can cut away to it without concern for
its match to the previous or the following shot. Experienced
directors always shoot plenty of cutaways to solve continuity
problems in the editing phase. For the writer, the use of the
cutaway would be to emphasize the dramatic or narrative
importance of an object. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the
classic western High Noon, scripted by Carl Foreman, cuts
away to the clock as a dramatic device to increase tension
for the audience because the bad guy released from the state
penitentiary is arriving on the noon train to take revenge
on the marshal who put him away. This cutaway could be
written in by the scriptwriter. Some cutaways, however, are
created by directors and editors.

In film production, anything other than a cut has to be cre-
ated in the optical printer from A and B roll offsets. The
editor marks up the film so that the lab technician can
move the printer from the outgoing shot on the A roll to
the incoming shot on the B roll. In video, the mix is made
with a fader bar that diminishes input from one video source
as a second is added. In video, the term MIX TO is preferred.

In the middle of a dissolve when 50 percent of the printer
light or video source comes from each picture, a tem-
porary effect called a superimposition is produced. This
effect is now created digitally within nonlinear editors. A
superimposition is simply the mix or dissolve mixed into the
mid-printer light or mid-fader position and then out. Begin-
ners often go to unnecessary lengths to describe the way titles
superimpose on picture or a background. A sentence can be
reduced to “SUPER TITLES over black”, “SUPER TITLES
over LS of street” or “SUPER flashback action over
CU of face.”

All programs begin with this effect, which is simply a mix
from black to picture. Sometimes you might write in this
effect to mark a break in time or sections of a program.

All programs end with this effect, which is a mix from
picture to black, the opposite of the fade in from black.
Logically, these two fade effects go in pairs.

A wipe is the effect of an incoming image pushing off the
outgoing image. A wipe is more commonly a video effect.
Every switcher has a number of standard wipe patterns.
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The most obvious are a horizontal and a vertical wipe in
which the two are images are separated by a moving line that
bisects the screen. The other basic patterns are circle wipes
and rectangle wipes in which the incoming image grows from
a point in the middle of the outgoing picture as an expanding
shape. The corner wipe is a variation. The incoming picture
starts as a rectangle entering from any corner of the screen.
Once again, a scriptwriter should think very carefully before
writing in such detailed transitions. It is better to leave it to
the director and editor in postproduction.

DVE Transitions between shots have become so numerous,
because of the advent of digital video effects (DVEs) in
computer-based editors and mixers, that it would be impos-
sible to list the dozens of different patterns and effects. Once
again, this is the province of postproduction unless you have
a very strong reason to incorporate a specific visual effect
into your script.

Describing Sound

The sound track is an enormously vital part of any program. There are basically three
ways that sound works to intensify the visual image. The most obvious element is
voice. The human voice is our most important means of communication. Speech
or dialogue is commonly recorded in sync with the image of people when they
talk. So the words we write for sound track, the manner of delivery, and even the
gender of the voice, all contribute to the final result. If you listen to any sound track
carefully, you will hear more than just the synchronized sound that was part of the
scene when it was shot. Most dramas involve two other elements that are not part
of the camera recording.

The second kind of sound that we use is the sound effect, either in sync with
something on screen, or as a pure effect, natural or artificial. If we see an explosion,
we expect to hear the sound effect. If we see a dog barking, we expect to hear it.
Then there are ambient sounds that complete a picture or an impression of time
and place without sync. An example would be a scene in the country reinforced by
the sound of bird calls, or a city scene given greater realism by the distant sound of
sirens and traffic.

Lastly, the emotional impact of music on a scene is well understood by makers
of theatrical films and documentaries, and corporate and advertising programs. The
right music can lift a scene that, in visual terms, is quite ordinary. Cutting footage
to music allows the musical beat to reinforce a visual expectation and tie them
together.
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So visual writing has to include audio writing. You have to think about sound
sometimes when you are writing visuals. The three elements of a sound track
have to be mixed together in postproduction in what has become an elaborate
and demanding multi-track mix. Both music and sound effects are usually added
later in postproduction. Scriptwriters do not normally describe every aspect of this
multi-track mix. Audio recordists and directors and mixers make production deci-
sions as to how to produce the sound track of your scene. The exceptions are when
you want to emphasize the specific dramatic, comic, or informational use of sound
effects. So we mention specific sound effects or music cues only when they might
otherwise be left out by the production team or because they have special signifi-
cance. A character hears footsteps approaching, or hears a door opening off screen.
That has dramatic significance.

If you are an editor or have been involved in editing film or video, you discover
how ordinary shots can be transformed by music or sound effects, or how cutting
a montage to a beat can transform ordinary and mundane shots into something
visually interesting. So aesthetically and technically, we have to acknowledge that
sound alters the value of images for a viewer. Sound cues are part of the scripting
language that we need to learn.

Here are the abbreviations you should learn when working with sound directions.

SFX This is a convenient abbreviation for SOUND EFFECTS.
Instead of describing a thunderstorm and the sound of
thunder at length, it is sufficient to write: SFX thunder.
In postproduction, whoever assumes responsibility for the
audio tracks will pull a stock effect from a bank of effects
on a DVD or from an audiotape. A sound effect is anything
other than speech or music.

MUSIC A music track is created independently of camera produc-
tion. Music videos begin with a defined sound track. Other
programs have music added in postproduction to fit the dia-
logue, sound effects, and mood. The writer does not usually
pick music or decide where music is necessary. The excep-
tion is when the music is integral to the idea, or in a short
script such as a public service announcement (PSA) in which
detailed conception might include ideas for music. If you do
write in music cues, there is a correct way to do it, by using
the following terms.

FADE IN Almost all audio events are fade in and faded out to avoid a
click as the playback head picks up a snap cut to music or
effects at full level. This also permits us to use music cues
that do not necessarily correspond to the beginning and end
of a piece.
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FADE OUT This is the audio cue that most people forget to use. They
fade in music or effect and then forget to indicate where the
audio event ends. Mixing multi-track sound depends on fad-
ing in and out of different tracks. The fade-out diminishes the
loudness of the sound down to zero over an interval, short
or long, according to taste so that it avoids an abrupt cutoff
and does not shock the ear or draw attention to itself. Many
commercial recordings of popular music are faded out at
the end, whereas classical music has a specific ending to the
composition, the loudness of which is controlled by the per-
former. Library music that is sold by needle time for specific
synchronization rights for designated territories is generally
recorded without fades so that the audio mixer of a pro-
gram can make the decisions about the length of fades. This
music is recorded in convenient lengths of 30 and 60 seconds.
Some pieces are longer with variations on the same basic
theme so that the piece can be reprised at different moments
on the sound track. Also, small music bridges, riffs, and
teasers are available of the shelf for editors and audio mixers
to use.

FADE UP A fade up is a change of level in an audio event that needs to
be featured again after being faded under. Music tracks need
constant fading under and up to clear dialogue. This kind of
cue is seldom needed by a writer.

FADE Fading under an audio event such as music is necessary when
UNDER you want the event to continue but not compete with a new
event that will mix from another track, typically dialogue
or commentary. You should understand that these types of
decisions are largely made by audio mixers and editors. Nev-
ertheless, you should know these terms for the rare occasion
when you need to lock in a specific audio idea in your script.

SEGUE TO This term means to cross-fade two audio events. It is the
audio equivalent of the video mix. You do not need to write
this into the audio side of a script every time you use a MIX
TO (see above) transition. It is understood by all involved
that one goes with the other.

We are discovering that the writer needs to know as much about production as
possible, but also needs to know when not to intrude on the work of production and
postproduction personnel. Only so many detailed decisions in making and finishing a
program can be incorporated at a given moment in the production. It is unnecessary
and silly to give instructions that cannot be used.
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Shot, Scene, and Sequence

Now that we know the nuts and bolts of describing sight and sound in an individual
shot, we need to think about how those shots go together to make scenes, and
how scenes go together to make sequences. In dramatic writing, there is a larger
structural unit carried over from theatrical writing called an act. This is used in
television scripts (see templates on DVD) and is usually implicit in screenplays.
Chapter 9 discusses large-scale structure that gives a script shape, rhythm, pace,
and meaning.

Finding a Format for the Page

The last problem to solve for the beginning scriptwriter is to determine the
accepted way of laying out a script on the page. You must respect well-established
conventions. They evolved by trial and error for specific reasons. In a professional
setting, using the right script format is crucial. Not to do so proclaims your igno-
rance of the business you are trying to break into. Your script will probably also be
harder to read if you don’t follow the accepted conventions. Fortunately, computer
software makes this part of the job easy. Most word processing applications can be
formatted with macros to create any script layout. Dedicated scriptwriting software
is also available. Some of the specialized software such as Movie Magic Screenwriter
also plugs into budgeting and scheduling software that saves time and money for

producers. In the professional world, you must get to know some of these systems! .

(See DVD.)

Master Scene Script

Two broad types of script formats or page layouts are in common use. The first,
called a master scene script, reads down the page and is close to a theatrical script
in that way (see sample script format in the Appendix). It is written according to
a plan that includes a slug line for every scene. In fact, if any information in your
slug line no longer applies to the action you are describing—that is, if the time and
place have changed—you must start another scene with a new slug line. The scenes
are not numbered. Character names are typed in uppercase, as are camera terms.
Dialogue is centered, indented, and separated from the description of action, which
is margin to margin. This format it used for feature film and TV film and usually
anything that involves characters and lines of dialogue.

Dual-Column Format

A dual-column format is the other main type of script format. It has to be read
from left to right because audio and visual elements are separated into two columns

DVD

DVD
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(see sample script format in the Appendix). The description of everything that is
seen on screen is placed in the left-hand column. The description of everything that
is heard on the sound track is placed in the right-hand column. Each scene therefore
consists of a pair of descriptions. For anyone involved in production, this is an ideal
arrangement because it accommodates production techniques. For a reader, it is
awkward to integrate what you read in left and right columns and then move down
to the next pair.

What we are discovering is the difficulty of describing visual media via print
media. That is the nature of the problem. Remember the analogy of the blueprint.
An architect or designer has to represent a three-dimensional object in two dimen-
sions on the page. Likewise, we, as scriptwriters, have to represent a multimedia
time continuum in writing. Writing is a four thousand year-old technology that is
still indispensable for many forms of communication, and the printed page is a five
hundred year-old technology that is still an immensely successful medium. You are
using it right now. However, writing and printing do not do justice to audiovisual
media. A script is, in effect, a specialized kind of writing, just as a blueprint is a
specialized kind of drawing. To solve the problem, a script would need to be a kind
of musical score, a visual representation, and a verbal description combined. There
is a suggestion of this in the documents that describe interactive media as we shall
see in a later chapter in Part IV.

In the end, each format—that is, each way of organizing the page—has its advan-
tages and disadvantages. A master scene script has to combine visual and audio
descriptions. In production, these have to be disentangled. Because such scripts are
usually driven by dialogue, the main audio event is read in alternation with the
description of action, so the reader has to assimilate them and integrate in alterna-
tion going down the page. In the dual column script the problem is presented in
a different way to favor production and requires the reader to assimilate pairs of
audio and visual elements while parsing down the page.

Storyboard

Meanwhile, the best answer that the industry has devised to represent the mov-
ing picture media is known as a storyboard (see DVD). It was developed by art
departments in advertising agencies to get over the problem of clients reading and
interpreting scripts visually by supplying them with sequential drawings of key
frames. It is similar to the problem of understanding blueprints. Architects visu-
alize the result for non-technical clients with models and sketches. TV ads and
PSAs almost always get rendered as storyboards before going into production. Some
directors storyboard dramatic scripts, especially sequences involving special effects.
A scriptwriter might not be a good artist and, although capable of writing excellent
scripts, might not be capable of drawing. An artist who can sketch the key frames
probably has no scriptwriting skills. So creation of a storyboard generally requires
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collaboration. It is a good idea to sketch a storyboard for certain sequences even if
your drawing consists of crude stick figures. It helps you to visualize what you are
trying to describe in scripting language.

New computer software has transformed traditional roles by creating libraries
of characters and backgrounds with powerful routines that can vary camera angles,
size objects, and change perspectives. Text can be imported into caption areas. This
allows almost anyone to create a storyboard. The more film and television rely on
sophisticated computer-generated effects, the more important storyboarding will
become. There is already a trend to create program content directly with images
in an imaging medium that sequences frames. StoryBoard Artist, a program devel-
oped by PowerProduction Software, will even let you add sound files to the frame.
The storyboard as produced by such computer software is halfway to an animated
movie.

Conclusion

After reading this chapter, you should have a useful repertoire of scriptwriting terms
and conventions that enable you to deal with the detailed problems of describing
sight, sound, and transitions. You now have the building blocks of scriptwriting.
You need to try them out in small-scale exercises. Then the larger issues of devising
script concepts and content and of writing scripts for specific program formats can
be brought into perspective. The chapters that follow take you through the stages
of script development and the process of devising script ideas and building them
into a finished product that is ready for the production team to carry to completion.

Exercises

1. Write a camera description of yourself getting up and having breakfast. Use
the camera vocabulary you have learned from this chapter. Think about what
would you describe and what would you leave out.

2. Watch a simple real-life scene such as people having an argument, a cop
giving a driver a ticket, or action in the street, on a bus, or in a restaurant.
Now describe what a camera would see—what would appear on a screen if it
were a movie? Describe it as you want to see it on the screen.

3. Listen to an auditory event or experience that involves more than one type
of sound, namely, voice, sound effects, and, if possible, music—a restaurant
scene, for example, or a scene in nature. Write an audio-only script using the
terminology you have learned in this chapter. You can add your own music
to your scene.

DVD
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4, Write a scene that comes from your imagination, describing both visual and
audio elements. Don’t be concerned about format. Just confront the problem
of describing what you want to get shot.

5. Take a short scene from a short story or novel and adapt it for the screen.
How do you want to lay it out on the page? Choose a master scene script

DVD format or a dual-column format. (See the Appendix and DVD.)

6. Choose a short scene from a short story or novel and make a storyboard
for it.

Endnote

Iisit http://www.writersstore.com/ to see the range of formatting and story

development software. This is also useful source for book, seminars, and courses on
writing.



The Stages of Script
Development

Scriptwriting is a process. It begins with gathering information, thinking, analyzing,
and questioning, and ends with devising a creative visual idea. This idea then needs
to be developed through some kind of outline or treatment and then be scripted
in a format appropriate to the medium concerned. This script format lays out a
set of descriptive instructions in a special language about what is to be seen on the
screen and heard on the sound track. We can break the scriptwriting process down
into well-recognized stages. In fact, they are so well-recognized that the stages have
names that are also reflected in the contractual agreements that sometimes govern
professional writing of this kind. Let us outline this process by stages. Some of
these stages may change places in the sequence depending on the nature of the
writing job:

e Background research and investigation
® Developing a creative concept

e Pitching or verbal presentation

e Concept outline

¢ Treatment

e First draft

¢ Revision

* Final draft

Background Research and Investigation

Part of the process of scriptwriting often involves background research or investiga-
tion of the subject matter before you define the objective or outline the content.

33
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Experience tells you when you need to get information. Sometimes it is at
the beginning of the creative thinking process. Sometimes it is in the middle.
Research could be necessary to define the target audience. Consider a public service
announcement (PSA) on smoking. Although you have general ideas about the
effects of smoking on health, you do not have facts and figures. Research enables
you to say with conviction how many Americans die annually from smoking-related
diseases. If you are devising a PSA about battered women, you need statistical facts
and possibly psychological background before you can think about what is relevant,
let alone make an assertion about the topic. Before you can say it, you need to
know it. So research is gathering information that enables you to be authoritative
and specific about the subject.

Even entertainment concepts require research. An imaginary story is often set
in a time period or has a background. To make a story more believable, you
need authentic detail embedded in the scenes. If your story concerns airline pilots,
you need to know how they talk and what their world is like. To write a scene
that involves cockpit talk, dialogue has to be credible and realistic. To write an
episode of ER or any other hospital drama, you have to describe medical pro-
cedures and use meaningful dialogue between characters who are doctors. If you
want to appreciate the research that might precede writing a screenplay, read about
William Goldman'’s research before writing his original screenplay Butch Cassidy and
the Sundance Kid.!

Research can be undertaken in any of several well-proven ways. You can consult
encyclopedias, visit a library, or search the internet. You have probably used a
library catalog for a research paper. Research for scriptwriting is not much different.
Everyone finds a particular style or method that works for him or her. Index cards
are very effective because they enable you to shuffle and reorder the material, and
they help you to find the right sequence for ideas. Some scripting software, such
as Movie Magic Screenwriter (see the DVD), has an electronic index card system
that allows you to do it all on computer.

If you are working on a documentary project, background information about
your topic is necessary to construct a meaningful narrative and to write a voice-
over commentary. Researching a project for visual media is different from term
paper research because you not only need a factual background, you also need
images—old photos, engravings, artifacts, and locations. Every scene in the script
must be represented by an image. Suppose your script is historical. A good exam-
ple would be the Civil War documentary by Ken Burns.? You cannot interview
Civil War veterans, but you can interview historians who are knowledgeable about
the Civil War. You can film locations of some Civil War battlefields. Location
research is critical to this kind of project. You can shoot existing images such
as photos, engravings, and paintings. All of these images have to be found.
A number of picture libraries sell the use of pictures from their collections, includ-
ing the Library of Congress, which has a huge collection of photos that are
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in the public domain. Finding the right picture is a specialized task. There are
people called picture researchers who make a living doing this particular kind of
research.

Students will often propose short projects and pick documentaries about big
topics such as AIDS or drug addiction. Most people find that their knowledge is
very general and that the archive of available images is limited. Choosing such a
project means doing research. A student of mine wanted to make a video about
stress and how to combat it in college life. To do so, you need definitions of stress,
statistics, and reliable information. One of the issues was healthy diet and exer-
cise. You need to make statements about diet in the voice-over that are true and
authoritative. All of these requirements lead to research. Obviously, research takes
time, and sometimes money, if you have to travel to research a location or visit a
library.

Before you can order a copy of an image or the text of particular statistics, you
have to find them. The emergence of the World Wide Web has made research
easier both for getting information and finding images. Clearly, picture libraries and
photo agencies will become prime users of the web because they can show their
product online, sell it online, and even deliver it online in one of the picture file
formats such as TIFF or JPEG. The cost of digitizing a photo library is high, but
it is the way of the future because commercial users of pictures are now able to
buy pictures as digitized files ready to download onto their computers and manip-
ulate in a program like Adobe Photoshop. It also simplifies the task of searching
a collection for the image you want.3 This will be particularly relevant to pro-
duction of web sites and CD-ROM and DVD programs for which most writers
should be preparing themselves. Technology changes the way we have to think
about media.

Another example of research is collecting background information about a prod-
uct or a process for a corporate program. In order to write about the client’s product,
you may need to read manuals and brochures and interview people in the company
who are knowledgeable about the product. These people are sometimes known as
subject matter experts, or SMEs. This is particularly true if the content is technical.
You have to learn enough about the subject to be able to make decisions about
what is relevant or interesting to the designated target audience. If you are writing
about a medical product, pacemakers for example, you have to pick the brains of a
cardiologist. This means you have to know how to get to the right people and how
to formulate the right questions. In a corporate context, your client usually guides
you to many of the contacts you need.

At what stage do you do your research? Some kind of research and investigation is
usually necessary to get going and to stimulate your thinking, so it logically precedes
everything else. Research could also come later in response to your need to know
about specific things in order to make accurate statements. At a later stage, you
may need to do audience research. If your production has a commercial purpose,

DVD
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it is quite possible that questionnaires, surveys, or focus groups would be called
for. Then when you have defined your objective, communication problem, and
target audience, you might have to research background information in order to
devise your content. You might see a specific need for expert knowledge at this
point.

For the PSA on smoking, you know you want to make a dramatic statement
about how many people die each year from smoking-related diseases in America.
You might want to compare it to another figure such as how many people die in
automobile accidents or how many Americans died in the war in Vietnam. Making
a statement like that is effective because it puts the statistics in perspective for
the audience. A statement that makes the audience realize that smoking kills more
people every year than all those who died in Vietnam will have lasting impact. It
makes the audience think. The populace would not accept American war casual-
ties of that order every year without huge political consequences. Yet for some
reason, the lingering deaths of hundreds of thousands of people from all sorts of
smoking-related diseases is acceptable. Our attitudes shift based on our knowledge
and awareness.

To get information about smoking-related deaths or drunk driving deaths, you
might look at government statistics. These are published annually in reference works
that are available in public libraries.* The Vietnam War statistic is a fixed historical
fact that you would need to find. It would be extremely effective to say, “Four
hundred twenty thousand Americans died last year from smoking-related diseases.
That is more than eight times the number of American casualties in the whole
Vietnam War.”> Do you want to be one of them?” Being able to say, “Roughly
forty-eight percent of all traffic deaths in the United States are caused by alcohol” is
a stronger statement than some generality about the dangers of drunk driving. You
need a fact to reinforce a good punch line, such as, “If you drink and drive, death
could be the chaser.”

Investigation and research overlaps with journalism. The difference is that
research for visual writing is not just about verifying facts; it is about finding pictures
and getting visual information from which you can construct a script. Knowing facts
or background information does not tell you how to construct a script, or persuade
or entertain an audience. The same kind of information could be the basis for an
article by a journalist or a book by an author.

Interviewing

People are another source of information. Some people are experts in their field. If
they speak with authority, you might want to use them directly on camera as part of
your program. Sometimes, you need the point of view of the man in the street, or
you need to interview someone who represents a certain class of people. For docu-
mentaries and corporate programs, you need to find subject matter experts, people
who have extraordinary knowledge based on a lifetime of research or direct personal
experience. Since these interviews are often once-only opportunities, you need to
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prepare intelligent questions and have follow up questions. There are a number
of classic concepts for structuring an interview. The funnel technique begins with
broad and general open questions and narrows down to specific closed questions.
The inverted funnel does the reverse. An interview can be conducted by telephone
and internet, as well as in person. Whatever the method, it is also critical to record
the interview accurately with an audio or video recording device. Sometimes, you
discover that the interviewee is interesting enough to write an interview into the
program.

Location Research

For film and video production, location research is very important. Unless you have
the budget to create artificial interiors in a studio set, you have to find a setting
in which to shoot. For exteriors, you have no choice. You are obliged to find a
location. If you want a sea shore with a sandy beach, you or your producer must
go and find it. If you want period buildings, your have to find a town or a street
that fits. Rather than write and create locations searches, it often makes sense to
research the locations first because they give you ideas for visuals. This is particularly
true for corporate programs. Because the story or message usually has little visual
information, you have to make it visual. Abstract ideas become concrete when you
stand in a place or see the surroundings. Location research can make the difference
for a writer. Visual writers need visual ideas. You get visual ideas by being in
the environment of your topic. This is important to remember when negotiating a
writing fee. Including an allowance for travel time, research time, and related travel
expenses is important.

Writers of scripts still have to make the transition to the visual medium con-
cerned. This is why the seven-step method discussed in Chapter 4 is useful. To
write a script, you have to think in the medium itself. This process starts with
the loose, wide ranging activity of creative sketching and digging for ideas. It is
popularly called brainstorming.

Brainstorming and Freeing Your Imagination

You can’t write a script with just facts or information. You have to write with
visual ideas. These ideas may allude to facts or information, or even embody that
information. Getting a script going depends on your imagination and, more specifi-
cally, on your visual imagination. There isn’t a sure-fire method for stimulating this
process that works for everyone. By trial and error, you learn what helps you think
visually and creatively about the medium. Nevertheless, we can enumerate several
techniques.

Brainstorming usually means just writing down all your ideas as they come to
you without constraint or formality. It means stirring up your imagination by free
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association and by doodling. Making lists, drawing diagrams, and sketching images
in storyboard sequences usually does the trick. The most important element of this
process is to feel free to think or visualize whatever comes to mind. Very little
should be rejected at this stage. By its very nature, this kind of writing produces
more material than you will finally need or use. Therefore, it leads to a necessary
selection or editing process.

Sooner or later you need to make some kind of outline. One good way to
work on your program is to outline it by listing key sequences or key images.
You can use index cards. This allows you to shuffle the order to experiment
with finding the most logical or the most meaningful order. Logic is not the only
way to communicate, though. Sometimes, visual communication works best by
being an emotional communication, such as showing a shocking image that dis-
turbs the viewer. Visual exposition is not the same as writing essays in English
composition. For example, there is no good verbal equivalent for a kaleidoscopic
montage.

Concept

The first formal document you create in the scriptwriting process is called a con-
cept or an outline. Whatever you call it, its function is the same: namely, to set
down in writing the key ideas and vision of the program. This document is written
in conventional prose. There is no special format for it. It does not cover all the
plot or content, nor does it include dialogue or voice narration. It is primarily an
idea in a nutshell from which the script in all its detail will grow. A concept is
written to persuade a key decision maker, such as a producer, director, or client,
that the project idea is on track and should go forward to the next stage. Its impor-
tance for the writer is that the vision of the script is clearly expressed and clearly
understood. Like a sketch that precedes a painting or a model that precedes a sculp-
ture or a drawing that precedes a building, a concept shows others the scope and
potential of what the end users are going to get. The writer needs to know that
whoever is paying for the work is getting what he wants. A scriptwriter is ulti-
mately writing something that is validated by someone else wanting to collaborate
with that expressed vision. That collaboration may take the form of money invested
by a backer or a producer. It may take the form of creative consent invested by a
director or an actor. It may take the form of client consent to proceed with the
vision.

It is difficult to characterize a concept because it has no fixed length, no fixed
form. It just has to convince, persuade, and embody the seed of the script to come.
Generally, the concept can be stated in a paragraph or a page at the most, depending
on the length of the program. It is important for the writer to get reactions and for
the producer to give reactions before significant effort goes into the next stage, the
treatment. A concept for our anti-smoking PSA might look like this.
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A Concept for a PSA: Smoked to Death
A young, attractive couple, at the end of a date, sit in a kitchen. As they light up, he
offers her a beer from the fridge. The young man, a kind of Johnny Depp character,
seems to hallucinate when he opens the fridge door and finds himself in a morgue.
Our images suggest that the reality of smoking-related disease is hidden from the
smoker’s consciousness as the contemporary mannerisms of a hip lifestyle distract the
audience. By means of stunning special effects and clever cutting, we get the
audience involved in the story. The value of shock and a contemporary horror story
technique allows us to show the unsuspecting youth audience the reality of the
consequences of smoking. The audience sees the young man’s hallucination of seeing
the inside of his date’s lungs and a vision of her morphing into a sick older woman
ravaged by the effects of smoking-related disease.

Pitching

Most beginning writers don’t know about pitching. Pitching is talking, not writing.
It is part of the communicating and selling of ideas in the entertainment and com-
munication industries. You have to talk your ideas as well as write them down.
To make a living as a writer, you often have to sell your ideas in meetings. It is
a notorious part of the entertainment business that decisions to develop projects
are often based on short pitches. The art of pitching is difficult to master. The
Robert Altman movie, The Player (1992), contains a number of scenes of pitching
story ideas to producers and studio executives. It gives viewers a good idea of how
pitching works in the entertainment business.

Pitching is not restricted to entertainment writing. When you write for a cor-
porate client or a producer of corporate programs, you spend a lot of time in
meetings and briefings in which you have to present your ideas succinctly and
clearly to win the job. Even though the concept has been written down, you usu-
ally have to present it verbally in a meeting with the client. A good pitch should
capture the essential idea in a nutshell and tease the listeners so that they are
motivated to read what you have written. You should never read your concept
to the client because then when the client reads it, he experiences an anticlimax.
This is because there is nothing new. Thinking on your feet and communicating
ideas orally is part of the writing business whether in entertainment or corporate
communications.

Treatment

After the concept comes the treatment. Both of these terms are universally used
and understood. A writer must know what they are and how to write them. Writing
the treatment involves expanding the concept to reveal the complete structure of
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the program with the basic content or storyline arranged in the order that will
prevail in the final script. A treatment is about structure and the arrangement of
scenes. The narrative order must be clear. All the principal characters should be
introduced. Although this document is still written in normal prose, it frequently
introduces key moments of voice narration or dramatic dialogue. Some writers base
the treatment on a scene outline. In television series, the scene outline is known as
a beat sheet and can substitute for a treatment. A treatment is always written in
the present tense—always.

A Treatment for a PSA: Smoked to Death
Interior kitchen, a young man has lit up a cigarette with his girlfriend. He offers her
a beer. He goes to the fridge and opens the door. Suddenly, he finds himself opening
the door of body refrigerator in the interior of a morgue. A white-coated assistant
pulls out a drawer from the freezer. Back to the kitchen. He is visibly shaken,
dismisses it, opens the beer for himself and her, hands his attractive date
the beer.

Putting on a grin, he starts to make seductive small talk. We see her inhale and, as
the camera pulls back, a special effect reveals the inside of her lungs like an X-ray.
Cut to his worried look. Zoom in. Zoom out to the same woman morphing into a
much older woman with wrinkles brought on by smoking and a cough. His face
registers alarm. The next vision is of the girl morphed into an older woman with
emphysema in a hospital bed, on oxygen. The couple in the kitchen clink beer
bottles. His line: “Your health.”

We cut to a cemetery then a quick track to a headstone. Close-up of inscription:
“Died from Smoking-Related Disease.” Cut to another headstone showing the same
inscription: “Died from Smoking-Related Disease.” And another and another in more
rapid succession. In the kitchen, she puts out her cigarette and coughs once. Cut to
text: “Smoking kills 450,000 Americans every year!”

First Draft Script

The name of this document is fairly self-explanatory. The first draft script is the
initial attempt to transpose the content of the treatment into a screenplay or script
format appropriate to the medium. This is the crossover from prose writing to
scriptwriting in which all the special conventions of camera and scene description are
used. The layout of the page serves the special job of communicating action, camera
angles, and audio to a production team. It is the idea of the program formulated as
a blueprint for production. The producer, the client, and the director get their first
chance to read a total account for every scene from beginning to end. Until now
the program idea has existed incompletely as a promise of things to come. Now it
has to work in every scene with little or nothing left to chance for actors, directors,
and anyone involved with production.
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A First Draft Script for a PSA: Smoked to Death

1. INT. KITCHEN-NIGHT

Establishing shot of a young,
attractive couple in a sitcom
sort of kitchen. The young man
is a Johnny Depp type. The girl
is Angelina Jolie. The style is
contemporary. They light up. She
nods to accept the beer.

The man turns to open the fridge

door.

CUT TO

MAN: Beer?

2. INT. MORGUE-NIGHT

The young man finds himself
opening the door to a body
refrigerator. A white-coated

assistant pulls out a corpse.

CUT TO

FADE UP ATMOSPHERIC MUSIC
FADE OUT MUSIC

3. INT. KITCHEN-NIGHT

The man turns back with the beers.
He is visibly shaken. Cut to the
girl who raises an eyebrow. He
recovers and smiles and hands her
the beer. He is about to launch
into some suave small talk when
he reacts again to something we

haven’t seen.

CuT TO

continued
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4. SPECIAL EFFECT

We see the girl inhale, but as

if by X-ray vision, so that the
inside of her tobacco polluted

lungs are seen inside out. ZOOM
IN. Cut to her smiling mouth

blowing smoke.

5. INT. KITCHEN-NIGHT

He is disturbed once again at
this horrific hallucination. The
girl is back to normal. She is

chattering away.

FADE IN MUSIC

FADE OUT MUSIC

6. SPECIAL EFFECT MUSIC
As we watch her, her face starts

to wrinkle showing the aging

effects of smoking.

7. INT. HOSPITAL-DAY MUSIC

We see an older woman
recognizable as the pretty
young girl. She is older. She
is suffering from emphysema and
on oxygen and breathing with
difficulty.

FADE MUSIC UNDER

8. INT. KITCHEN-DAY

The couple clink beer bottles.

BOTH TOGETHER: Your health!

9. EXT.CEMETERY-DAY

Quick track to a headstone.

CU of inscription: DIED FROM
SMOKING-RELATED DISEASE. CUT TO
another headstone with the same

inscription. And another and

FADE UP MUSIC

continued
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another in rapid succession. PULL
BACK to see a whole cemetery full
of headstones like a military

graveyard.

10. INT. KITCHEN-DAY

The girl puts out her cigarette
in an ashtray and coughs once and
smiles. FREEZE.

11. CcG MUSIC FADES OUT

Text SUPERS over the freeze frame:
“Smoking kills 450,000 Americans
every year! Do you want to become
a statistic?”

Sponsoring Organization Name

Voice Narration and Dialogue

One of the particular skills that a writer needs to bring to the writing of a script is
the ability to write dialogue and voice narration. The obvious point is that language
written to be read on the printed page has a subtly different ring to it than lan-
guage meant to be spoken sound on an audio track. Whereas spoken language in a
voice-over commentary works better in short sentences that are readily understood,
in printed media, longer and more complex sentences can have value. Printed sen-
tences can be reread, but spoken language on the sound track of a program must
communicate effectively right away.

Spoken language is often more colloquial than written language, which is usually
more formal. Spoken language allows contractions, shortcuts and even sentence
fragments that are inappropriate in print. This is particularly true of dialogue. If
you are creating a character, the lines that character speaks must be credible and
plausible. A rap artist does not talk like a senator. A construction worker doesn’t
talk like a college professor. Whatever kind of character is on screen, his or her
dialogue should come across as natural and believable.

One of the principles of oratory that goes back to classical treatises on rhetoric
by the Greek philosopher Aristotle and the Roman senator Cicero is decorum. The
language must be appropriate to the occasion, the person, and the subject matter.
Not all spoken language is casual and colloquial. Great moments in history have
been marked by spoken language. Every American student has been referred to
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Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address as an example of a clear, eloquent, and
succinct statement. It was written to be spoken. Yet it is formal, stylized, and not
at all colloquial. It has decorum. It uses language appropriate to the time, place, and
occasion. In a sense, the writing of commentary and dialogue simply observes the
rules of classical rhetoric. In our time, we have lost sight of the origins of wisdom
and knowledge about how to use language appropriately and effectively.
Whatever you write for the sound track, whether dialogue or commentary, you
should always test it out by reading it aloud, or better still, by asking someone
else to read it back to you. Wildlife documentaries are particularly prone to bad
commentaries. They are frequently intrusive, cute, or, worse still, monotonous.
Language destined for the sound track should

Be clear

Complement the image

Match the character or subject matter
® Be pronounceable or speakable

Be suitable for the target audience.

Revision

Every stage of the scriptwriting process involves readers and critics. Most writers are
paid to write by a producer or corporate client who is entitled to ask for changes at
each stage of the process. This is normal and proper. The writer’s skill in conceiving
visual sequences is a valued skill. It requires a lot of work and a special talent.
Although writers write their own scripts on spec (without being commissioned),
eventually any script has to be read and understood by an enabler such as a producer,
a director, or an actor. Anyone who is going to lend energy or resources to bring a
script into production has views and will want to modify the script in some way.
This means revision.

Revision is the hardest part of a writer’s job because it means being self-critical.
It means throwing out ideas or changing them after you have invested time and
energy to make them work. Sometimes you have to give up ideas you believe in.
You have to trust that the process will work out in the long run. If you cannot
prevail in vigorous debate at a meeting and get all your ideas accepted, you have to
accommodate alternatives. Willingness to revise and the capacity to make revisions
mark the most successful and professional writers. You have to learn to see revision
as an opportunity to make your work better. You have to develop a thick skin. If you
are oversensitive to criticism, you will have a hard time. You must learn to see
writing as a collaboration and to see your writing as a creative service rather than
personal property.

There are different levels of revision. Revision does not mean correcting spelling
or grammar. This should be corrected before submission. It means throwing out
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unneeded material. It means adding new scenes. It means changing the order of
scenes. In an extreme case, it could mean abandoning a concept and starting again.
However, the custom and practice in this industry, which is reflected in contracts,
allows you to demand more money for rewriting something that had been accepted
at an earlier stage. You can see the need for these stages of the process that have
developed over the years. People change their minds. By submitting work in stages,
you gain acceptance for your work before you invest time and energy in the next
stage, knowing that each stage is more laborious. If your client or producer demands
something that overturns a previously accepted stage of the process, you should be
paid to do the work again. This is unusual, but it does happen. In the entertainment
industry, this often means paying off one writer and bringing in another. The stages
of the process are important to the success of the scriptwriting enterprise because
they support the creative development of ideas in a methodical way, and they
provide a comprehensible system for the business arrangement that accompanies
writing work.

Final Draft

The final draft is another self-explanatory term. It is the final document that incorpo-
rates all the revisions and input of the client or producer, and all the improvements
and finishing touches that a writer gives to the writing job even when not explicitly
asked for. Scriptwriters, like all writers, look at their work with a critical eye and
seek constant improvement. This document should mark the end of the writer’s
task and the completion of any contractual arrangement.

Shooting Script

You have probably heard the term shooting script. What is the difference between
a script and a shooting script? The simplest way to distinguish them is to say that
the scriptwriter writes the script and the director writes the shooting script. The
difference is that the shooting script translates the script into a production document
concerned with detailed camera angles usually based on location surveys. It breaks
down the script into shots and camera setups. It represents the director’s technical
conception of how to shoot the program. A scriptwriter cannot write a shooting
script unless that writer is also the director.

Conclusion

What we have learned up to now is that scriptwriting is a process. It has stages.
Scripts have special formats and use a technical shorthand for many descriptive
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tasks. This kind of writing is unique to the new media that evolved throughout the
twentieth century. It requires visual writing.

We know what a script looks like. We know the professional terminology of
sight and sound. We know most of the theory. We have alluded to many different
types of visual media. We have defined the problem of describing a moving picture
medium in words on a page and shown how a scriptwriting convention has evolved
to solve many of those problems. We now need to apply this knowledge to some
of the more common media formats that we encounter in the world. To do this,
we should look at specific communication problems that require scripted solutions.
We need to apply what we have learned to the creation of a script. We need to
find a method for undertaking the process.

Exercises

1. Record or listen to a conversation in a cafeteria or a bus and transcribe it.
Rewrite it to remove all the chaff and incoherence.

2. Take a piece of written prose and edit it for commentary.

3. Listen to a documentary sound track without looking at the picture. Watch a
documentary without the sound track. Write an evaluation of the program
structure based on each.

4. Conduct an interview of people you know to collect information for a piece
on a controversy such as stem cell research, abortion, or gay marriage. Use an
audio recorder or a camera.

5. Ask another writer to critique your work and write down that writer’s
comments. See if you can revise your script to take the criticisms into
consideration.

6. Write a critique of a treatment or a script written by someone else.

7. Write a concept, treatment, and first draft script for a PSA on smoking,
drinking, or domestic violence.

Endnotes

IWilliam Goldman, Adventures in the Screen Trade (New York: Warner Books,
1984).

2See http://us.imdb.com/Title?0098769.

3Look up a photo archive such Getty Images at http://gettyimages.com.

4Statistical Abstract of the United States, published annually by the U.S.
Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, Bureau of
the Census. Figures for 1990 are documented in Substance Abuse: The Nation's
Number One Health Problem, prepared by the Institute for Health Policy, Brandeis



3 The Stages of Script Development

47

University for The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Princeton, NJ, October,
1993. Alcohol-related deaths are also documented.

>A total of 47,072 U.S. servicemen were killed in combat in Vietnam.
This and other facts about the conflict can be found on the PBS web site,
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/
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A Seven-Step Method for

Developing a Creative Concept

Knowing how to describe visuals, sound, and action so that a production team can
understand your intentions is the essential task of a scriptwriter. However, knowing
this does not help you come up with a program idea or construct a script. How
scripts get started is often a mystery to the beginner. One thing is certain. You do
not just start describing scenes and write a first draft script. That is a recipe for
failure. Scriptwriting is preceded by a great deal of thinking. It is probably true to
say that writers in the media business are paid to think as much as to write. Once
you have done the right thinking, the writing follows as night follows day. We now
outline the steps needed to develop a creative concept. A strong creative concept
is the foundation of successful scriptwriting.

The visual media of the twenty-first century are sophisticated communications
tools. From their roots in photography and film, they continue to evolve in electronic
form with dazzling innovations. To succeed in writing for these media, we need
to see how the choice of the medium and its application result from a thinking
process. It is the quality of this thinking process that determines the quality of the
writing and the effectiveness of the communication. This is the meta-writing that
we introduced in Chapter 1: writing that is not the finished document, but the
writing you do below, or behind, the actual writing. This is the part of the iceberg
that is unseen below the surface. If you watch a film or video, or even if you read
a script, you do not see all of the analytic and conceptual thinking on which it is
based.

Let’s start with an axiom. An axiom is an undisputed given from which argument
or investigation can proceed. Our axiom states that every program is a response to
a communication problem. If there were no need to show, tell, explain, attract,
entertain, seduce, delight, or distract an audience, there would be no reason to
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make a program and, therefore, no need to write a script. Common sense tells us
that any program addresses and solves some kind of communication need. Before
we can start any job, we have to identify and define this particular communications
need. Going through this analysis is not only essential but highly creative. Moreover,
it is a method that will always prepare you for any writing job. As you learn your
scriptwriting craft, follow the seven-step process described in this chapter. When
you are experienced and a proven producer of scripts, you can adopt your own way
of defining a solution to a communications problem.

Step 1: Define the Communication Problem

Most of this method is logic and common sense. The shorthand question to answer is
“What need?” Sometimes, you will come across the term “needs analysis,” referring
to the investigation that discovers a communication problem. Basic communication
means that someone (a person or corporate entity) expresses a thought, idea, or
message that is delivered via some kind of medium—speech, print, video, interactive
multimedia—to a receiver. The message can be designed and sent but not necessarily
received, or if received, not necessarily understood. We all experience unsuccessful
communication both as senders and receivers. Talking or writing to your friends,
parents, or strangers, although it could be important, is easy to do and doesn’t cost
you anything except, perhaps, for a telephone call or a postage stamp. Creating,
sending, and receiving a PSA, a corporate PR video, or a training video is a very
expensive exercise. Doing it haphazardly or improvising as you go is too risky.
Professionals have developed ways of tipping the odds in favor of success by careful
analysis and thought about the nature of the communication problem that is the
reason for making a program.

Defining the communication need or problem is the first step. Collaboration is
needed between the scriptwriter and the producer, or between the writer and a
client. Very often you write for others, not for personal expression or for artistic
reasons, but to help them communicate successfully. Until you know what the
communication problem is, you cannot begin. Until writer and client define it and
both agree what it is, the enterprise is fraught with hazard. You risk misunder-
standing, multiple revisions, wasted money, and, finally, an unsuccessful result.
The seven-step method discussed here is particularly successful for commissioned
scriptwriting.

Think of it this way! Unless you can identify an audience that needs to know,
understand, or perceive something that you, the communicator, want them to grasp,
there is no basis for a script or a program. Simply put, you do not know what to say,
to whom, or why you should demand an audience’s attention. Too often, corporate
clients decide to make a video or create a web site without thinking through what
precise problem it will solve. It is very important to grasp this basic point: that you
must think for your client because your client may not have thought through the
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problem. A client can ask an architect to design a bad building without realizing it.
A client can ask a producer to produce a bad video without knowing. Architects can
design buildings that do not solve the problem that led to the need for the building,
and producers can make videos that do not solve the communications problem.

Let us illustrate this with some examples. First, we will go through the analysis
of the communication problem so as to define the media need. Then we will see
how to write it down in an acceptable and convincing way. Such a document is an
intelligent form of insurance for the writer as well as being a service to the producer
or client.

lvy College: An Admissions Video

Most college students have seen a video made by a college or university to recruit
students. There must be hundreds of them. Now there are CD-ROM:s and web sites
that provide an interactive opportunity for the prospective students to get informa-
tion. Because you can identify strongly with this particular audience, put yourselves
in the recruitment video creator’s shoes and think about the communications prob-
lem for the academic institution. What is it? The institution has to think about the
needs of the student. What information will satisfy the high school senior’s need
for facts about courses, curricula, dorm life, the campus environment, sports, and
recreational facilities? Is it just a need for information? Doesn’t the institution want
to project itself to a certain kind of student, to differentiate itself from other insti-
tutions? Does it want any student at any price? Is there something special about the
institution and its traditions? What role should the video play in the whole process
of recruitment that involves print media, applications, phone calls, campus visits,
and counseling?

How can we define the communications problem? The students who might want
to apply to Ivy College don’t know enough about the institution to enable them
to make a decision to apply, or perhaps to make an inquiry about applying. They
might not know where it is, what it looks like, what the courses are like, what
the other students are like, whether it matches a special interest or requirement.
They might not know that Ivy College has a strong program in, say, marine biology.
They might not know things the college wants them to know, or they might want
to know things that the college doesn’t want them to know.

The question then arises, “What is the objective of the video?” After your audi-
ence has seen it, what do you want the result to be? Very quickly we find three
questions in play that are closely interrelated: (1) What is the nature of the commu-
nication problem you want to solve? (2) Who is your audience? and, (3) How can
you define the successful outcome of that communication, namely, the objective?

Now that several issues are on the table, you have to be able to state clearly
what each one is. This means being able to write them down for someone else to
read and evaluate. The beginning scriptwriter is typically impatient and wants to get
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started on the actual writing, and thus may be tempted to brush off the questions
that this chapter addresses. Whatever you do, resist the temptation to shortcut the
analytic thinking that precedes writing. At the outset of a scriptwriting job, all is
promise, all is possible, and you have a great deal of freedom to invent. With each
step, the script becomes more and more concrete, more and more specific, and has
to deliver on the easy promises of the concept you put forward at the beginning.
These analytic steps ensure that you stay brief and on target.

American Express: American Travel in Europe

American Express has an interest in the success of European hotels and restaurants
that accept its card. American Express is sometimes perceived as an agent taking a
percentage of revenue rather than as a contributor to the travel and tourism industry.
Its market research indicates that the pattern of American tourism is changing and
that the European tourist industry is in danger of losing its market share.

What is the communications problem? It is complex. First, there is a need
to communicate information. The client knows something the audience doesn’t
know. If we tell that audience what we know, they will see a business problem
in a different light. They will also change their perception of the client from a
passive intermediary to a contributor and a partner. So the second communications
problem is to shift perception or attitude. You will be able to measure the success
or failure of the speech, publication, or video by the transfer of information and by
the change of attitude.

The next issue: who is the audience and what is their current mentality? Unless
you can answer these questions, you cannot ever design a successful communication.
Even when you answer the question of who the audience is, you still don’t know
what the content should be, nor how you will persuade them to see your point
of view. If you define your communication problem clearly, at least you can start
thinking about the other problems with some hope of success.

In this case, the target audience is European travel professionals such as hotel
management staff, restaurateurs, and tourist authorities (but not the general public).
Research shows that this audience is somewhat complacent. They think the tourists
will keep coming because it is a law of nature, like the migration of elk across the
tundra. They are ignorant of American trends and tastes and unaware of competitive
destinations. (See complete script on the DVD.)

Let’s look at another communications problem.

PSA for Battered Women

A shelter, also an advisory service for battered women, wants to make a PSA to reach
women who need a refuge from abuse. This is a real challenge to think through.
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You may think it is obvious. Your target audience is battered women. You just tell
them about the safe house and where it is. However, there are a dozen different
messages that serve different communications needs. Some are purely informational:
where is it? what is the phone number? There are women victims who don’t know
about it. Your PSA tells them. Communication problem solved! Job done!

But there are also women who are abused who don’t think of their treatment as
abuse. They are in denial, as the current psychological language describes it. Some
are in real physical danger. Others may be sliding into a pattern that will lead to
abuse. Some have children; some don’t. Some are educated; some aren’t. Some are
afraid and confused; some are aware of the abuse but powerless to overcome their
problems.

Suddenly, we realize that a good PSA for one type of battered woman would
be a bad PSA for another. A meaningful message for one would be of no inter-
est to another. The communication problem has to be defined very closely to
accomplish a meaningful objective. One problem might be informational; another
might be motivational. You have to get your audience to think and go on think-
ing. Another problem you might want to solve could be defined by behavior—you
want your audience to pick up the phone and call the number you publicize in
the PSA.

You have almost certainly seen PSAs that address the issues of drugs, smoking,
or prejudice. All of them involve quite complex decisions about what communica-
tion problem is in play. What is certain is that the problem varies with the target
audience. Hence, the objective varies with both. It is like an equation in algebra. If
you change the value of one unknown, you get a different answer.

Shell Gas International

An oil company has invented a process that can turn natural gas into lubrication oils
at an economical cost. Huge reserves of natural gas exist in both developed and
undeveloped countries that are practically worthless because there is no nearby
market for the gas. However, there is a market for lubrication products because
they have higher value and can be delivered to market at less cost. The decision
to buy the process, make the investment, and enter into a joint venture would be
made by a handful of people in the world—oil ministers and senior geologists or
advisors. The countries involved number about a dozen.

The target audience for this video is going to be about 25 people, 50 at most.
Contrast that with the audience for a college recruitment video, or an exercise
video that shows you how to get “buns of steel.” How different are the commu-
nication problems! How different are the target audiences! How different are the
objectives of each video! Until you define the answers to the key questions, you
don’t stand a chance of writing a successful script. Your interest may be in writ-
ing for entertainment media. Although the problems are slightly different, you still
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need to be able to answer a variant of the same questions. For instance, you need
to know who your primary audience is—children, thirty-somethings, women, or
youth. Your objective could be to make them laugh or cry. You might intend to
write drama, comedy, or documentary. For television you might be writing a game
show or a children’s adventure or an animated cartoon. All of these have different
premises and, therefore, demand different thinking.

In summary, defining a communication problem is a “needs” analysis of a com-
munication deficiency of some kind. Somebody or some group needs to know
something that they don’t know. Having established what it is, you follow the
steps to find a media solution that will tell them what they need to know.
Ask yourself why the program should be made. It must solve a communication
problem that you must identify clearly. Sometimes, people confuse the com-
munication problem with another larger problem that lies behind the immediate
reason for making the program. This could be a social problem or a marketing
problem, which is the reason for the need for communication. However, the
communication problem is not the social problem. For example, smoking is a pub-
lic health problem. The objective of public policy is to stop people, especially
young people, from getting addicted to nicotine. The communication problem,
however, is not to stop people smoking. It is to change attitude or motivate
change.

An anti-smoking PSA might address a specific communication problem, which
is that teenage smokers are unaware or dismissive of the health hazard of smoking.
They’ve heard it all before. They dismiss the warnings and believe they are immortal.
Getting through this specific problem of denial is the communication problem.
Behind it lies a larger social and public health problem: persuading teenagers to
stop smoking, or not to start in the first place. Beginners often and easily confuse
the marketing problem or the social problem with the communication problem.
Someone who says the communication problem is the need to show that drinking
and driving do not go together is stating an objective, not a problem—not stating
the problem but the solution.

Take another topic! What is the communication problem that lies behind a
college recruitment video? Someone who says, “The communication problem is to
show high school students, mostly seniors, how to apply to college through a video,”
has not found the problem. The problem is better stated by asking, “What do those
who are unsure about the application process to apply to college need to know in
order to apply successfully?” Or, “Many high school students are insecure about the
college application process and do not know how to go about applying.” That states
a problem for which there is a media solution.

You can see that several different PSAs could be made from the same generalized
premise in each case. So, to get off on the right foot, it is really important to nail
this question accurately. Smoking is a social problem or a health problem; domestic
abuse is a social problem; college recruitment is a marketing problem. But within
these, there are communication problems that will be specific to the programs,
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will define your PSA and lead to clear ideas about the target audience and the
objective.

Step 2: Define the Target Audience

The shorthand question to answer is, “To whom?” From the previous examples,
you can see it is impossible to talk about any communication problem without
bumping into the question of who is the target audience. If you change the audience,
you change the kind of problem, and hence, the objective. If you want to warn
smokers of the dangers of smoking, you will write a completely different script if
you are addressing adolescents or high school students compared to adults or veteran
smokers. Getting someone to stop a 20-year-old habit is a different communication
task than discouraging a young person from starting. Selling a process to turn natural
gas into lubrication oils will never have the customer of those oils as its audience.
Its audience is decision makers who will give a green light to the investment of
hundreds of millions of dollars. If you do not accurately profile your audience, you
will endanger your communication.

To illustrate how much the target audience changes the communication problem
and the objective, let’s play with the variables. The message is, “I love you.” You
have had an argument with your boyfriend or girlfriend. You want to make up.
Suddenly, the message takes on a different weight. How you will communicate
suddenly becomes very important. Sincerity is crucial. But some kinds of sincerity
are better than others. How the message is delivered is critical.

Try another variation. The target audience for your “I love you” message is your
mother on Mother’s Day, or your grandmother on her ninetieth birthday. Does
that color the problem differently and suggest a completely different objective? Or,
your audience is someone to whom you are expressing this feeling for the first time.
You have never uttered these words to this person before. Does that feel differ-
ent? You get the point. Every time you vary the target audience, you change the
communication problem and the kind of strategy that is going to make it succeed.

Take the Ivy College recruitment video discussed earlier. What if your target
audience is nontraditional or returning students? What if your video is for a grad-
uate program? Consider an extreme case. What if your audience is openly hostile?
A company takes over another company and intends to rationalize the operation
leading to layoffs, relocation, and changes in job titles. You are not going to con-
struct the same video as if you were addressing company personnel about pensions
or safety issues in the workplace. You have to address the deep distrust the audience
will bring to the company’s message. In general, awareness of what the audience
thinks, feels, knows, understands, does for a living, does for recreation, and so on
could change everything. Their educational level, income, gender, age, married sta-
tus, political views, or consumer preferences could flip your approach one way or
the other.
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Most beginners tend to be too vague about their target audience. Here’s an
example of a student attempt at defining the audience for a college admissions
video:

My target audience consists of males and females who are interested in attending a
small, diverse college in a town on the outskirts of Boston that offers a wide variety
of majors.

This is too vague and mixes the statement up with objectives about “majors.” In
fact, some of the audience might not know they are interested in a small college
or in the geographical location. The point is that we want to define who they are.
Male and female is clear. They must be high school seniors or graduates. Are they
all American, or are there also international students? Income might be a factor for
private college tuition. Location is part of the content or the strategy of persuasion
rather than a definition of the identity of the audience.

There are two words you need to know about that refer to techniques of
measuring and identifying the character of audiences. They are demographics and
psychographics. For most scriptwriting, you need to think about both.

Demographics

Trying to identify the common characteristics of a group of people so that you
can define them as a target audience is a professional preoccupation of advertisers,
public relations practitioners, pollsters, marketers, television ratings researchers,
and more. Millions of dollars are spent on audience research and market research
to identify the profile of a buyer or a viewer. Just because you don’t have a large
budget to commission such research does not mean you can ignore demographics
when you try to define who your audience is. You can, and should, do some amateur
demographics. A lot of it is common sense.

Let’s put down the major characteristics that delimit the nature of a person and
categorize him or her as part of one grouping or another.

Age

Age will affect the vocabulary you can use and the sort of devices that will work.
You would not use a stuffed animal or a dinosaur character to explain company
pensions, but you might use them to warn young children about the dangers of
crossing the road. The college admissions video has a fairly well-defined target age.
Many other projects do not have well-defined age targets.

Gender

If you could identify a majority female audience, you might opt for a different
approach than if it were a majority male audience. You can see this in TV advertising
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for products with a gender bias such as shampoos, hygiene products, or perfume.
A PSA targeting battered women is easier to write because the gender of the target
audience is more likely to be women. However, you could write a PSA targeted
at male abusers also, trying to increase awareness of destructive behavior. The
approach would have to be entirely different. Yet again, women also abuse men
although it is less well known. This would entail a complete rethink of the way to
approach the PSA message.

Race and Ethnic Origin

The sociology of race and ethnic origins tells us that groups have identities. There
are common cultural assumptions and values that might aid or hinder communi-
cating with these groups. The United States is home to numerous subcultures that
might respond differently to certain nuances in language, music or style. A good
example is the campaign by the Milk Marketing Board with the well-known tag
line, “Got milk?” Translate this into Spanish and you get, “Are you lactating?” If
your audience is international, the possibilities for cross-cultural misunderstanding
are considerable. The most obvious way this could affect your message design is
in casting. You might want the actors in your production to be representative of a
minority group. A recent TV recruitment commercial for the U.S. Army showed a
young African American youth with his mother. He says that it is time for him to
be the man now. Interestingly, this ad implies that we are seeing a stereotyped sin-
gle parent family presumed to be prevalent in this demographic. Moreover, the ad
is clearly pitched at a disadvantaged racial and economic demographic. The target
is race.

Wal-Mart has started doing business in Germany. In the United States, people are
more familiar with strangers than in Europe. The greeters who approach shoppers
at the entrance to Wal-Mart (the smiley face) offended Germans who complained
to management about being approached by strangers. American sales personnel and
telephone marketers call you by your first name, which Europeans consider a breach
of etiquette that is offensive. There are regional differences in the United States.
This is often exploited in advertising food that is regional, for instance. A southern
accent might sell the barbecued spare ribs or the sauce better than a Boston accent
which might give the New England clam chowder an identity.

Education

The educational level of an audience governs the vocabulary you can use, the general
knowledge you can assume, and the kind of argument that will be readily under-
stood. When writing a corporate video for Shell that is aimed at decision makers
in petroleum-producing countries, you can assume a certain level of language and
concept, but you have to know the difference between an audience of geologists
and an audience of ministers or high-level civil servants who are not scientists. The
larger the audience, the lower the educational denominator is likely to be until you
reach a national average.
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A pharmaceutical company making a video about a new cholesterol-lowering
drug aimed at cardiologists has a very high educational demographic. If the video is
aimed, however, at the eventual users of that same cholesterol-lowering drug, the
demographics change. The patients who are likely to use the drug cuts across the
educational demographic.

Income
Socioeconomic classes have been studied intensively by advertisers so that they can
define their characteristics. You may have heard of the letter classifications that
designate income, with “A” being those people with the highest disposable income.
Income is usually associated with professional occupations. Wealth might correlate
with a political bias toward conservative views.

In the final analysis, most audiences are defined by complex variables. Whatever
you can do to narrow down the classification of your audience’s cultural preferences,
disposable income, or cultural attitudes will help.

Psychographics

A concern with psychographics means worrying about what is going through the
mind of your target audience. So just as you can classify the social and cultural char-
acteristics of a person, you can also identify attitudes and mental outlook or state
of mind. A person’s attitude might overwhelm the demographics for certain mes-
sages. Most people are driven by emotions to a greater or lesser degree. How they
feel governs how they act and how they respond. Visual media such as film, video,
and television communicate emotionally. For one reason, they show the human
face and figure with all the body language and nonverbal communication that peo-
ple intuitively understand. They tell stories that invite emotional responses. They
use visual images that signify emotions or engender strong emotional responses. An
image of an explosion or a plane crash provokes awe, fear, and fascination. Think of
an archive shot of a hydrogen bomb going off with its signature mushroom cloud,
or the dark vortex of a tornado touching down. These images compel attention.

Think about the ways that audiences can be “turned off.” The very phrase is a
metaphor. A knob or a button on a radio or television set or remote control gives
the user the power to interrupt the transmission or switch to another channel. Even
if you were strapped to a chair and left in front of a television with your eyelids
taped open, your attention could wander or even switch off entirely. We all have a
“turn off” function in the brain, and we have filters that screen out what we don’t
want to hear.

Corporate television and video often play to captive audiences. Unless the pro-
gram designers give thought to the psychographics, they will lose the audience
because of the “turn-off” switch in their brains. A client once argued to me that
his internal corporate audience of middle managers was paid to watch the program
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we were making and rejected my imaginative ideas to motivate them. This person
did not understand psychographics. Audience response involves passive assent at a
minimum. A stronger posture would be neutral consent. Even more positive would
be getting the audience to actively seek and participate in the experience of the
program in a way that involves a level of enjoyment.

Students sometimes tell me that a certain subject is boring to write about.
My reply is always that there are no boring subjects, only boring writers. As a
scriptwriter, I believe, and you must believe, that there is always a way to reach an
audience.

Safety is a huge problem that costs corporate America millions of dollars. Com-
panies are strongly motivated to reduce insurance premiums and lost work days by
communicating safe work practices. This subject probably sounds pretty boring to
you, but if you are good, you can find a way to make the topic watchable. The
point is not whether you would choose to view a safety video on how to use ladders
at home on a Saturday night and invite your friends. Nevertheless, in the right con-
text, at the right moment, many outwardly uninteresting subjects become relevant
to what you need to know in your job, or in your life.

Video Arts is a company that has made millions out of videos on management
training often written around a comic character played by John Cleese, the Monty
Python actor. The videos are often funny and clever. The audience swallows the
message with the comedy and remembers it. Delivered as a straight message, the
audience might reject that which it willingly accepts when presented with humor.
This is applied psychographics.

Emotions are complex, volatile, and difficult to categorize. For these reasons,
psychographics is an art rather than a science. You don’t have to be a psychologist
or psychic to make use of psychographics in your writing. Once again, a great deal
is common sense deduction. You can analyze your audience’s psychographics by
putting yourself in its shoes. You can investigate your own feelings and attitudes to
extrapolate what is likely to be shared by another. You have to be self-aware and
self-analytical. Your own strong preferences might not represent the masses. Your
taste in music, whether it’s Mozart or Motley Criie, Handel or Heavy Metal, seems
right to your ear, but it may turn off a large segment of your audience.

This, incidentally, makes it very difficult to choose music for a sound track.
Surprising successes can result from daring choices. 2001: A Space Odyssey, Stanley
Kubrik’s classic film, made a huge audience listen to and appreciate a modern clas-
sical composer, Ricard Strauss. This mass audience probably didn’t know the name
of the composer or the name of the composition, Thus Spake Zarathustra, or that
it was played by the Berlin Philharmonic conducted by Herbert Von Karajan, but
they responded to the music. Now most people instantly recognize the theme. The
theme was imitated and copied and jazzed up and played on different instruments.
It was hummed by millions. Another example was the huge jump in sales of a
Mozart piano concerto (No. 21, C major, K. 467) whose slow movement was used
in the sound track of a Danish film, Elvira Madigan. People who would normally

DVD
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never listen to or buy a recording of Mozart were sending this record off the charts
because the director made them experience the lyrical and romantic feeling of the
music. All this is to remind you that you have to use intuition. Sometimes you
have to go beyond the obvious, the conventional, and the predictable to tap into
the receptivity of an audience.

What are the main psychological issues that make up a person’s mind? They are
things you know about already.

Emotion

We all have moods and sensations that are colored by emotions that range from
down or depressed, sad and anxious to happy, elated, playful and wild. Individuals
have emotions; groups have emotions; and crowds react with emotions. Most rock
concerts are exercises in crowd mood creation. Emotions are tricky and volatile,
especially when crowds are involved. An audience is sometimes a crowd and some-
times a large number of individuals in a serial response to a program. Think of a
book that has sold a million copies. The audience is large, but each one of that
million encountered the book individually. They do not all gather in a stadium for
a mass reading, whereas the audience for a movie made from the book is a different
entity. Groups of hundreds of people sit together and experience the same moments
together, perhaps laugh together or cry together. Even a television audience is a
simultaneous mass audience of single viewers or small groups of viewers.

As a scriptwriter you have to deal with emotions, with the anticipated emotional
response of your audience. It is almost always important to communicate emotion-
ally to an audience in the visual media as well as by reason and logic. The mixture
varies with the nature of the communication. Dramatic narrative tends to work
through emotional communication, whereas documentary or training videos lean
on logical argument. Getting battered women to use a shelter probably requires
reaching the audience through emotion rather than reason. The selling of Shell’s
natural gas conversion process, in contrast, should be based primarily on logic and
rational exposition.

Attitude

An audience frequently has an attitude, not in the slang sense of the word,
which corrupts the original meaning, but in the sense that their disposition can
be characterized by it. Think of these different audiences.

After the Rodney King beating by four Los Angeles police officers, you have
to write a police PR video about police and community relations in the inner city.
Simply put, your audience is going to be hostile. You cannot make a move without
dealing with the open distrust and skepticism that will block their hearing what you
want to convey.

You have to write an internal PR script for a company that has taken over another
company, to explain the benefits of the merger to the employees. People are fearful
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of losing their jobs, their seniority, or their pensions. You cannot proceed without
taking into account the attitude of this audience.

The opposite condition can arise. Audiences can be receptive as well as hostile.
You are writing a recruiting video for an elite volunteer military unit such as the
Marine Corps or the Green Berets. You are probably preaching to the converted.
If they are watching, it's because they are already thinking about joining up. You
don’t have to break down mistrust, skepticism, or hostility. You do not design the
message to turn pacifists into warriors.

Yet other audiences are neutral or indifferent. They do not bring strong negative
or strong positive predisposition to the table. You have to wake them up or arouse
interest or curiosity by your images and your creative ideas. It seems constructive
for a scriptwriter to think carefully about whether his audience falls into one or
other of these categories—receptive, hostile, or indifferent.

Attention Span
How long does it take you to change the TV channel if something doesn’t catch
your interest? You've been pampered all your life by a multitude of choices. You
are merciless. If you don’t like something, you change it. You switch to another
channel, or you switch off the TV. Now you are on the other side of the game.
You have to hold your audience by the pacing, content, and imagination of your
script. They have the remote control. Andy Warhol, the controversial American
artist, made an 8-hour film of one of his favorite stars sleeping. Needless to say, it
did not have a large box office. It was a rebellious stunt by an outrageous artist.
Think about how network news programs try to keep you interested with little
previews and announcements about what’s up next. They use good-looking anchors
who smile at you through the lens and seduce you into staying with them. How
many times do you hear the line, “Don’t go away?”

Information Overload

In our day and age, the amount of information presented to us through print media,
radio, TV, and now the Internet is overwhelming—and that is before you consider
deeper levels of information that you can search out in books, libraries, or archives
or on the internet. We all have to limit our intake in order to process it. Thinking
about the rate at which an audience can absorb information is important.

You will hear the terms target audience and primary audience, secondary, even
tertiary audience. What do they mean? Even with the exhaustive research that
advertisers do to market products, a certain averaging of characteristics is nec-
essary. Dominant factors have to govern your approach. We all quote Lincoln’s
phrase about not being able to please all of the people, all of the time. You can,
however, please some of the people some of the time. How many can be included
is the writer’s challenge. You make your judgment and hope that you bracket the
largest and most important part of your audience. The others are called the sec-
ondary audience. You want them, but you are not going to jeopardize gaining the
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larger audience to get them. You know that you might lose some of the secondary
audience, but the success of your communication does not depend on them.

The best way to test yourself is to ask whether you can describe that audi-
ence profile. Can you say who is not part of that audience? Can you carry your
defined audience through the program? Can you connect it to the communication
problem? You are now answering the question “to whom?” So now you've got a
shorthand guide—what for? And to whom? Next we need to answer the ques-
tion “why?” Answering “why?” means you can define the objective for the video or
program.

Step 3: Define the Obijective

The communication objective is closely associated with the communication prob-
lem. One states the problem; the other states the outcome. So if teenagers do
not appreciate or understand the health hazards of smoking, which is the problem,
the objective is to change their perception of smoking. The shorthand questions
to answer are “why?” and “what for?” In military terms, an objective would be
to capture a position or to win the battle. The larger objective is always to win
the war. The objective is usually pretty easy to see. The hard part is knowing
how to do it. The same is true of scriptwriting. In business terms, an objective
would be to achieve a 10 percent increase in sales or a 5 percent decrease in costs.
These objectives are clear. The hard part is how to achieve them. Likewise with
scriptwriting!

A TV program, film, or video must have an objective that is clear. It is the net
result that you are working to achieve at the end of the viewing—the message. It
is what the audience is left with as a general effect. A lot of programs are meant
to entertain. That is too general. Entertainment can mean many things. Comedy is
designed to make the audience laugh; drama, to make the audience worry; romance,
to make the audience fantasize; horror, to make the audience fearful, and so on.

Many programs do not have an entertainment objective. The primary objective
could be to impart information. That is not to say they are not watchable or enter-
taining. Lots of programs try to give you facts and figures about a product, about
a country, about a health issue, about the history of the country, about the envi-
ronment, or about the life of an animal species. You assimilate information from
the program that you did not possess before watching the program. You may have
had other experiences during the program, but taken as a whole, your main acqui-
sition is that you know something or understand something you didn’t know or
understand before. The objective was to convey information. What is the primary
objective of your script concept? Information objectives appeal to the mind and to
the reasoning side of the brain.

Another common way to design a visual communication is to think about shift-
ing the audience’s attitude or point of view. Information might also be part of
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the package, but the primary net result you desire is to get the audience to see
things differently. For example, you can communicate a mountain of facts about
the dangers of smoking—how many people die of smoking-related diseases, a list
of the negative consequences of smoking. A thinking person might draw conclu-
sions. Almost anyone can draw the conclusion that smoking involves a serious risk
to health. Nevertheless, many such people will dismiss the communication and not
change their thinking, let alone their behavior.

So facts and information alone won’t work. We have to get the audience to
acknowledge the facts and infer consequences for the individual’s health. A nicotine
addict has already been bombarded with facts. So try another approach! Make use
of drama and imagination to get the audience watching! Let the audience draw its
own conclusion. To recall our anti-smoking PSA from the previous chapter, the
point of its approach was to turn facts and figures into graphic images that will
disturb the audience.

How would you respond to such a PSA? Not with your head! The images
bring your emotions into play. You are forced to see something commonplace in
a smoker’s daily life in a different context. If you are a smoker, you might be dis-
turbed. You might start seeing your habit differently. Your attitude could shift. If
the shift is strong enough, it could be described as motivating. Remember! The word
“motivate” comes from the Latin root meaning “to move,” and so does the word
“emotion.” If emotions are affected in a coherent and sequenced fashion, the result
is motivation.

Most advertising depends on visual stimulation of the emotions to shift attitudes.
This is sometimes known as the soft sell. The challenge is to create a sequence of
images that compel the viewers to lead themselves to a position from which they
cannot go back.

Apply this to more complex problems. You have to make a 15-minute video
that communicates safe handling of materials in an industry or explains how to drive
defensively. Or you have to make a 10-minute video that persuades the audience
to recycle. In this communication problem, your objective is slightly different. The
difference is that you not only want to motivate the audience, you also want to
activate them. You want them to do something—to put their bottles and cans and
plastics into receptacles for collection. This is the most demanding objective because
you want to change their behavior. A lot of marketing videos (not TV commercials,
as you will see in a later chapter) try to do just that. We have now defined an action
objective, commonly called a behavioral objective.

Let’s revisit our examples. The objective is to make high school teenagers think
twice about getting addicted to nicotine. The objective is to make battered women
seek counseling before they end up in a hospital with broken bones. The objec-
tive is to get European travel professionals to think about their tourist product for
American tourists and whether it corresponds to what those customers are looking
for. The objective is to get a high school graduate or senior to call admissions and ask
for an application. And when you revisit the objective of a personal communication
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(the “I love you” message), the objective is to get your estranged girlfriend to let
bygones be bygones and come back to you.

In every case, you can make a definite and specific statement about the successful
outcome of the communication. Until you can do that, you will never write a
successtul script to solve the communication problem because you haven’t thought
about what you are trying to achieve.

We now have three clear steps down on paper. One defines the problem,
another defines the audience, and the third defines the desired result or objec-
tive we are working toward. Answering these three questions does not finish the
job because we haven'’t answered the question “how?” How are we going to solve
the communications problem, reach the audience, and achieve the objective?

Step 4: Define the Strategy

The shorthand question to answer is, “how?” To write a successful script that
solves the communication problem, we need to figure out how to achieve the
objective, reach the target audience, and suggest the content that leads to effec-
tive communication. This is a moment of creative challenge. If you want an
audience to think, feel, or act in a certain way, you have to have a strat-
egy. The military commander plans to pound the enemy position with artillery,
then divide his forces into two groups who will attack from different directions.
A marketing executive has a plan to increase sales by offering an incentive such as
a 2-for-1 sale or a free baseball glove with every full tank of gas. This is the “how.”
How are you going to achieve your objective?

You can’t give frequent flyer miles to your audience for watching. So how can
scriptwriters get the job done? They think up strategic ways to hold the attention
of the audience while they deliver the message. For example, they use humor,
a story, suspense, shock, intrigue, unique footage, a testimonial, or a case history.
Everyone will listen to a joke. If the joke has a clever point, your audience will get
the message while they laugh or chuckle.

Many ads use humor. A recent ad shows a dog and a man sitting in front of one
another. The dog is training the man to balance a piece of cheese on his nose and
on command flip it in the air and eat it. Reversing the roles of dog and man and
having the dog talk captures people’s attention with a smile. You will remember

that brand of dog food.

Step 5: Define the Content

The shorthand version of defining the content is to ask the question, “what?” What
are we going to see and hear on the screen? What is the program going to be
about? What happens in the story or narrative of the program? Clearly, the content
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cannot be defined first. You may well argue that you can define the communications
problem, the target audience, and the objective in almost any order. However, they
must all be defined before you can designate content. In fact, you really need to have
some kind of strategy or creative device to make it all work before you fill in content.

Content is what you see. Content is what your program is about. It is the
objective matter or substance of the piece. When a program is shot, the camera has
to be placed in front of something to capture its image. The script has to describe
what is going to be in front of the camera. How it serves the communication
objective may not be apparent from shot to shot.

We can illustrate this by revisiting the several script ideas we have discussed
throughout this chapter. In the college recruitment video, the content could be
described by a list of the things we are going to shoot: classrooms and teachers,
dorm life with students, sports and extracurricular activities. From this list, you
can quickly see that content does not often define what is unique about a program.
This list could cover hundreds of recruitment videos, if not all of them. What makes
one different is the strategy and the creative concept. In the natural gas video, we
have to show the process. In this case, we could shoot a pilot plant and show the
process working. In the American Express video, the content is testimonials and
shots of the type of tourist setting that market research shows appeals to American
tourists.

Step 6: Define the Appropriate Medium

The shorthand question to answer is, “which medium?” All media have particular
qualities and peculiarities that give them strengths and weakness. What works for
film on a large screen projected in a darkened room might not work on a 21-inch
TV screen. The intimacy of the television image would not work on a 40-foot movie
screen. Dense information that should be presented in the form of graphs works in
a slide show but not on video. In short, the concept we devise has to work for the
medium, or we have to pick the medium that will work for the concept. We have
to write so as to exploit the special advantages and qualities of the medium.

Interviews work well on television and video. Action and long shots work better
in film. Corporate clients frequently ask for communication objectives to be put
into a video that clash with the medium. For instance, a detailed instruction about
how to install a piece of equipment is better done in print. An audience is not
able to take in written instructions on a TV screen. They won’t remember them.
In print, you can look at the page as long as you need to and refer back to it.
If the communication has a long shelf life, an interactive CD-ROM would work
better than linear video programming and possibly better than print. A small TV
screen won't work at an exhibition or a trade show. You need something that
commands attention visually. A video wall of 9 or 12 programmable TV screens
does the job.
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What makes a PSA for television different from a PSA for radio, for instance? A
student wrote a PSA on domestic abuse that, although conceived for video, works
successfully as a pure audio script. It is only secondarily a visual script. The creative
idea is a sequence of spoken statements that compels an audience to think. The
message is carried in the spoken voice-over more than in the images. Although it
also works with visuals, the test is to take the images away and see if it works.
A visual concept and visual writing relies on a sequence of visual images:

INT. BEDROOM DAY

CAMERA PANS ACROSS A SMALL BEDROOM,
PAUSING BRIEFLY TO SHOW THE BROKEN
GLASS AND SHATTERED TABLE STREWN
ACROSS THE HARDWOOD FLOOR. BROKEN
PICTURE FRAME HOLDING A PHOTO OF

A MAN AND WOMAN KISSING.

CUT TO WINDOW WITH RAIN FALLING

AGAINST THE GLASS.

PAN DOWN TO WOMAN SITTING ON THE
FLOOR HOLDING HER KNEES TO HER
CHEST, SHAKING.

SUPER TEXT: HOTLINE 800 NUMBER.

MALE V.O.
A woman is beaten every

fifteen seconds

FEMALE V.O.

Which means

every minute,
four
women are beaten

every hour 240
women
are beaten

and every day 960
women are beaten

every week, 6,720

women are beaten.

MALE V.O.
What did you do last

week?

Although the images have been visualized, you can hear this script. It relies
heavily on the spoken commentary. You can easily imagine this as a successful
radio commercial. We discussed visual narrative in Chapter 1. Visual ideas work

best in a visual medium.
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Step 7: Create the Concept

This is the seventh step. You are thinking: “That’s enough. Let’s get started. I've
done my homework.” Not yet! Before you take the seventh and final step, you
should answer these questions in writing so that they are crystal clear. You may
get impatient with this method and resist going through this analytic prewriting
process. Rest assured that any problem that shows up in your script concept will be
traceable to these issues. The most important realization that you can have at this
point is that addressing these six issues will enable you to generate creative ideas.
Now the hidden process of writing comes out into the light. The meta-writing
begins, writing which will dissolve into the final production document.

Before we go to the final step, let’s review the sequence of analytic thinking.
The order of analysis is ideally:

Define the communications problem (What need?)
Define the target audience (Who?)

Define the objective (Why?)

Define the strategy (How?)

Define the content (What?)

Define the medium (Which medium?)

The seventh step is the seed of your script. Let’s call it the creative concept
or, if you want, just the concept. This is the first visible step of the scriptwriting
process. In a professional assighment, you may not write out all of the thinking you
did to answer the six questions although it is common practice to write out some
response to a client’s communication problem. I like to set down my thinking for
all scriptwriting assignments that are not entertainment. So now you are going to
explain in writing to your client, producer, or director what the key idea is, what
the approach is, how you will use the specific medium to make the communication
work. This creative idea will solve the communications problem, reach the target
audience, achieve the objective, embody the strategy, provide the content of the
program, and show how it will work in the chosen medium.

To some extent, almost anyone can go through the six steps and get to reasonable
definitions of each. The seventh step—devising a creative concept or device that
will translate all those needs into a working script—is different. It is a creative
task, not an analytic task. It is the work of a scriptwriter’s imagination. This is the
source of freshness, originality, clarity, and visual intelligence that makes a program
compelling to watch or a pleasure to watch. It is hard to explain and perhaps harder
still to teach. This is the imaginative talent that you get paid for.

From this concept your script will grow or die. Until you have a convincing
concept or proposal that addresses all of the issues expounded in this chapter, you
shouldn’t continue. No professional would. You might pull it off for one assighment
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because the topic is congenial to you. Don’t let yourself do this. You will be digging
the grave of your scriptwriting career. Succeeding in this business is about consistent
results, producing again and again whether you are inspired or not. It is about
becoming a pro. Confidence comes with practice and experience.

We have kept up a running discussion of several communication problems. Now
we can float some creative concepts for them. Just in case you are unsure of what
creative concept means, let’s clarify. Everything we’ve discussed so far—the “need,”
the “who,” the “why,” the “how,” and the “what content” issues—still doesn’t give
us images or actions to describe from scene to scene or a way of approaching the
topic. The trick is to come up with some creative ideas that will encapsulate all
of the definitions for a particular medium. One of these ideas will translate into a
living, breathing visual idea that will make a script.

Some ideas sound great but don’t work out in practice, so you have to test
them. If you are writing a college recruitment video, how are you going to avoid
the predictable shots of campus buildings with voice-over superlatives extolling the
praises of the place? You're creative. You wake up one morning with a brainstorm.
You'll do the college recruitment as a Broadway musical. You can see it now—a
chorus of coeds singing and dancing instead of a boring voice-over. It’s entertain-
ment. The audience will keep watching. It's creative, but somehow it’s not right.
The idiom doesn’t suit the target audience. Ignore the fact that it will quadruple
the production costs. The problem is that the creative concept runs away with the
communication objective. It doesn’t serve it. You lie in bed wondering how you're
going to crack this one. Suddenly, you jump up, hit the word processor and type
out your idea. Use your own experience to show the audience what a typical day
is like, perhaps with a bit of embellishment to work in all the points you want to
make. So this will be—a day in the life of an Ivy College student. That gives you a
concept that provides the content, the structure, and the objective. It will give the
target audience a character to identify with. Any leftover points could be carried
by a commentary voice-over.

Most beginners make the mistake of thinking their first idea is the only idea
and the one to work with. You should put down at least three different creative
concepts for the job, test them out, and then pick the best. So we still have one
to go. What would be another way to get at this objective? How about a student
who comes on campus and, through a series of interviews, which we carefully craft
to reveal the information we know to be necessary, finds out everything about Ivy
College?

How do you choose between them? One way is by pitching them to a client, or
the class, or your instructor. Another is by your feel for how well the concept will
play out through the detail of the content. There are usually trade-offs. Interviews
may be good, but scripting them makes them sound stilted and false. On the other
hand, how do you know that you'll get what you want if you film unscripted
interviews? There’s a risk. If you define the six questions with integrity and try out
creative concepts, you will isolate a creative concept that works.



4 A Seven-Step Method for Developing a Creative Concept

69

The communication problem for American Express was to convey the fruits of
its market research to its target audience so that audience would shift their erro-
neous perception of American tourists in Europe. The research defined categories
of travelers such as Grey Panthers, Business Travelers, and Adventurers. They all
had different ideas about what they wanted to find in Europe. It was apparent
to the writer that the audience of European tourist professionals was complacent
and needed to be persuaded by undeniable evidence to change their point of view.
In this case, interviewing dozens of each category in unscripted video recordings at
an airport yielded enough evidence to corroborate the published market research.
It was expensive and a risk, but it paid off. That’s the nature of a creative business.
It involves risk. That’s part of what makes it exciting to be a scriptwriter—to have
an idea and see it working in a finished program.

We also mentioned the oil company with the process to convert natural gas to
lubrication oils. A hundred million dollars had been spent over 10 years in research.
A pilot plant had been built to prove it worked. Here the problem was to get
scientific and technical information into a form that would be comprehensible and
convincing to the small audience of decision makers. The creative concept that
worked was governed by the fact that there was a lot of archive footage that had
to be used. The solution was to tell a story—a news story. So the script was built
around a current affairs format with an actor playing an investigative reporter talk-
ing to the camera and taking the audience through the story. It enabled the stock
footage to be bracketed with an explanation. It made the patented process sound
like a suspense story. It gave a structure and a variety to quite difficult material.

How about a creative concept for a Valentine’s Day message? This is to get
your imagination going. Don’t send a card. It’s predictable and conventional. You
telephone your girlfriend. You say, “Look out the window up at the sky!” A microlite
is flying around trailing a banner that reads, “I love you, Mary Jane. Will you marry
me?” Outside your budget? Go to the exercises and try out some of your ideas.

To finish, let us bring it all together and write a document that sets all these
issues down. Sometimes, you need to do this for a client as a first step. Sometimes
you need to do this for yourself to prepare for your concept. There is no fixed
format or industry-wide convention for doing this. A simple solution is to use the
headings we have used in this chapter.

A Concept for an Anti-Smoking PSA

The Problem

The problem facing all anti-smoking PSAs is that we are trying to convince addicts
to quit. We need to get past their defenses and their denial. All the facts about
health hazards are already out there. We have to make them real and emotionally
affecting. In Massachusetts, there are a number of effective anti-smoking campaigns.
One has a billboard the exact size of a room with the dimensions shown and a

DVD
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punch line: “Second-hand smoke spreads like cancer.” The image and the punch
line conspire to make you think. The smoke that fills a room when anyone smokes
in it obliges everyone else to smoke. So the spreading smoke is also spreading cancer.
Another referred to the number of toxic substances in a cigarette with a tag line
saying that it would be illegal to dispose of them in a garbage dump. Another has
a simple statistic: “Last year smoking killed 470,000 people.” A recent television
campaign against smoking breaks down this number into how many people die
each day. The creative visual shows crews piling that number of body bags in a city
street. By making the audience see the number as a heap of body bags in a street,
the creators make the audience think. You get the idea.

The Target Audience

Our target audience is primarily young adults and teenagers with a secondary audi-
ence of older smokers. The young think they are immune to the hazards. The
audience will not accept a lecture and is not really impressed by statistics. They
are responsive to images of their own lives. We have to show them in a scene that
matches a plausible lifestyle for them.

The Objective

The objective is to shift the attitude of the target audience and make them start
thinking and start worrying. It is to haunt them with troubling images that won’t
go away.

The Strategy

The strategy is to create a little sexy vignette with romance and style that does
not reveal itself as an anti-smoking PSA until it is too late for the audience to
disengage. They respond to it piecemeal until they are stuck with the conclusion.
The logic must be visual, not verbal. We use powerful special effects derived from
contemporary fantasy horror films (such as morphing) to reveal a sequence of aging,
sickness, and death due to smoking-related disease. The reality is like a bad trip or
a hallucination.

The Content
An attractive young man and young woman are in the kitchen after a date sharing
a beer and a cigarette.

The Medium
The medium necessary to convey this message is television. It is primarily a visual
message and needs close-ups and special effects that are easy to do with video.

The Concept

Interior kitchen, a good looking young man has lit up a cigarette with his girlfriend.
He offers her a beer. He goes to the fridge and opens the door. Inside the fridge is a
morgue. A white-coated assistant pulls out a draw from the freezer. Our character
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is visibly shaken, dismisses it, twists the cap off a beer for himself, hands her a beer.
Grins. Starts to make seductive small talk. We see her inhale and as the camera
pulls back, a special effect reveals the inside of her lungs like an X-ray. Cut to
his worried look. Zoom in. Zoom out to the same woman morphing into a much
older woman with wrinkles brought on by smoking with emphysema, in a hospital

bed,

on oxygen. Cut to the kitchen where the couple clink beer bottles. His line:

“Your health.” Cut to a cemetery. Close-up of inscription: Died from smoking-
related disease. Cut to another headstone. Died from smoking-related disease. And
another in more rapid succession. Cut to the kitchen. She puts out her cigarette
and coughs once. Super text: “Smoking kills 470,000 Americans every year!”

Now it’s your turn.

Conclusion

At this point, you know the essential scriptwriting problems. You know the stages
of script development. Lastly, you have seen how important it is to think before you
write. Thinking through the communication problem with this seven-step method
will enable you to generate content. This capacity to break down a problem and
come up with creative solutions is part of the job of scriptwriter, especially in the
corporate world.

Exercises

You are going to send a Valentine’s Day message. You will not use the words
“I love you.” Using the seven-step method, come up with five creative
concepts for five different audiences. Let the changing target audience
modify your objective and your strategy. The message does not have to be
sent as a video. The question of which medium to use is important. For
example, a dozen red roses with a card could be your creative concept.
Unchain your imagination.

Your job is to devise a creative concept for an anti-smoking PSA using the
seven-step method. Come up with five creative concepts for these different
target audiences: pregnant women, preteens, college students, and adult
addicts.

Your assignment is to devise a creative concept for a safety video about

(a) carbon monoxide hazards in the home, (b) how to use a ladder, or

(c) pedestrian rules for children under age 7.

Your assignment is to devise a creative concept to launch a new product to a
company sales force: a new car, a new can opener, or a holiday package.
Could this be a web site?

Your assignment is to write a concept for a video to get people to recycle.
How do you define the target audience?
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PART TWO

In the beginning, television was simultaneously a production medium and a live
distribution medium. Its production technique was matched to the necessity for
live broadcasting. After the invention of videotape recording and the evolution of
postproduction video editing, television could be produced with single cameras
by non-broadcast companies as well as the broadcast behemoths. The television
signal can be produced outside the studio, recorded, and edited on videotape.
Television is now independently a distribution medium as well as a production
medium. Television programs can be delivered to the end user by broadcast radio
signal, by satellite, and by cable. To this now add netcasting via Internet web pages.
Other methods of program distribution are theatrical exhibition in a movie theatre,
videocassette sales and rentals, and optical disks such as CD-ROMs and DVDs.
Let’s not confuse the distribution medium with the production medium. A
program delivered via a given medium may not be produced in that medium.
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For example, a feature film, shot on film, even a film produced mainly for tele-
vision can be exhibited in a movie theatre and broadcast, or cable-cast, or delivered
by satellite transmission or on all of the media mentioned. A television quiz show or
a news program would probably be restricted to over-the-air broadcast, cable, and
streaming to the web. A documentary could be delivered to you on many of the
media mentioned. Multiple-camera studio production, the traditional and original
television production technique, is different from single-camera video production,
even if the final product is shown on television. So the medium of distribution
must be distinguished from the medium of production. The script is a production
document, not a distribution document. Therefore, the writer must think in terms
of the producing medium, not the distributing medium. Knowing that you can see
documentaries on television does not help you write them.

The logical progression of our learning process is to apply what we know to spe-
cific media formats. Many of them have special requirements. Many of them have
preferred formats that the industry has adopted. Each of these types of program has
a definable characteristic that we need to learn about and practice writing. Although
they are all visual media, the writer has to think about them in different ways.

In this section, we will pay close attention to the use of visual media to solve
communication problems that are principally informational, promotional, instruc-
tional, and persuasive. This includes solutions to both corporate communications
needs and commercial messages as well as factual documentary and educational
content.



Ads and PSAs:

Copywriting for Visual Media

Before television, there was radio advertising and film advertising in movie houses.
You still see local ads in some movie theatres before the program starts. So the
principle of selling time between programming for commercial messages grew up
with the visual media. A format that is probably unique to television was developed
to deliver short visual commercial messages very efficiently and effectively in breaks
between programs. The air time was sold to advertisers to generate the operating
revenue and profit for the television companies.

Television provides access to the majority of homes and, therefore, to the largest
audience. Before television, few people had dealt with the pressure to communicate
product or commercial information in a rapid, attention-getting way that television
needs. It was, and still is, very expensive to buy air time. Because television is
the most expensive advertising medium, it has driven the writers and producers of
commercials to refine their techniques so as to deliver a complete message in a small
amount of time. The cost of this time far exceeds the production cost of making
the message itself.

The short ad has become a kind of twentieth-century art form with a constantly
evolving style. It has attracted much writing and directing talent from around the
world, drawn partly by the money they can make and partly by the opportunity to
graduate to longer forms. Ads are special because they are so short—usually under
a minute. Everyone has seen them, which is not so true for some other formats.

Almost all television viewers have seen public service announcements (PSAs),
which are messages that are broadcast for the public good. PSAs are sometimes
paid for by sponsoring organizations, but they are usually furnished to broadcasters
to fill any empty spots in the commercial break. This is one way in which television
stations help the community to which they broadcast and fulfill an obligation of
their FCC license to broadcast over public air waves. Of course, PSAs usually run
late at night or in other less commercially desirable time slots. Not everyone can
write a feature film script, but anyone can write a 30- or 60-second PSA, so it is a
good place to start.

/5
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Copywriting Versus Scriptwriting

Let us distinguish between copywriting and scriptwriting. Copywriting includes
print and media writing. National advertising campaigns on television are devised
and produced by advertising agencies retained by the client company. Learning
about this kind of writing and the business of advertising and public relations usually
takes place in a specific track and specialized courses in communications studies.
Although visual writing is involved in some kinds of copywriting, there are so many
other issues involved in copywriting that it is better to leave those dedicated issues
aside and deal with visual writing that happens to be part of copywriting.

However, small markets in the broadcasting world serve local clients who cannot
afford an advertising agency. Somebody has to write these ads for the station’s
clients. It could be a staff member, part of a unit that sells the station’s time, or
it could be a freelance writer paid by the station to do this writing work when
needed, or a local ad agency. We need to keep in mind that these kinds of local
ads are made on small budgets, sometimes at cost, by the station selling the air
time because their profit comes from selling that air time. They often have spare
production capacity—a studio, cameras, a camera crew, and an editing facility. This
means that the ad must be written for that budget range without slick effects or
expensive graphics, without travel to expensive locations, and without expensive
talent. It brings us back to the perennial challenge that every scriptwriter faces:
to write creatively and invent original visuals within a tight budget framework. The
same holds true for local PSAs, sponsored by organizations with no budget to spend
on production.

PSAs are an excellent training ground for student scriptwriters. They are short
and complete TV playlets. They require all the disciplines of scriptwriting. You can
easily settle on a public service issue such as smoking, domestic violence, education,
drugs, or racism. You know the issues. You can test your creative imagination. If
you have a related production course going on, you might be able to produce
your PSA. You can also take a familiar product and try to devise a TV spot for it.
However, a lot of ads rely on specialized production companies to get pack shots or
create computer-generated effects that might be difficult to duplicate in a college
production setup.

Client Needs and Priorities

The PSA and the TV ad are works commissioned by a client. The client needs a
solution to a communication problem that the writer must provide. We alluded
to this discipline of the professional writer in Chapters 3 and 4. You write for
someone or rather someone who represents the interests of an organization or a
corporation. Later we will look more closely at another kind of writing for a pro-
ducer of entertainment films or programs. The entertainment script is different
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from commissioned works because neither the producer nor the writer can know
for sure what a good script is until it is produced, shown to an audience, and vali-
dated by box office or audience ratings. Commissioned programming doesn’t have
an audience measurement expressed in terms of box office revenue. Successful com-
munication can only be measured by quantifying audience responses as changes in
sales or behavior.

Advertisers expect to measure the effect of an ad in increased sales. Otherwise,
there is no business sense in spending money on it. A PSA often aims to change
people’s behavior. It is much more difficult to garner information that positively
proves the effectiveness of the PSA. Changes in behavior are much more difficult
to achieve than changes in the buying choices of the public.

Writing for clients is often challenging and exciting precisely because you have
a problem, know the desired result, and have to devise a solution. The seven-step
method of Chapter 4 is an excellent way to approach these assignments. The process
of analysis is really important for writing PSAs. Although you do not now have a
client, you must practice writing as if you had a client to satisfy. Your creative ideas
must do the job. One of the constraints of this kind of writing is that the length
is fixed by the client. Because the resulting product is transmitted in commercial
breaks, its length must be exact to the second, as that is how airtime is bought

and sold.

The 20-, 30-, and 60-Second Playlets

Ads in the form of 20- or 30-second playlets are almost a new art form. They
are a popular art form born of the television age and the need to compress visual
messages into very short, very expensive time slots. The style and tempo of these
ads continues to evolve at a furious rate. The style of camera work, directing, and
editing is quite specialized. Some companies produce nothing but TV commercials
just as some directors spend their whole careers making these mini-movies. From
their ranks have come a number of feature film directors such as Ridley Scott, Hugh
Hudson, and Alan Parker.

Some TV commercials for national campaigns of major brands, based on mil-
lions of dollars worth of air time, have very high budgets. With bigger budgets than
half-hour documentaries and budgets as big as a television half-hour episode, these
productions are made on 35mm film with production crews that sometimes rival
those for a feature film. The local market spot for a car dealer or furniture store,
however, is often cheap, down and dirty. Clearly the national campaigns are devel-
oped by advertising agencies whose copywriters develop the ads in collaboration
with creative directors, art directors, and account executives. The copywriter is not
a full range scriptwriter and also usually has to write print media ads. Although this
book primarily serves the interests of scriptwriters, the visual thinking that underlies
billboards and transport ads relates to both copywriting and scriptwriting.
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Visual Writing

We think of writing as words end to end forming an exposition, but media writing,
particularly television advertising, needs a visual idea. This is another layer of writ-
ing. The visual idea is what we refer to as meta-writing in earlier chapters. There is
a difference between visual meta-writing and the writing found on a page of script
for a visual medium whether in the mini-drama of an ad or a full length feature
film. The scene descriptions contribute to a visual idea that transcends the screen
moment and rests on many of those moments, hence meta-writing. It is an idea
that informs and governs the written detail of the script. The dialogue, which is an
integral part of the writing and exposition, is not itself visual writing but a necessary
component of it. Radio ads need dialogue writing but not a visual idea. So visual
writing is the idea as well as the description of specific images or shots. It needs
what we will call a visual metaphor. Let’s look at an example.

How do you explain viruses, spam and computer security to the general public?
AOL sells its internet service by emphasizing its virus scanning and spam blocking
features. Here visual writing comes to the rescue. You need a visual metaphor. Two
guys in a cafeteria line are choosing food. On their trays are a ham sandwich and a
tuna sandwich. One asks the other why he would want just basic high speed internet
service when he can get AOL’s high speed service with virus protection. The second
guy doesn’t get it. To explain the difference, the first guy puts a dish cover over the
tuna fish sandwich, then explains that going on line without AOL virus protection
means you pick up loads of spam and nasty viruses. He ladles ketchup and other
condiments over the ham sandwich as he describes the spam and viruses, and then
asks, “Which would you rather have? AOL with virus protection,” as he lifts a plate
cover from a clean tuna sandwich, “or basic high speed internet.” The other guy
says, “I'll have the tuna fish.” “You can’t; it's mine,” is the reply as the loser is left
with a ham sandwich covered with an inedible mess.

This shows us a way to visualize an abstract idea of internet security. Spam
and viruses are hard to explain. Two sandwiches, one protected and one ruined by
junk, works as a visual metaphor that organizes the whole communication. That
kind of organizing visual metaphor is often the key to successful visual communica-
tion. So there is an equivalence between visual metaphor and meta-writing. They
constitute visual writing.

Devices to Capture Audience Attention

Most of you have engaged in the subtle war between the viewer and the television
advertiser. Hands up everyone who has hit the mute button during the ads, or
gone to the bathroom, or gone to the fridge, or made a telephone call during the
commercial break! This nullifies the advertiser’s effort and expense. Sometimes,
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either by accident or by choice, we find TV commercials entertaining or fun to
watch. The challenge is clear. The advertiser has a lot of resistance to overcome.
Now you are on the other side of the box. You have to be creative and capture
the audience’s attention in spite of itself so that it pays attention to your message.
Your device has to work for others. Measured by your own viewing behavior, no
audience will give you any quarter. You live or die in seconds.

What are some of the ways you have noticed writers of these mini-scripts hook-
ing the audience so that it will pay attention to the message? You can recognize
definite strategies such as humor, shock, suspense, mini-dramas, testimonials, spe-
cial graphic effects, music, and, of course, sexuality. These strategies are more
elaborately developed in commercial advertising because for-profit companies have
the dollars to spend on high-end production values. PSAs cannot command the
same resources. They are made on lower budgets or created through the pro bono
work of advertising agencies and production personnel. Working with a low bud-
get is a creative challenge. Production dollars don’t automatically buy creative and
effective communication. Some of the most ingenious PSAs are cheap but effective.

Consider how a PSA about a public issue such as gambling works. In this case, the
Massachusetts Council on Compulsive Gambling needs to communicate to a pop-
ulation that suffers the destructive consequences of this kind of addictive behavior.
How do you solve the communication problem? Let’s apply the seven-step method
we learned in Chapter 4.

Define the Communication Problem

The population of compulsive gamblers includes gamblers who are isolated by their
problem and do not see that they are not alone. They do not fully comprehend
the consequences of their addiction or are unable to do anything about it. The
Massachusetts Council on Compulsive Gambling does not have a handy database
of compulsive gamblers and cannot easily reach isolated individuals who need help
to tell them about a confidential help line. The Council wants to reach out to a
hidden population.

Define the Objective

The PSA alerts compulsive gamblers and those who know them to the existence of
their addictive behavior and communicates an 800 number to call for help. An infor-
mational goal includes letting gamblers know that it is a common social problem.
A motivational objective is to get gamblers to think about their problem and move
them closer to changing their behavior. The highest goal is a behavioral objective:
Gamblers will stop gambling, or they will at least call the 800 number.

Define the Target Audience

The target audience demographic is difficult because it cuts across age, gender, and
social class. The audience has to be identified by a behavior pattern. Many gamblers,
like alcoholics, don’t want to acknowledge their problem. The psychographic of the
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DVD

audience is probably resistant. Many in this audience will have ways of dismissing
the message, believing they have everything under control.

Define the Strategy

The audience has to recognize its problem in the powerful images shown in the PSA.
The PSA must get their attention and get to their hidden thoughts and awaken a
secret wish that all those losses due to gambling could be stopped. Use a strongly
visual device that is emotional rather than logical in effect because compulsive
gambling is an emotional weakness, not a logical choice.

Define the Content
Recognizable scenes of gambling dominate the 30-second PSA (see Figure 5.1). A
montage is shown of close-up shots of rolling dice, cards being shuffled and dealt,

scratch card numbers being revealed. This is accompanied by a voice-over (see
Figure 5.2).

Define the Medium

Television is the medium of broadest appeal to the population at large, which
includes the target audience. Television lends itself to emotional appeal and
motivational messages.

Define the Creative Idea or Concept
The effective creative concept is to use a strongly visual device to make the emo-
tional connection to the audience by turning back the clock. Footage of gambling
action is run backwards while a voice-over articulates the wish that time could be
turned back and losses undone. The visual effect of seeing the fantasy realized com-
pels attention. This device of reversing time and showing action undoing itself is
a visual effect unique to the medium. The voice-over drives home the message of
how these images relate to the buried wish to escape compulsive gambling. You
are not alone; more than 2 million Americans are in the same boat. There is an
800 number help line to call. Finish with an invitation to call and talk.

You see that the seven-step approach breaks down the problem and identifies
the solution. You can read the script and see the PSA as it was produced on the
accompanying DVD.

More on Ads and PSAs

In the short form of the television commercial, visual communication is critical.
It enables a great many ideas to be compressed into seconds. Doing this requires
visual thinking and visual writing. A PSA produced for the New England Home for
Little Wanderers (shown in Figure 5.3) puts a 30-second story together that has
to convey a dysfunctional home and domestic abuse. The visual metaphor, which
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Figure 5.1 Storyboard for “Turning Back the Clock,” a PSA on gambling sponsored by the
Massachusetts Council on Compulsive Gambling. (Storyboard by permission of Pontes/Buckley
Advertising.)
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MASSACHUSETTS COUNCIL ON COMPULSIVE GAMBLING

Turning Back the Clock (30 second TV Spot)
Written by Jerold Gelfand

Note: All action takes place in reverse. In addition voice-overs alternation male and female voice (possibly
overlapping) with the final words “my life” simultaneously spoken (staggered) by several of the characters.

VIDEO AUDIO

A clock going backwards in fast motion with VO: I want to go back to a time when 1life
an optical jerking effect had promise

Tight shot of man at home office desk full VO: . . . to a time when giving up wasn’t
of papers, envelopes, bills, booklets as an option to a time before running away
well as a light and a drink. With pen in seemed to be the only answer

hand, he slams both hands down and sweeps
the contents of desk onto the floor then
clutches his hands to his forehead cradling
his head in pain.

4 seconds

WRITING FOR VISUAL MEDIA

A shattering vase becoming intact again VO: . . . when finances weren’t fought over

after being thrown against the wall. but discussed
3 seconds

Tight shot at pawnshop counter where VO: . . . and before family heirlooms were
customer is giving up a watch (with clasp) sold for cash.
for cash.

4 seconds

Gambling situations shown backwards (i.e., VO: . . . back to a time when gambling
tights shots of cards being undealt, dice didn’t control my life.

jumping back into person’s hand, person

unfilling-in lottery ticket numbers, person SFX crowd noises then “sucking” sound on
unscratching scratch ticket. fade to black.

FADE TO BLACK

5 seconds

FADE IN TEXT VO: Do you need help turning your life around?

Over two million Americans suffer with
problem gambling.

3 seconds

FADE IN TEXT VO: Call us and let’s talk about it.
You’re not alone!

2 seconds

FADE IN TEXT

Massachusetts Council on Compulsive
Gambling

1 800 426-1234

We’'re in the Yellow Pages

Figure 5.2 Script for “Turning Back the Clock.”

DVD

also works for the sound track, is breaking glass. The shattering of a child’s life, his
family, and his future is captured by a single image.

Another excellent example is the corporate TV spot for First Union
(see the DVD). Let’s look at the context. Banking is regulated by state and federal
laws and agencies. Formerly, banks were not allowed to have interstate branches,
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Client: The New England Home for Little Wanderers
Agency:  Boston ITVA PSA Committee
Title: Family Portrait
Medium: 30 second television spot
VIDEO AUDIO

The wvisual look is cold, monochromatic blue.

(MUSIC-increasing tension.)
(SFX-The pulse of a racing heart.)

FADE UP ON .
EXT. ALLEY. DAY.
(4 seconds)

An urban alley in a poor part of town.
Garbage and debris litter the ground.

(Over this sound, we hear a series of

DESPERATE VOICES.)

From a low angle, we look up at a tough,
angry thirteen-year-old BOY.

A CIGARETTE is jammed into the corner of
his mouth. He walks through the alley with
anger and attitude, kicking at the trash
and smashing his book bag against the wall.

WOMAN'S VOICE (VO)

(angry, frustrated, desperate,
pitch, losing control)
(slight echo)

“The school called again.
to do with you?!”

rising in

What am I going

The image in the alley is interrupted by a
FLASH CUT

(1 second)

(Full color.)

A happy family PORTRAIT. A single mother
and the thirteen-year-old boy. He’'s dressed

neatly in a tie.
A jagged CRACK slices across the glass.

(SFX-Glass cracking.)
(1 second)

CcUT TO
INT. ROOM. NIGHT.
(4 seconds)

A young BOY, six or seven, huddles against

(SFX-Woman crying. Struggling.
Bottle breaking.)

FATHER’S VOICE (VO)

and the young boy.
A jagged CRACK slices across the glass.

a wall, terror and pain in his eyes. Behind | (angry, drunk, slurred speech)
him, we see the SILHOUETTES of a man (SFX-SLAP.)
hitting a woman. “Don’t you ever turn away
(SLAP) from me when I’'m talking!” (SLAP)
FLASH CUT (1 second) (SFX-Glass cracking.)
The family PORTRAIT. Father, mother, sister,

CUT TO
EXT. ALLEY. NIGHT.
(4 seconds)

A young GIRL, eight or nine.Tight on her
face. She cringes at her disturbing
memories. We move in closer and closer
until all we see are her haunted, tear-
stained eyes.

YOUNG GIRL’S VOICE(VO)

(pleading) (slight echo)
“Please don’t. Please don’t touch me there.
Daddy, I'm scared.”

Figure 5.3 Script for “Family Portrait,” a PSA for the New England Home for Little Wanderers.

Reproduced courtesy of Peter Cutler.
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FAMILY PORTRAIT

The young girl in happier times with her
mother and father. As if struck from
behind, the family portrait SHATTERS into a
million pieces.

(MUSIC stops and is replaced by the sound
of shattering glass.)

Jagged pieces of the portrait explode toward
the camera in slow motion.

NARRATOR (VO)
For some children-and some families-1life is
a shattering experience.

(MUSIC-brighter, hopeful)

(FULL COLOR)

As the shattered pieces of the family
portrait float toward us, we DISSOLVE to
the LOGO-

NARRATOR (VO)
We help put the pieces together again.

The New England Home for
Little Wanderers

DISSOLVE to the phone number-

1-888-The Home

over a soft focus background of rich,
spring time, green grass and deep blue sky.

NARRATOR (VO)
To find out how you can help, call 1-888-
The Home.

In the background behind the phone number,
we see a tiny CHILD’S HAND reach up into

the frame.
and holds it tenderly.

Fade up the tag line-

For people who really need a helping hand.

A large MAN’'S HAND reaches down

Children Families
Futures

FADE TO BLACK

FADE OUT MUSIC

Figure 5.3 Cont’d.

could not sell insurance, could not be stockbrokers, could not be merchant bankers,
could not run mutual funds and so on. Now banks can combine financial services
in these different areas and compete with other financial institutions. This has led
to mergers and fundamental changes in the banking industry. The communication
problem is that most people don’t know how to tell one bank from another and
don’t understand the changes that are taking place in the financial world. Explaining
financial matters to the consumer is difficult because most people are confused by
financial products and intimidated by financial institutions. Companies large and
small using different institutions for different financial services find themselves hav-
ing to rethink their relationships and having to use new financial products such as
derivatives to manage risk or so-called “junk bonds” to raise capital.

The objective of the First Union commercial is to get consumers and potential
customers to grasp the change and see First Union as an island of security in a
dangerous world and the solution to their problems—one-stop shopping for all of
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their financial needs. The strategy is to show the financial world as a surrealistic
nightmare, then to confront the problem, and then to have First Union provide the
solution. The metaphor chosen is that First Union is a mountain. This is a visual
image also backed up by the voice-over, which in a series of ads ends with a variation
on the statement “. . . come to the mountain called First Union. Or if you prefer,
the mountain will come to you.”

It is axiomatic that the impact of the message here must be visual, not verbal,
in essence. To do this requires images at the cutting edge, compositing cine-
matography, alpha channel effects and computer-generated images that capture
the audience’s attention and set up and condense the message. In each of the ads,
there is a visual narrative that makes sense on its own but is complemented by the
verbal narrative, which functions on another level. The visual narrative is broadly
emotional in impact. The verbal narrative is broadly rational in impact. Scripts of
this kind almost always have to be story-boarded. Look at storyboards and view the
video results for two First Union ads on the DVD.

For example, the visual metaphor of survival in shark-infested waters compels
attention. The dorsal fin cuts through water with the financial wreckage of dollar
bills and financial paper floating on it. The water is the runoff from a storm—a
storm sewer that floods corporate boardrooms. The storyboard is 19 pages long for
a 30-second commercial. With two or three key frames per page, the pace of visual
flow is pushed to the limit. In contrast, the voice-over is measured and minimalist:
“In the financial world . . . the one requirement . . . for long term survival . . . is to
keep on the move. It is not a world for the hesitant or the timid.”

What more effective way to suggest corporate merger than to show two
skyscrapers crashing together, or whole buildings being moved on huge caterpillar
tracks? Such a visual metaphor exploits cutting edge computer imaging techniques.
A scriptwriter could not put the image down on the page without some understand-
ing of the techniques that are available. Ten years ago the technology probably
did not exist to make this TV commercial. It is extremely difficult to tell how
these state-of-the-art TV commercials were made. Visual writing creates content
that flows from contemporary production techniques. Hence, visual writers must
understand the repertoire of techniques available to the producer. Compositing
3-D animation, graphics, and live action take the writer to the limits of verbal
description. Hence, the reliance on storyboards.

We should step back and reflect on the underlying principles. Aristotle mapped
out the basic techniques of persuasion in his theory of rhetoric. They involve either
an appeal to reason (logos), an appeal to emotion (pathos), or an appeal to ethical
values (ethos). Although there is a connection between what you learn in basic
writing courses about argument and the techniques of visual persuasion, the persua-
sion is not accomplished by words alone. Images have a vocabulary and a grammar.
Many devices and strategies are available for hooking audiences and planting the
message. It is like the strategy of the flower in nature. Show bright colors, give
off powerful perfume, and produce sweet nectar. Bees and other insects will be

DVD

DVD
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attracted by the color and aromas and feed on the nectar while coating themselves
with pollen, which they will carry to the next flower so as to fertilize the plant. The
clever message maker creates nectar or seductive qualities that attract the viewer
who carries away the message whether he likes it or not, just as the bee carries the
pollen away.

What are some of these devices? What follows is an informal survey of strate-
gies of exposition that a scriptwriter can use to communicate in the television
medium.

Humor

Most people are attracted by humor. If you watch an evening’s ads on television, you
will find about half of them use some kind of comic device. Either the characters in
the ad are funny in their behavior (a man behaves like a dog and his dog like a man,
tossing the man treats for clever behavior), or the spoken lines have an amusing or
clever turn. Comic conception can be expressed in visual graphics. Cats and dogs
can be made to talk. Animation can create cute M&M characters or the Pillsbury
chef. Morphing can change the expression of people’s faces or distort them for
effect. Arms can be lengthened to score amazing slam dunks. Much of the humor
we see is a form of exaggeration. Slapstick from silent film days continues to work
in ads: dogs running away with toilet paper, physical struggles with equipment or
materials.

Using humor in an ad carries a risk. The risk is not being funny enough for your
audience. Bad jokes or unfunny humor can be a turn-off. Many corporate clients are
nervous about humor as a device because they worry that their company or their
product might not be taken seriously. Nevertheless, humor is a very effective way
to disarm hostility and skepticism in a target audience. It appeals to both emotion
and logic. Think of the Sprint campaign with Murphy Brown star Candice Bergen,
or the MCI’s “Tweety Bird” campaign with Michael Jordan. The logical appeal talks
price per minute of a phone call. The come-on to look and listen is the humor. Fun
relieves tedium. Jokes or gags often work on a logical principle by challenging that
same logic. If you can get the audience to smile, they will probably listen to your
message.

Compare the humorous approach of the underdog Subaru Outback featuring the
Crocodile Dundee character with the serious ads for Chevrolet and Ford trucks. The
latter are about work and reliability and power. The former are about recreation.
The strategy is appropriate to the audience demographic and the product.

Shock

Shocking an audience is a way of getting its attention. Shock can take many forms.
It can be violent, such as explosions. It can be funny and unexpected, like the Taco
Bell talking Chihuahua or chimpanzees dressed up as people drinking tea. It can be
a truck falling off a bridge attached to a bungee cord, or a window cleaner on the
glass face of a skyscraper who finds a long-distance telephone salesman winching
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down next to him. Whatever it is you do to shock, you have to follow your own
act. You have to use the attention you get to good effect. Many people are good
at getting attention but not so good at holding it. Consider the streakers at games.
Taking your clothes off and running out into the middle of the field pursued by
policemen and officials will get the attention of the whole stadium, but then what?
You can be outrageous, surprise the audience, or do something unexpected, but if
all the audience remembers is the device and not the message, you have failed. It
is easy to shock but hard to fold it into an effective message.

Suspense

Suspense is a different way of getting an audience’s attention. Shock images often
lead into suspense. What’s going to happen to the truck attached to the bungee
cord? Comic suspense works as well as a balancing act or juggling or a character in
a predicament. A villain jumps on the Subaru Outback truck to attack the driver.
We get a 5-second suspense drama. Crocodile Dundee actor, Paul Hogan, always
triumphs without effort as he drives the Subaru and tells deadpan jokes to the
camera. Suspense means that the device makes the audience hold its breath until
it knows the outcome. Suspense, like shock, is easy to start and hard to finish. The
revelation at the end must justify the wait. We all experience feeling cheated by
this plot device in certain movies of suspense that short change the audience in the
outcome.

Drama

Can you tell a story in twenty seconds? Television commercials have got it down to
an art. Quick cuts minimize the visual information and allow mini-dramas, mini-
love stories, and mini-plots to unfold. There’s the entertainment story in which
a brand of coffee serves as a focal point. A host or hostess makes noises in the
kitchen like a percolator and serves up instant coffee. The comedy reinforces the
message that you can’t tell the difference between fresh coffee and instant if you
don’t know which is which. These dramas can become little mini-series so that
audiences become intrigued about the next episode. Meanwhile, they get exposure
to the message. A credit card gets a character out of a scrape like in an Indiana Jones
adventure. Someone has a splitting headache or a migraine. An important life event
such as a key assignment at work, or a wedding, or a date is barely manageable.
A friend urges the person to take the brand name painkiller. The crisis is averted,
and it’s smiles all round. The strategy is to mime little dramas typical to life and
organize a happy ending turning on the use of the product.

Kids

Children, babies, and animals are always good for pathos. People respond to cute
kids and cute animals. Temporarily, they stop using their brains and respond
emotionally. Children aren’t only used for breakfast cereal. A recent ad for Delta,
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promoting their new nonstop flights, showed a little girl sulking because her daddy
didn’t change planes in Chicago anymore and therefore couldn’t buy her a present.

One of the cleverest and most effective uses of a baby ever was achieved by
Michelin in a television commercial. On screen are four tread marks from Michelin
tires on a flat color background. The commentary makes the point that the main
safety features of any car are the four points of contact with the road. Match dis-
solve to a baby sitting on the ground in the middle. Viewers are forced to use visual
logic to put together two ideas. You want to protect the most vulnerable passenger
any of us will carry—a helpless baby. The tire tread of your four wheels is your only
contact with the road in all emergency situations. Your choice of tires is a factor in
that safety. The sell is just the brand name on screen. The visual logic goes some-
thing like: (baby vulnerability standing for indisputable wish for safety) + (choice
of tire is your choice of tread contact with the road) = (brand name Michelin). It is
elegant, simple, and brilliant as a piece of visual communication. A variation was to
put a baby inside an automobile tire smiling and gurgling happily. Again, the econ-
omy of the visual imagery forces the audience to understand the message through
visual logic. This is a picture worth a thousand words. Visual imagery is nonverbal
communication. Michelin’s ad communicates effectively through visual imagery.
This is meta-writing at its best resulting in stunning visual metaphor. Simplicity is
also a virtue in Michelin’s highly creative and inexpensive ad. Such visual writing is
not limited to advertising. It is essential to powerful dramatic writing for the screen.

Testimonial

There are two types of testimonials: real and fake. Another way to categorize them
would be to contrast celebrity testimonial with simulated testimonial. If you can
find a well-known personality to endorse your product, you get the attention of
your audience. The public will give you the time of day because of the famous
name. Sprint used Candace Bergen because of her notoriety in the TV series
Murphy Brown. This was followed briefly by Sela Ward because of the success of
the ABC TV series Once and Again. Now Catherine Zeta-Jones performs a similar
role for T-Mobile. Cosmetics, perfumes and beauty products often use an actress
as a poster girl for their products.

Simulated testimonial occurs on television everyday in ads for pain killers and
cold remedies. We have become inured to them, but they must work well enough
because advertisers keep using them. A white-coated actor playing a doctor, speak-
ing earnestly into camera, affirms the effectiveness of the drug. An anonymous but
professional-looking man or woman usually walking along in a tracking shot, speak-
ing into the camera, tells you sincerely how one pain killer is prescribed by doctors
more than any other. The presenter mimics the role of a news reporter, expert,
or anchor. Many ads for feminine hygiene products rely on simulated and acted
testimonial by a suitably cast representative woman.

Real testimonial also has a place in this repertoire of strategies. Housewives
testify that a given laundry detergent washes whiter than another. Or, submitted to
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a double-blind test, they just happen to pick the load of laundry that was washed
with the advertised product. AT&T ran a series of ads that were based on real,
spontaneous testimonial of people on the street saying that they preferred AT&T
long-distance service. As the production company was filming, the lawyers were
vetting the content and ruling whether the statements could be used or not. People
in the shots used were paid and had to sign a waiver permitting use of the testimo-
nial. This last example is an unscripted documentary technique. Most of the others
are scripted ideas. Most of these devices can be used in longer corporate videos as
we shall see in the next chapter.

Special Effects

Today, many of the images we see on screen are computer generated. The 1999
prequel of the Star Wars trilogy, The Phantom Menace, is rumored to contain at least
80 percent computer-animated images despite the presence of live actors. Industrial
Light and Magic, the company founded by George Lucas, has been responsible for
many of the extraordinary computer generated special effects in theatrical films
such as Jurassic Park. Now there are so many software toolkits on PCs and Macs
that can create stunning graphics and animation that contemporary scriptwriters
can fantasize scenes almost without inhibition.

A good example is the First Union ads that make skyscrapers merge and collapse
to make a visual metaphor for corporate merger (see the video on the DVD). The
camera wanders in a surrealistic, computer-generated fantasy world, a futuristic
urban landscape reminiscent of Blade Runner (1982), suggesting the predicament
of the consumer trying to deal with the world of financial services. It is a visual
statement about the alarming uncertainty of the financial world.

Palm trees and crabs can be made to dance on a tropical beach to advertise a
cruise line. A fully formed Dodge is morphed out of a sheet of metal. As a rule,
these special effects are ways of getting attention by challenging visual norms and
defying reality. Once again, the device has to serve the message, or the audience
will remember the effect and not the message.

Sexuality

Sexual innuendo is probably the oldest technique of all. Every new medium has
exploited erotic interest, whether the early moving image peep shows (Edison’s
Kinetoscope, then the rival Mutograph), interactive CD-ROMs (Virtual Valerie),
or the Internet, where so many web sites purvey pornography. In the advertising
world, sex sells. Is there an ad for perfume or aftershave that doesn’t imply that
the product will attract the opposite sex like flies? The same goes for most fashion
advertising. Beer and soft drinks get on the sex bandwagon too. A strong seductive
technique of persuasion is the look straight into the lens. Another technique you
recognize is the big close-up of lips, or the framing of some part of the female
body—Ilooks, smiles, batting eyelashes. Somebody has to write this stuff into a
script. What we see, however, is the finished product, which has been produced
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and directed. The director has interpreted the script and talent has interpreted the
role, but the intention is clear: to get audience attention by appealing to their sexual
interest.

As I'm writing this paragraph, the television is on. An ad comes on for an herbal
shampoo. A woman whose car has broken down is stopped at a gas station. She
asks the mechanic under the hood where she can freshen up. He throws her a
key. In the washroom, she washes her hair (fat chance!). Pack shot! As she washes
she starts to cry “Yes, yes, yes.” Dissolve to brushing out her dry bouncing hair as
she emerges from the rest room. “Yes, yes” becomes louder. The mechanic looks
up, bangs his head on the hood. The radiator spurts steam. Get the allusion? She
asks if the car is ready. He says it will be a little while longer. Pack shot with a
title: Herbal Essence—A totally organic experience. Get the pun? Notice the rip-off
of the film, When Harry Met Sally, in which Meg Ryan simulates an orgasm in a
restaurant? Somebody wrote this ad with the sexual strategy in mind. The shampoo
confers sexual power on the woman who uses it. Many others have followed in the
same vein.

Recruiting the Audience as a Character

One common and effective way to use the television medium is recruit the audi-
ence as a character in the spot. Television and video work well in close-up. When
talent looks straight into the lens and addresses the audience, a direct connection
to the viewer is made. The artifice of the camera creates a psychological effect that
approximates someone speaking to you personally. Many spots are written so that
a character speaks confidentially to the audience. It is the exact opposite of the
fictional film technique, which depends on the actors never looking into the lens.
In fact, the illusion of the film story would be instantly destroyed. Exceptions are
certain comedies that deliberately use the technique of an aside to the audience,
which derived from the theatrical device of a character speaking to the audience
much used in Shakespearean and Restoration comedy. Ads frequently use asides
and very often rely on a to-the-lens address.

Mixing Devices and Techniques

It is not difficult to see that many ads and PSAs combine more than one of these
strategies. You can be sexy and funny. Special effects can be a means of creating
humor. Television is a powerful medium and it is not surprising that commercial
organizations quickly worked out ways, helped by public relations practitioners, of
establishing a presence and making use of the power of the medium in ways other
than paid television advertising.
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Infomercials

The infomercial is a relatively new television format that has grown up with the
emergence of cable television channels. It is another way for a channel to make
money. Companies or enterprises pay for the time, which is cheaper than the
broadcast channels that make money selling spots in network programming. You've
all seen them. They masquerade as interview or talk shows, in which a guest or
guests are talking to a presenter about a product or service. There are real estate
schemes, get-rich-quick seminars (“I guarantee you will make money out of my
scheme”), exercise devices, cosmetics, diet plans, you name it. They are periodically
interrupted with buying breaks in which the 800 number comes on screen with the
credit cards that can be used to purchase the service or product. While some of this
dialogue can be improvised as in a talk or interview show, the format itself has to
be scripted.

Video News Releases

The video news release is another result of the proliferation of television channels.
It is the video equivalent of a press release in print. Companies create a news
story related to a product that is professionally produced and distributed free to TV
stations in the hope that they will insert it into the news. Many smaller markets
are short on material and find that a professionally produced story about a new
pharmaceutical drug embedded in a story about scientific research into cancer fits
nicely into a science reporting category. The fact that this particular manufacturer’s
new drug is featured as part of the story is acceptable if it is not too blatantly
promoted. It is not advertising. It is a new form of publicity planted in news-like
stories. A lot of this type of writing is given to journalists because it resembles
journalistic writing. It mimics the objectivity of the news story and utilizes the
same techniques of to-camera presenters and documentary footage.

Billboards and Transportation Ads

Billboards are a form of visual communication for commercial purposes that has
evolved with the increase in consumer ownership of automobiles. Of course, peo-
ple riding on surface public transport also see city billboards, as do pedestrians.
Large surfaces such as the sides of buildings become canvases for outdoor ads that
have developed a style and technique appropriate to the medium. The primary
determinant of how a billboard works is its method of delivery. Delivery of the
message depends on drive-by duration. You do not see crowds gathering around
billboards, as the dominant audience of billboards is the motorist or passenger of a
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motor vehicle. The sight line from the billboard to the viewer exists for a matter of
seconds as the vehicle drives by.

This fundamental context for reading billboards and posters leads to several
logical axioms about billboard copy writing:

¢ the message has to be comprehensible within seconds

e there has to be a strong visual idea behind the billboard

e text takes too long to read and has to be limited to large phrases
e the visual idea can work independently of text

® messages use strategies of humor and shock, just like TV ads

e successful campaigns become series (Got Milk?)

The billboard illustrates very well the difference between informational, moti-
vational and behavioral objectives. Clearly, information which is mainly text
dependent has a limited place. Although behavioral objectives can work and
billboards can deliver 800 numbers to act on, the primary objective is going
to be motivational. Billboards are interesting examples of visual communication
because of the severe constraints imposed on their content, which must read in an
instant. Their message has to achieve an extreme economy in audience capture and
communication.

In 1999, the Outdoor Advertising Association of America commissioned a study
to measure motorists’ response to outdoor advertising using special “ShopperVision”
eyeglasses that document the actual seeing experience of a passenger’s perspective.!
The study shows that the following elements are important and register with an
audience as follows in descending order of importance:

Bright/cheerful colors 30%

Uniqueness (movement/extensions) 26%
The color ‘yellow’ 18%
Catchy/clever/cute/humorous 14%
Personal relevance 14%
Familiarity/repeat exposure 12%
Product illustration 12%

If a campaign deploys more than one medium, like the “Got Milk?” campaign, it
allows billboard design to trade on the print ads and exploit the familiarity and
repetition. A print ad can use more text because the page can be studied. In the
billboard, the image predominates. The milk moustache becomes the main visual
idea coupled with celebrity. So two strategies are combined. First, there is repeat
exposure across media which helps. The humor is important. All kinds of celebrities
are, in a sense, brought down to the level of you and me. The visual makes a
great common denominator. The image of the milk moustache makes a wordless
statement.
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Again, Apple’s “Think Different” campaign use a celebrity value in its print ads
and billboards. However, they are not like the “Got Milk?” celebrities because they
are, more often than not, historical celebrities. They are creative geniuses, usually
unconventional, not necessarily beautiful. Because they did not follow convention
or the crowd, they were innovators, inventors, thinkers, scientists, and artists. The
visual statement is, “Here is a genius who changed human history.” They are not
using Macs; indeed, most could not have. The association implies that people like
these tend to choose Macs; this is communicated visually. They thought differently.
The ad invites you to do the same. Buying a Mac and using a Mac by association
links you to genius and originality. This kind of visual elision between thoughts that
compresses a syllogism into a single glance has to rank high as visual communication.
It is more than just a picture; it is a train of thought. Of course, the text, “Think
different,” is itself a verbal and grammatical embodiment of the picture. So they
are apposite. One is a clue to the other. “Think” is a verb in the imperative mood.
Adjectives (“different”) do not modify verbs despite the vernacular misuse of the
language in phrases such as “I did good.” The correct expression would be, “Think
differently!” So the deliberate grammatical mistake underlines the message, which
expresses the maverick and unconventional mind.

Although visual writing is generally narrative, this narrative needs key moments
and key images that compress the meaning into a single glance. Most good films
have such moments. Even corporate communications, as we have seen, depend on
this visual poetic device which is the equivalent of a figure of speech. It is called
metonymy. Apple’s Mac stands for originality, for creators, for those who think
differently than the crowd. The viewer is a character or a player in the ad. A key
component of the ad is the viewer’s recognition, or the viewer supplying a missing
link. It is the visual compression of a statement: if you know who Maria Callas

Figure 5.4 “Left, an advertisement from the “Got Milk?” campaign. Right, Muhammad Ali in
Apple’s “Think Different” ad campaign.”
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(a famous opera singer and artist) is, you are part of a certain elite. If you recognize
Einstein or Bob Dylan, you are part of that elite that thinks “different.” That elite
uses Macs. It is part of the same world. You could argue that it is the opposite of
“Got Milk?” “Think Different” is exclusive; “Got Milk” is inclusive. The one is for the
few; the other is for the many.

As you drive into or out of Boston on the Mass Pike, you see a number of
billboards. The one that most merits our attention is dedicated to gun control. It is
not a normal billboard, but the side of a long building. The messages always contract
and compress verbal and visual meaning once again in apposite ways. The ad that
comes to mind consisted of a statement in large letters, “Bullets Leave Holes.” At
the end of this phrase, we see a series of frontal shots of kids. One of them is an
outline blank hole where a child was. The verbal cleverness in the double entendre
on “holes” matches the visual image and gives it value.

Another example of ingenious visual communication found in downtown Boston
concerned an anti-smoking campaign. The billboard is the approximate size of a
room with the dimensions marked on the billboard. The text message is: “Second-
hand smoke spreads like cancer.” The double meaning of “spreads” anchors the
visual idea that is instantaneously understood, that the way cigarette smoke diffuses
throughout a room is a potential cause of cancer for non-smokers in the room. The
image is the smoke, which is the cancer spreading. The power of this idea is that
the audience fills in the blank billboard with the visual—a room with furniture and
a smoke haze. The audience has been coopted to create its own visual. This is a
very effective strategy because each viewer has an individual personal image, which
is more powerful than a generic image that the advertiser might try to create.

The billboard and signage industry is the domain of the copywriter rather than
the scriptwriter. The copywriter is going to have to work closely with a creative
director or a graphic designer so that the very few words allowed on the bill-
board achieve concision, bounce off and complement the visual. The text stripped
out would probably mean very little unless it were a company slogan or motto
with an independent existence. However, there is little writing that precedes the
design in the form of concept or needs analysis because agencies probably use an
artist or graphic designer to draw roughs and then pitch the concept verbally at a
creative meeting. This is really meta-writing or visual thinking that underlies the
creative idea.

So we see that visual writing is critical to an advertising copywriter’s arsenal. It
applies to transportation posters and to full page print ads which often work like
posters with a key phrase that unlocks an image. The visual has to be strong to attract
the reader flipping through pages of ads to get to the articles in a magazine. This
way of constructing messages as a kind of informational and motivational sandwich
is very effective and is essentially the same mode of imagination that informs the
work of the scriptwriter. The kind of writing we are trying to develop—compressed,
elided, visual—is common to copywriters in an advertising world, or scriptwriters
in a corporate or entertainment world.
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Advertising on the World Wide Web

In 1996, there was little or no advertising on the internet. In 2006, advertising is
a problem. There now exists a battery of new ways to reach audiences by inserting
messages into web interaction, from animation to pop-ups, to click mapping that
tracks the browser. There is a new form of digital signage that puts messages on the
desktop of web users via their ISP or their internet portal, in relation to their brows-
ing choices. Writing web copy has to reflect a new medium and how it functions.

Advertising on the web has many advantages. It is cheap to produce and can be
updated quickly and easily compared to print and television. It can get the viewer
to respond by providing interactive cues to click on something that is either fun,
instructive, or logical that will produce a result, answer a question or show you a
product. The links allow the ad to occupy very little real estate on the desktop but
link to client web pages where an unlimited amount of detail can satisfy any level
of consumer curiosity. The traffic can be measured by clicks and hits on web sites, a
much more precise measure than ratings on television or circulation of print media.
In the latter media you do not have any measure of how many viewers see or read
read your ad other than the ratings and audience share. This is a guess, whereas
web hits can be counted.

Web portals are businesses that need to build significant value for customers.
Their objective is to get people in front of their content. To do this, they have to
personalize sites, browsers, and portals to flatter the user. Search engines, formerly
simple utilitarian tools, are evolving so that searching becomes embedded in other
activities such as downloading music, viewing pictures, reading articles and collect-
ing information. The next generation of search engines will learn your interests and
habits.? Association of products and services with personalized search engines will
provide more efficient advertising. You can see this strategy working by using the
Google search engine. Product placement increasingly provides a click through link
to take you to a web site to buy. Paid-for click advertising becomes a major source
of revenue.

Copywriting for the web will undoubtedly change so that the advertising will be
structural rather than text based. The function of advertising, which is to deliver a
message about a product or service to an audience that potentially needs or wants
it, will be served by delivering the surfer to the relevant site. The message will be
enacted based on embedded intelligence in the browser gathered from the way you
use your browser rather than offered to an audience for response. You don’t need
to respond to a particular message because your responses, at least your range of
responses, are already known. You see ads that Correspond to your interests.

As advertising on the internet increases in quantity and interactive complexity,
copywriters and creative directors will have to comprehend interactivity and begin
to conceptualize campaigns that integrate with internet services and interactive
content on websites and interactive entertainment media. These are discussed in
Chapter 15.
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Formats

Applying visual writing techniques to commercial messages involves the whole
gamut of devices and strategies that are available to the medium of moving pictures,
whether video or film. Advertising and promotional budgets often allow writers and
producers to exploit all the special effects and all the technology of the medium.
The most adaptable format for the writer is the dual-column format. It is much
easier to communicate very precise, split-second timing of shots, effects, and voice-
overs by lining up numbered shots in parallel so that the producer knows exactly
what to shoot and the editor knows exactly what to edit. To communicate to clients
who may not be able to read the dual-column format easily, storyboards serve the
important function of visualizing the key frames for the client so that the image can
be related to voice and effects. The storyboard, however, does not describe all of
the detail of the shot as well as the dual-column script can. Camera movement has
to be described, as do transitions and effects. The dual-column script is sort of like
the architect’s blueprint, whereas the storyboard is somewhat like the architect’s
sketch of what a building will look like. The client needs the sketch; the builder
needs the blueprint.

Conclusion

Ads and PSAs are highly concentrated mini-scripts that embody many of the tech-
niques of longer form entertainment scripts. They require visual writing and rely on
strong visual communication. They are an excellent training ground for beginning
writers. Many of the techniques discussed in this chapter apply to longer forms of
video communication that are needed by corporations and organizations to promote,
sell, or market products and services. They are also used for training, education,
and self-help. These applications are dealt with in the chapters that follow.

Exercises

1. Watch PSAs on television and analyze how they work by writing down the
seven-step thinking behind them. In other words, reverse engineer the ad.

2. Call up a local advertising agency or a local public service organization and
ask them what public service announcements they are working on and offer
to write one.

3. Pick out an advertisement or PSA that really holds your attention. Analyze
how it works. What is the creative strategy that keeps you watching and
therefore being exposed to the message?

4. Write a storyboard of an existing commercial or PSA that you know. Try out
the software program Storyboard Artist.
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5. Pick one of the strategies or devices described in this chapter and use it to
write a TV spot or a PSA. For example, use a shock effect in a PSA on drug
or alcohol abuse, use sexuality to sell a healthy diet, or use humor to
promote racial tolerance and diversity tolerance.

6. Write an infomercial for the business idea of an on-campus laundry service.

7. Write a video news release for a new birth control drug in the context of
research into human reproduction.

Endnotes

Thttp://www.oaaa.org/images/upload/research/
200324847362083611150.pdf

2This is the vision of Jerry Yang, co-founder of Yahoo!, expressed in a television
interview with Charlie Rose on PBS television in March 2005.
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Corporate Communications

Corporations, nonprofit organizations, government departments, and businesses
large and small often use a visual medium like video to communicate important
information and ideas to both internal and external audiences. Before video, they
used film. Corporate use of visual media started early, although infrequently, in
the days of silent film. Armour & Company, the Chicago meat packers, used the
Polyscope Company to make a promotional film of their stockyards to counter the
negative publicity brought about by Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle (1906), which
exposed the less-than-desirable practices of the meat-packing industry.!

Today, making video and television for corporate clients, often called the non-
broadcast industry, is a huge business, larger even than the more visible broadcast
television industry. It is hard to see that because of the way television and cable
dominate most people’s lives. The general public sees very little of the output
of the non-broadcast producers for the simple reason that the target audience for
these videos is rarely the general public, and the videos are seldom seen on cable
or broadcast networks. You may get to see an industrial or commercial video as a
customer of a service or a purchaser of a product. Most people do not think about
the vast number of writers, producers, and directors who make their livings creating
these videos for corporate clients. Many of these creative talents migrated from the
broadcasting and entertainment worlds. Some of them work in both.

The “modern age” of mass communication began in 1924, when sound was linked
to pictures for the first “talkie.” Though it’s not widely known, the first time sound
was synchronized with film was for a classic PR use—a 1924 informational tour of
Western Electric’s Hawthorn plant, hosted by the company’s Vice President.?

Many very large corporations, like FedEx, maintain private television networks
to communicate with their workforce or sales force. Others have their own produc-
tion studios and postproduction facilities. They are largely self-sufficient producers
of their own video needs. As such they are like a production company within
the corporation that employs writers, producers, directors, graphic artists, editors,
and the supporting personnel to produce a large number of videos or programs
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each year. The management decision to invest in the equipment and overhead to
produce in-house would only be triggered by a large and ongoing need for visual
communication within the company.

Even so, some companies contract outside vendors or video production com-
panies, of which there are many in each major commercial center, to make their
videos for them. Some companies do both. They make some productions in-house
and contract out others. Many buy services from freelance creative talent such as
directors and, in particular, writers. It is probably true to say that most scriptwriters
are freelance although there are staff positions within these corporate studios. One
way to see the size of the industry that services corporate video production needs
is to look at the Yellow Pages for your city under “video producer.” You will see
that most companies listed, other than the producers of wedding videos, produce
commissioned audio visual work for clients.

Typical Corporate Communication Problems

To understand the business of corporate media, you need to look at some of the
communication problems that corporations and organizations face for which media
can be a solution. For example, when I bought an early model cellular phone, Bell
Atlantic (now Verizon) supplied a video to explain how to use a cellular phone
and how their cellular system worked. A professional anchor or actress talked to
camera. Cutaways to close-ups showed how the phone worked. The video answered
a number of the questions that come up for a person using such a product for the
first time. Most videos of this kind have a cost benefit. That is to say, the cost of
making the video is compensated by a saving to the company in customer service
calls and the employee time needed to deal with basic questions. In other words,
this company anticipated a problem and found a solution by making a video. There
are other factors and other benefits. Forestalling customer problems and making the
product or service more successful is a strong benefit that is hard to value in dollars
and cents. It is worth a lot and justifies the video dollars that a management decides
to spend on the communication exercise.

This example shows that there is a rationale behind any video that is commis-
sioned by an organization or corporation. Now corporate marketing and public
relations employs non-linear as well as linear media. Brochures and catalogues are
produced on CD-ROMs and DVDs. Product catalogues are searchable databases on
a web site. So the need to match a solution to a corporate communications problem
extends beyond plain “vanilla” video.

Production companies have to be more versatile than they used to be. The
range of media solutions has increased, and video has become a component of
fixed interactive media and web sites. Corporations and organizations have a range
of communication problems that need to be solved. Solving those problems is a
creative service that production companies supply. They also provide production
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and postproduction services. They deliver a finished product ready for distribution.
Small business-card size CDs can hold a promotional brochure for products and ser-
vices. Video is primarily motivational rather than informational, often a component
of fixed interactive and online media. The range of media solutions has expanded
so that step 6 of the 7-step method that queries what medium is appropriate and
why becomes more urgent and a key part of developing a creative concept.

In this process, the scriptwriter has an important role. You need to understand
that role, and you need to see how to develop your thinking and writing skills to
make a career in that field. Earning a living in that market is much more likely than
in the entertainment market, which is smaller and highly competitive. It is easier to
sell your talent to write a $1500 script for which the client or corporate producer
is taking a small risk than to persuade a TV producer that you can write a series
or even an episode of a series, let alone a feature film for which budgets run into
millions of dollars. Let it be said, though, that you should not limit yourself or your
ambitions, and that you can migrate from one market to another and back again.

To understand the kind of problem that writers are given in the corporate mar-
ket and for which they have to devise solutions, you have to start thinking from the
client’s point of view. You have to see their need, their predicament, and, some-
times, their shortsightedness about their own communication problems. Corporate
video is not about self-expression, that is, saying what you want to say. It is about
expressing what others want to say. Sometimes they don’t know what to say or
how to say it. Selling your visual writing talent to help them find a solution can
be creatively demanding and personally satisfying, as well as financially rewarding.
It does mean, however, that you won'’t necessarily deal with themes or topics that
you would freely choose to write about.

Because the client determines the subject matter and the message, the writer
often has to learn about fields of activity, manufacturing processes, or technical
information that are totally new. This makes the field intellectually exciting and
challenging. You never know what is going to be thrown at you. You learn about
all sorts of things that you would otherwise never come across. That is why a good
general education with strong verbal and analytical skills is important. Every com-
pany’s business has unique products or special preoccupations that you have to
assimilate and communicate to an audience. You have to read and digest manu-
als, brochures, and do background research, not to mention absorb verbal input
from managers, subject matter experts, and employees on site visits. You are often
entrusted with confidential or sensitive commercial information. You need to get
up to speed very quickly and be able to discriminate between essential informa-
tion and background noise. Corporate scriptwriting demands a creative imagination
combined with a realistic understanding of business environments.

Corporate communication problems are never ending. A pharmaceutical drug
company wants to get the attention of cardiologists, so it makes a video about
pacemakers and the latest technology instead of trying to hard sell a particular
drug. In this way, it can get the attention of its target audience, create an event
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and promote the drug indirectly. Shell invents a bitumen compound that won’t
wear out but is more expensive than traditional road asphalt. It also results in a
porous road surface that allows rainwater to drain away, thereby putting a stop to
hazardous plumes of spray behind trucks and other vehicles. How can a petroleum
company persuade municipal and highway authorities to use the new product when
it is more expensive than traditional asphalt surfaces? One effective communication
tool is to show how the product works. When trucks pass from a conventional road
surface to the patented porous surface, the camera shows how the plume of spray
drops instantly. Then there is a story to tell—how the product was invented, case
histories, testimonials, and benefits. The scriptwriter is the one who has to learn
the story and interpret it to the chosen audience.

A department of education wants to ensure safety in school laboratories where
Bunsen burners and chemicals pose a hazard. How do you do it? How about getting
a known television comedian to dress up as a school kid and pretend to be going
through all of the mistakes that school children go through? It is funny and serious
at the same time. You have found a way to reach a young audience and get them
to pay attention to a message and absorb information. Designing a successful script
and seeing it made into a working video is a really big turn-on. Getting paid to do
it makes it an even greater pleasure. Are you getting interested?

A telecommunications manufacturer supplies state-of-the-art light-wave multi-
plexers (get your mind around that one), and has to respond to an enhanced delivery
and installation timetable imposed by its main customer, who is losing a million dol-
lars a week in revenue because of lack of capacity to handle the traffic. You have
to communicate a new schedule and plan for a way to deliver and install exchanges
and motivate the people involved to achieve the objective. You get a 2-inch-thick
manual for technicians to read and have to figure out what it all means and what
will make meaningful video and what information is best left in print form. Maybe
this is not much fun, but you are a professional. You can think through the com-
munications problem and come up with a solution. The corporate world is willing
to pay big bucks for these solutions.

An oil company faces perennial safety issues because hydrocarbons are volatile
and flammable in both liquid and gaseous form. Every maintenance procedure
involves serious hazards because teams with different skills are involved and may
not know what the others are doing. A lock-out safety procedure is in place that
protects the life of each worker, not to mention the physical plant of the refinery
or tank farm. When it has been ignored, it has led to loss of life in accidents. How
do you get the life-saving message across? The audience must watch, listen, and
learn. Perhaps more important, the audience must change its behavior or put into
practice what it learns from your video. You are the ringmaster, the impresario.

A laboratory department in an oil company needs to show the executive board
that its research facility saves its cost many times over because of specific improve-
ments to drilling mud and a process that saves the loss of expensive chemicals in
the refining process.
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A national chain of record stores wants to train its personnel in procedures that
reduce shoplifting and to make sure that they know how to deal with a shoplifting
situation correctly if it occurs.

A construction company that has built cooling towers for a nuclear power station
wants to show its engineering innovations in managing the job with pre-cast concrete
sections and coordinating teamwork in erecting the tower. Construction takes over
two years. What makes their engineering different or better than anyone else’s? You
have to find a visual metaphor or way of telling the story that makes the difference.

The regional government of Midi-Pyrénées in France wants to promote itself as
a dynamic region for investment to aerospace and biotechnology companies that
can benefit from the existing national research laboratories and research university
of Toulouse. You have to find a way to blend history and modernity and weave
together a bundle of separate stories.3

A company wants to educate new hires in the corporate jargon that is full of
acronyms and abbreviations that are like a foreign language and must be learned by
all new hires to understand written and spoken communications.

Other Corporate Uses of Media

Corporate communications is a fast moving and dynamic world. Producers are quick
to innovate and propose media solutions that exploit the very latest technology.
So corporate video has changed over the years. It has become shorter, more moti-
vational, and targeted at specific opportunities. There is no better way to capture
a CEQO’s message to shareholders or to employees, now more likely to be streamed
to the corporate website rather than distributed on videotape. Think of video as
a component in increasingly interactive solutions on the web. This make sense,
especially when content needs to be updated regularly.

Fixed media are ideal for cheap distribution of catalogues, interactive brochures,
and service manuals when the content will have a reasonable life expectancy.
Corporate marketing can choose between a product launch in a meeting with a
video component or a website with its potential for viral marketing as well as tra-
ditional video, increasingly likely to be on DVD and therefore, offer interactive
options. So Annual General Meetings, product launches, product promotion, sales
training, technical installations, service manuals and product updates, all can be
delivered via interactive solutions on a website or on fixed media. There are public
relations stories, annual reports to shareholders, and prestige corporate image videos.
There are internal public relations explaining policy changes, product changes, and
health and pension benefits. There are endless training needs including safety train-
ing, personnel training, and management training. Training is such a big part of
corporate communication that it merits a chapter of its own following this one.
A later chapter in Part IV dedicated to writing for interactive media has more on
interactive corporate communications.

DVD
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DVD

Meetings with a Visual Focus

Management means meetings. Management constantly needs to communicate new
policies, information, and strategies to submanagers and to employees; so they
have meetings. Small meetings might be built around a computer-produced slide
presentation. These sorts of PowerPoint presentations with graphic presentation of
facts and figures and bulleted points can be projected on larger screens for larger
meetings. Big companies also hold big meetings because they have hundreds of
managers or sales representatives. They want to motivate these people to do a
better job or to put a new policy into practice. They want to bring all their dealers
together to launch a new product or a new model. Good marketing starts by getting
the dealers to believe that the new product or new model is competitive and that
they can make money selling it. The manufacturer might spend what to us is a small
fortune on a meeting with visual focus. This might include slides, video, music, live
demonstrations, and the “reveal,” which is a dramatic unveiling of the new model or
product that inspires the audience of dealers. Without the visual focus, the meeting
would boil down to speeches by sales executives and CEOs. Talk is talk. You can
only take so much.

Meetings are also about rewards. IBM used to mount an annual awards event
for its best salespeople called the Golden Globe Awards. They were often held in
an exotic location, such as Honolulu, Cannes, or Las Vegas, with presentations and
keynote addresses by senior executives in the company. It was a reward but also
an opportunity for internal public relations and promotion.* If a company brings
together 1000 or more of its sales force or its dealers, it has an unparalleled oppor-
tunity to communicate corporate vision and motivate its people. Such meetings can
be very elaborate, big budget extravaganzas with highly original concepts accom-
panied by elaborately produced multimedia presentations designed to motivate the
sales force. Motivation is, as we have said before, derives from the same root as emo-
tion. Motivation with words alone is possible but difficult. Great orators have great
reputations, whether Cicero in the Roman Senate, the representatives of the first
continental Congress of the States, or Abraham Lincoln at Gettysburg. Great ora-
tors are not common in corporate management. Visual media can call on powerful
visual images and multi-track stereo sound that impacts the senses so that messages
are experienced as well as heard or read. Guess who is needed to think up these
visual experiences and develop the management themes? Yes, scriptwriters! More
work for scriptwriters who know how to deal with corporate communication! This
is big business. It is also exciting to do. It is a kind of business theater.

Mars, a candy manufacturer, is having an internal meeting of salespeople to
launch a marketing and sales program. To dramatize the meeting and its rivalry with
other candy bar manufacturers, the conference is built around a giant chess board
on which key pieces of the sales strategy correspond to chess pieces. A real chess
game is worked out that ends in checkmate for the competition. Key executives
speak to the themes, which are dramatized by moving a life-size chess piece on
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the floor. Writing the speeches and writing the scenario for the marketing chess
game is work for a writer.

Getting Background and Product Knowledge

The most important job a writer has to do is to think, not just write. If the right
thinking takes place, the right writing will follow. When you write for clients, you
have to get inside their business, inside their mentality, and adopt their communi-
cation problem. Of course, you bring an outside point of view to their problem,
which is one of your strongest points. You see with fresh eyes some salient feature
that to them is habituated and sometimes no longer visible.

There are several ways to get background: by reading, visiting places, and talk-
ing to people. Reading could start with an encyclopedia and end with a memo.
Most clients dump all the literature, manuals, and brochures they can find on you.
Usually, there is more than you need. You have to apply a selective filter to it all.
You have to formulate in your mind an inclusion/exclusion mechanism, learning
to discard the material that is beyond the scope of your subject matter. You also
have to measure the depth of knowledge you need about a given detail. You cannot
become a cardiologist overnight, or a petroleum chemist, or a telecommunications
engineer. You can, on the other hand, think through the audience’s need and read
intelligently on their behalf.

Another way you can collect information is by visiting the client’s place of busi-
ness, production sites, and sales outlets. This visual input is crucial for most writers.
It shows you the most likely locations for action settings. It provides you with
visual background and images that help you to write for the camera. Sometimes,
it also enables you to see and understand industrial and manufacturing processes or
technical problems that remain abstract if all you do is read about them.

The last way of collecting information, talking to people, is also indispensable.
This could mean talking to your client’s managers, employees, or customers. You
frequently have meetings with small groups of people called together by your client
because they all have expertise, experience, or interest in the subject matter. You
have to listen carefully, think quickly, and ask relevant questions. Take names and
contact numbers so that you can consult particular people when you are on your
own and baffled by a question which one of these people will surely be able to
answer. One or more of these people will be subject matter experts, sometimes
referred to as SMEs.

Using Subject Matter Experts

A subject matter expert is someone designated by the client as an authority on a
particular topic or subject matter. If a video project involves technical or scientific
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subject matter, an SME is a necessity. If an SME is not assigned to the job, you
should ask for one or more. Talking to this person is often the breakthrough that
you need. A good tactic is to ask the SME to explain things to you in response
to specific questions that you think out. Most SMEs love to explain things. Most
videos are targeted to an audience that is much less knowledgeable than subject
matter experts. Therefore, your interrogation of an SME makes you an ambassador
or a representative for that audience. It is an exciting and responsible job entrusted
to you as a writer researching the topic or theme.

Video Versus Print Media or Interactive Media

The world of corporate communications is very dynamic and in a state of constant
evolution. 16mm film was once the only production medium for visual commu-
nication. In the 1970s, Sony’s industrial U-matic videocassette format (1966) was
joined by the domestic half-inch formats of which only JVC’s VHS format survives.
Video recording and portable video liberated television from the exclusive province
of broadcasters and studio production. Location and production costs came within
the budget of corporate departments. Then the convergence of video and comput-
ers in a digital domain led to a form of production that allowed multiple media to
coexist in digital form on a computer hard drive. Then programs could be made
that were menu driven and nonlinear. Linear program content runs from beginning
to end in a predetermined order and period of time that the viewer must follow,
whereas non-linear media allow random access determined by the user. Video was
then subordinated to an interactive multimedia world. This interactive multimedia
experience could be stored on a CD-ROM or DVD, and also exist as a complex
cluster of web pages at a site on the World Wide Web.

Finally, we must remember that traditional print media are still valid and unbeat-
able for certain kinds of communication. A great deal of information is most easily
accessed and absorbed by using the old Gutenberg technology. What we have now is
a repertoire of communication media and communication methods, each of which
has advantages and disadvantages. The choice of medium has to be matched to

the job.

Video as a Corporate Communications Tool

Although film and video are both linear media, there are differences between them.
Film is photographed and its postproduction time is longer and less versatile in terms
of effects and transitions. Film produces a better quality image but it needs a special
darkened room with a projection booth, a projector, and a projectionist to give an
audience the full experience. Modern digital high definition video can match 16 mm
quality, and film is no longer a corporate medium. Video production is quicker to
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produce and thus more responsive to urgent business needs. The final product
can be distributed on a familiar VHS cassette, DVD, or streamed over the web.
It can be played by anyone on equipment that is found everywhere. The screen size,
and, hence, the audience size, is limited, but that has not inhibited its growth and
popularity as a medium for corporate communicators. For large audiences, more
than one projection screen, or more than one monitor can be provided.

Another reason for the success of video is its use of t