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      •   A website dedicated to the film 

  •   Radio stories, newspaper articles, magazine or television coverage, blog coverage or other ecommu-

 nications

 •   Mutually beneficial partnerships with non-profit organizations, corporations, religious bodies or ed-

 ucational institutions

 •   Word of mouth

 •   Speaking engagements

      •   Public stunts or other creative methods that are focused on making a splash that attracts media 

 and public attention

While this list is only a broad sample of the ways that independent social-issue filmmakers get the word out 

about their films, they seem to currently be the most common and fruitful categories. And, importantly, we of-

ten find that the most successful campaigns come from those teams that think outside the box on outreach and 

strategic communications – connecting with potential audiences in new and surprising ways.

One of the real assets that independent social-issue filmmakers can tap into for their outreach and strategic 

communications work is that, in most cases, there are already organized social movements with which their 

films can collaborate. If mutual benefit (as described in more detail in the next section) is established, managed, 

and communicated effectively, filmmakers can create partnerships with leaders of corresponding social move-

ments to create synergistic relationships. These relationships can make or break the outreach and strategic 

communications of a film. The most effective partnerships often start before the film is complete with time for 

the filmmakers to tap into the needs of the movement, build authentic relationships, get to know organizers, 

and target audiences and help them feel invested in the film’s completion and distribution. For outreach and 

strategic communications, relationships with these partners may look something like this: 

 •   Filmmaker and organization link to one another’s respective websites - especially useful are  “Take  

 Action” steps (as described in more detail below) hosted and co-branded with NGO and non-profit   

 partners).

 •   Filmmaker and organization blog, tweet and send out other communications about one another.

 •   Organization lists and promotes upcoming screenings to local, regional and national target 

 audiences.

 •   Organization hosts or organize their own screenings that they promote extensively to their mem-

 bership.

 •   Filmmaker and organization discuss each other’s work during press opportunities. 
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 •   Initiate a discussion with the audience to help them learn more from each other about what is ha-

 ppening locally on the subject; this is an important method of helping people share their emotions and  

 feel supported.

 •   Ask the audience to spread the word about the film, and more importantly, about the issue through 

  their personal networks, professional circles, local press and their blogs or social networking sites.

An important factor in each of these categories of “asks” is having strong partner relationships, as mentioned in 

the outreach and strategic communications section. During audience engagement, these relationships become 

even more important. “Asks” have to be generated in collaboration with the social movements. The social move-

ment (as represented by non-profit organizations, student groups, individual activists, religious bodies, etc.) can 

use the film to: 

 •   Energize their base audiences.

 •   Bring new people to their core to participate in actions related to the issue.

 •   Raise money for their work.

 •   Educate more people about the often complex issues represented.

 •   Connect the movement with personal stories, emotions and real lives that represent the issues.

 •   Tell untold stories that help to shape the structure and intensity of the debate around the issue.

AUDIENCE ENGAGEMENT SNAPShOT

The Recruiter, a film by Edet Belzberg, continues to accomplish its audience engagement cam-

paign goals. Beginning with a well-defined target audience – high school students, and especially 

those in areas with highly active military recruitment – they are creating spaces in classrooms for 

interactive and thought provoking discussion about the recruitment process and the facts about 

military service. The filmmakers use a curriculum created for the film designed to encourage 

students to think critically about these issues. For example, after a screening of the film at Wilson 

High School in Washington, DC, the students decided in the middle of the lesson that they wanted 

to question their high school’s own Army recruiter and invited him into the classroom right then 

and there. This opened up a very frank and respectful discussion about the military’s presence on 

high school campuses. This is just one example of how the film is encouraging the students to apply 

what they see in the film into their own lives. In order to share this learning with other students, 

educators and parents, the filmmakers film these interactions and post them on their website.
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The filmmaking team benefits from these partnerships because the social movement or the networks of people 

they represent will very likely:

 •   Offer issue-area expertise that is critical to the legitimacy and public palatability of the film.

 •   Help connect the film with local, regional and national policy makers who can be influenced by the 

 story represented in the film.

 •   Have existing well-crafted “asks” that will help audiences easily transition from passive to active 

 around the issue.

 •   Support the filmmaking team in creating, or making accessible, viewer’s guides, fact sheets, school 

 curricula or other online tools that help people to organize and stay involved.

 •   Act as the liaison between the filmmaking team and the activist community so that the film team 

 does not have to start from scratch in establishing these relationships. 

In short, audience engagement is the process of moving a film’s audience from passive viewing to active involve-

ment with the issue represented. It is what happens after audiences see the film and want to use their energy, 

resources, ideas, connections, or time to make a difference. This piece is the most fulfilling for The Fledgling 

Fund because we can begin to see concrete examples of how a film is facilitating social change.
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hOW COMPONENTS WORK TOGEThER

We hope the definitions and examples above have made these three terms more distinct. However, we also 

recognize that while each component has a unique methodology and outcome, they often overlap and support 

one another. The chart below illustrates this synergy:

Figure 1
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DISTRIBUTION, OUTREACh AND STRATEGIC 
COMMUNICATIONS AND AUDIENCE  
ENGAGEMENT AND hOW ThEy CONNECT 
TO ThE FLEDGLING FUND’S  
CREATIvE MEDIA DIMENSIONS OF IMPACT
The Fledgling Fund is committed to assessing the social impact of the projects that we support, and subsequent-

ly our own work. We do this by using our Dimensions of Impact. For a more detailed description of how we use 

this framework, please see our paper on the subject, Assessing Creative Media’s Social Impact.

Figure 2 - Dimensions of Impact 
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Why? Is the issue at a tipping point – 

meaning, is it so close to achieving change 

that your film and its audience engage-

ment campaign may be what would push 

it over the edge and solve the problem? 

These are all preliminary questions that 

must be answered before determining 

a realistic overall social change goal for 

the film. Once that is determined, the 

film team can then turn to identifying the 

target audiences.

When determining the overall social 

change goal, film teams should be aware 

of the “tipping point” for the issue and 

where the issue currently sits within the 

political, social and cultural environments. 

Are people already highly aware of the is-

sue, but don’t know how to solve it? Is it an 

issue that has received little or no atten-

tion up until now? Has there already been 

large or small-scale movements around 

the issue that were unsuccessful? Why? 

Is the issue at a tipping point – meaning, is 

it so close to achieving change that your 

SOCIAL ChANGE GOAL SETTING SNAPShOT

We can look at the film Two Angry Moms to demonstrate the 

process of determining a social change goal. As the film’s 

title suggests, the film follows two mothers on a mission to 

improve the way America’s children eat while they are at 

school. Their overarching social change goal for the film was 

to create a tool for parents and other advocates to learn how 

they can get real, whole, good food into schools and reverse 

the Centers for Disease Control prediction that this is the first 

generation in our nation’s history that will live shorter lives 

than those of their parents. As mothers, they had observed 

that there was typically little recourse for parents who were 

upset about their children’s school food. The film highlights 

best practices around the nation and follows changes at one 

school over a single school year, offering concrete steps for 

audiences to follow. Throughout the process of making the 

film, the lesson they learned was that this goal was not only 

important, but was absolutely achievable. That message is 

articulated in a digestible and non-intimidating way, allowing 

the audience to imagine themselves participating in similar 

change in their own cities.

film and its audience engagement campaign may be what would push it over the edge and solve the problem? 

These are all preliminary questions that must be answered before determining a realistic overall social change 

goal for the film. Once that is determined, the film team can then turn to identifying the target audiences.

What is the Overarching Social Change Goal?
Before thinking about a plan of action, there must first be an overarching social change goal, based on the

subject and nature of the film. It is important that this goal is tangible, realistic and measurable. For example, a 

goal of “world peace” or the “end of poverty” are noble and desirable, but they are, sadly, not realistic (certainly 

not in the short-term or with one film). Instead, something more focused such as “encourage college students 

to think about a career in international development or peace studies” would be more productive. In order to 

determine this goal, film teams should research what the most important avenues for securing change are. For 

example, does the issue require high-level policy change? Local policy change? Grassroots activism? A corporate 

culture shift? A change in consumer behavior? More microlevel change, such as individual mind or behavior 

change or altering family practices? By identifying the most impactful avenues for change, the film team then 

has a strong foundation for planning.

When determining the overall social change goal, film teams should be aware of the “tipping point” for the issue 

and where the issue currently sits within the political, social and cultural environments. Are people already 

highly aware of the issue, but don’t know how to solve it? Is it an issue that has received little or no attention up 

until now? Has there already been large or small-scale movements around the issues that were unsuccessful?
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Clearly, there is much for social issue filmmakers to think about to maximize the social impact of their proj-

ects. And, it often begins right in the middle of the heavy-duty development and production of the film. That 

is exactly why, like most creative pursuits, social issue filmmaking is typically a highly collaborative process, 

right from the beginning. The partnerships described in this paper are essential to achieving social change and 

should not be overlooked. The Fledgling Fund has learned an enormous amount from our grantees, who with 

passion, innovation and real strategic thinking, have used their films to affect social change. Our goal with this 

paper is to share some of the lessons that we have learned from them and others in the field. It is our hope that 

we have effectively defined the differences among distribution, outreach/strategic communications and audi-

ence engagement, and showed how they work together to maximize social impact. Our grantees have taught us 

that effective distribution, outreach/strategic communications and audience engagement can lead to the most 

fulfilling outcome possible – a film that you know has changed hearts and minds, a film that has inspired action 

and, armed with passionate storytelling, has contributed to a movement that will achieve the kind of social 

change that was envisioned when the film was created.

REAChING yOUR AUDIENCES SNAPShOT

No Impact Man, a film about a writer in New York City who conducts a one year 

experiment in which he tries to live with a net-zero impact on the planet, created an 

impressive platform for a creative audience engagement campaign, organized by the 

No Impact Project and their many non-profit partners. One of the target audiences 

was the “armchair environmental activists” who believe in the science behind climate 

change, but who have likely taken very little personal action other than recycling or 

perhapsdonating to an environmental organization. The message of the campaign was 

that 1) we have to take personal responsibility for environmental degradation and 

2) we have to begin to lower our impact by making simple behavior changes, which 

should not be construed as a punishment – but rather as a path to a more fulfilling and 

healthy life. The primary program of the campaign was the No Impact Experiment. The 

No Impact Experiment engaged over 10,000 people in a week-long experiential learn-

ing program where participants gradually reduced their environmental impact to 

discover the many personal benefits of green living. This immersive experience didn’t 

simply tell people the message, it allowed them to live the message for a week and 

build community with other participants from around the world who were also doing 

the experiment. Essentially, this program took the film’s story off of the screen and 

into people’s lives in the most tangible way possible and allowed them to learn these 

valuable lessons for themselves.

CONCLUSION


