
 
Goodman 1 

 
Lauren Goodman 

Independent Study & Mentorship  

Mr. Speice 4A 

16 October 2016 

Research Assessment #4 
 

Date: Oct., 16, 2016 

Subject: Nonfiction vs. Fictional Films 

MLA Citations: 

"What's the Difference between Documentary and Feature Film." VideoUniversity . Web. 

16 Oct. 2016. 

"Assessing Documentary Impact: Three New Resources." Cinema Politica . 17 Apr. 

2015. Web. 16 Oct. 2016. 

 

Assessment:  

The film industry is becoming more diverse than ever in recent years. It is hard to 

find an original storyline for a film because it seems that every plot has already been 

used. One solution that pretty much ensures originality and creativity is making 

nonfiction films such as documentaries. Not only do documentaries capture reality, they 

can tell a story from a completely new perspective and can take an audience to different 

places around the world. 

The first article I read, "What's the Difference between Documentary and Feature 

Film", told me exactly how do documentaries and feature films vary. It talked about fact 

vs. faction, escape vs. reality, and a few other differences. One important concept that 
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really surprised me was when the article mentioned that the production cost was a lot 

less than that used in a feature film. I had never thought of that before, but it makes 

sense. Blockbuster films have a budget of millions and millions of dollars; this budget 

can be used for special effects, hiring a-list actors and directors, and eye-popping 

cinematography.  Meanwhile a documentary can center around any person or people, 

celebrity or not, in a much less smaller budget. Usually, the main costs for filming a 

documentary go to travel, equipment, and, if any, and few paid celebrities. Not only that, 

but some documentaries are becoming a box-office hit in movie theaters. As a result, 

these films could gain millions of dollars while having a miniscule budget. To me, it really 

widens the field knowing how I can make documentaries that have a huge impact and do 

not contain any fancy elements a fictional film might have. 

Despite the opinion that the youth today do not care to know what is going on in 

the world, they are more worldly than ever as social media, television, and movies 

provide insight and share problems that are currently happening around the globe. The 

second article, "Assessing Documentary Impact: Three New Resources", really brought 

to my attention why people love documentaries so much. The answer to this question is 

simple, documentaries are about important issues in the world which almost always 

results in good storytelling. This article goes in-depth why documentaries more of an 

impact than fictional films. One reason that surprised me was that the impact of fictional 

films depends on a good screenplay. Meanwhile, documentaries narratives are able to 

connect with the audience immediately because it is about real people telling real 

stories. After reading this article, I feel more inspired to create documentaries. Because I 

am both an aspiring filmmaker and journalist, documentaries blend these two roles in 

perfectly. It has both the storytelling and directing aspect, and it has the social change 
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and reality aspects about it. I could make a documentary that covers and issue, no 

matter how big or small, and still be able to make an impact with the audience. 

One of my first interviews I conducted was with a filmmaker who makes 

documentaries. She talked about how and why she shot these films, and it motivated me 

to go out into the world and find stories that want to be heard. People want and need to 

know what is going on in the world, and it is a filmmaker’s job to tell that story. While I 

will keep continuing in making fictional films and videos for my original work, I also plan 

on making more documentaries that talk about a social issue. I plan on researching on 

social media and internet issues that are currently going on. From that, I can bring the 

issue on a smaller scale to the community and see if I can film something that creates 

social change. I do not have to just tell stories that are fictional, I can be a storyteller for 

real stories that need to be told. 
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What’s the Difference between 
Documentary and Feature Film 
Feature films and documentaries are part of the living history of filmmaking; they grow, mature and 
change with time. The difference between documentary and feature film can be giant or small. 

Both bring forth unique visions of our world, our cultures, our lives and loves. There’s more than 
one difference between documentary and feature film. They each have distinct differences in style, 
content and audience, even as the lines between them often blur. 

1. Escape vs. Reality 
In general, the main reason feature films get made is to entertain the audience; to give people an 
escape. Documentaries are meant to inform; to confront people with reality: and sometimes to 
promote a point of view. 

Documentary makers certainly want to engage and captivate their audience, and some feature films 
can be very informative, but a key difference between the documentary and feature film is in the 
filmmaker’s motivation. 

2. Fact or Fiction 
Feature films are mostly fiction, sometimes total fantasy. Some may be based on real events or 
people, but the director and screenwriter will be adding drama and impact with their creative 
license. Genres include comedy and musical, action and western, romance, crime, horror and 
science fiction, among others. 

Documentaries are non-fiction films. Directors and writers help structure the film, rather than 
creating characters or taking liberties with the facts of the story. Documentaries can take on social, 
political and economic issues, or profile a person, place or thing. 

3. Format 
Feature films take care in introducing complex characters and spinning an intricate storyline over a 
running time up to three hours. There’s an ebb and flow to the action, with carefully timed and 
structured mini-climaxes and dramatic highlights. The scripted story, characters and actions all are 
pointed in the same direction, leading the viewer through events with a sense of beginning, middle, 
dramatic climax and end. 

In documentaries, often the action leads the way. People don’t have scripted words to say or 
scenes to enact; handheld cameras might be the only way to follow the story. Even the director 
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doesn’t always know what happens next. Documentary makers often say that discovery and 
surprise is a big part of their job. 

4. Production Costs 
Documentaries are usually less expensive to make than feature films, with less elaborate production 
frills. Documentaries can cost only a few thousand dollars, with small crews, single camera set-ups 
and few if any paid talent. The result is often raw, unpolished but effective nevertheless. 

Feature films can cost millions, even hundreds of millions of dollars, thanks to top stars with top 
salaries, directors and scriptwriters, music scores, exotic locations and costumes. A top feature film 
often has its “money on the screen” with lush cinematography, gorgeous actors and actresses, big 
bang special effects with large and talented production teams in the background. 

Of course, big-name actors sometimes do participate in documentary-making, often with a reduced 
fee and a strong belief in the project. And some low budget or “indie” feature films turn out to be 
huge successes. 

In fact, documentaries have become big box office, with serious Academy Award weight sitting with 
them. Often very entertaining, they can be as controversial nowadays as the subjects they cover. 

And some feature films today are taking on very serious topics, with some post-911 war-themed 
movies seeming more real than the stories they relate. The difference between documentary and 
feature film can be obvious or subtle. 

 
 
 
  

Lauren Goodman� 12/16/2016 1:20 PM
Comment [2]: Shows how 
documentaries can take on a life of their 
own. 

Lauren Goodman� 12/16/2016 1:20 PM
Comment [3]: Shows how more people 
can make docs than feature films. 

Lauren Goodman� 12/16/2016 1:20 PM
Comment [4]: It is interesting how docs 
can be made with such a small profit, yet 
can make a huge profit. 



 

 
2.	"Assessing	Documentary	Impact:	Three	New	Resources."	Cinema	Politica.	17	Apr.	
2015.	Web.	16	Oct.	2016. 
 

ASSESSING DOCUMENTARY IMPACT: THREE 
NEW RESOURCES 

Cinema Politica’s perennial interest in the production process and social impact of political documentaries is at the 
heart of two recent publications on the subject. 

Hot Docs’ “Documentary Impact: Social Change Through Storytelling” encourages documentary filmmakers to 
develop an “impact strategy” to increase the likelihood of their film becoming a powerful agent of social, political, 
corporate, or legal change. Filmmakers must determine why they want to mobilize specific audiences towards their 
film’s cause, and develop the documentary within these parameters.  
Hot Docs proposes measuring impact around community involvement rather than by comparing social media 
statistics, boldly concluding that the “[impact that] is easiest to count is usually the least important”. Although 
participatory marketing and distribution techniques, including social media, are valuable ways to attract attention to a 
documentary’s agenda, Hot Docs insists that there is no substitute for good storytelling to create social 
change.  When likeminded activists can use screenings of a persuasive film for their own events, a political 
documentary can take on a new and impactful life. The article goes on to describe how five recent Hot Docs films 
(including HERMAN’S HOUSE, which has since screened with Cinema Politica) used compelling, innovative, and 
engaging documentary narratives to connect with their audiences and move beyond the festival circuit to become a 
community-based agent of change. 
This focus on community involvement shifts from spectatorship to film production in “Making Media with 
Communities: Guidance for Researchers”, an article sponsored by Northumbria University in Newcastle, UK.  This 
guide provides academic and ethnographic filmmakers with procedural suggestions for “ethical and practical 
considerations for creating media outputs with communities as part of research”. Knowing when and how to solicit 
and accept informed consent from individuals and groups alike, and what to be cognizant of when editing, storing, 
sharing, and broadcasting co-created media can be particularly difficult for community-based researchers. Moreover, 
the complicated impact of Creative Commons licenses on the ownership of communal co-productions can quickly 
devolve into an ethical and logistical disaster. To avert these and other potential problems, the article prescribes an 
honest and transparent working relationship between researchers/filmmakers and the communities with whom they 
collaborate. 
Neither resource provides a potential resolution for current debates on how to assess and correlate a documentary’s 
“value” with its “impact”. The clear emphasis, however, on the necessity of community involvement during 
documentary production and distribution suggest that credibility and compassion are essential to any discussion of a 
political documentary’s merit. If Cinema Politica’s post-screening discussions of co-created films 
likeSOL and HUICHOLES: THE LAST PEYOTE GUARDIANS are any indication, compelling documentary narratives 
that grow from communal co-creation are clearly a social force to be reckoned with. 
And lastly, for those interested in charting impact from one specific film, the folks behind Liz Marshall’s animal rights 
documentary THE GHOSTS IN OUR MACHINE have just released their 34-page impact assessment report. 
Followthis link to download the PDF and read up on how the film changed hearts, minds and behaviours. 
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