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The Moving Picture Needs a Frame 
  

What do these pictures have in common? 

Many people believe that putting up a video, any video, will help your busi-
ness. Of course, we know that’s not true. You have to have a worthwhile 
message and the vehicle itself needs to be packaged properly. Well, there is 
no better, less expensive or easier way to start making better videos than by 
paying close attention to your locations. 

In a way, it’s like buying corn flakes. You don’t buy corn flakes by giving each 
box of cereal in the grocery store a sniff test. That would take much too long 
and likely result in an invitation to leave the store. So we’re forced to rely on 
packaging. 

It’s the same with your videos. Even if your message is the most important 
ever to be heard, if it isn’t packaged correctly, no one will pay much atten-
tion. And you do want the attention, don’t you? That’s why we make videos 
in the first place.  

The kind of attention you need is similar to what you might look for in a sell-
ing situation. 

The video is a sales call 
In some ways, sending out a video is a lot like meeting someone for the first 
time. So imagine you’re going to meet a potential client. 

You put on your coat and tie, do your hair maybe, hang up your jacket in the 
car so it doesn’t get wrinkled on your way to his office, and so on. Then when 
you arrive at his office, you put on your jacket and straighten your tie. And 
you don’t even think about it. You accept it as common sense, right? 
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You know instinctively that if you were to show up in ratty jeans and a dirty 
t-shirt, you probably would not be taken seriously. So why do people make 
videos by sitting in front of a web cam with their pajamas on?  

They do it because of a fundamental misunderstanding of what it means to 
project authenticity. I have heard many people say things like “well, I don’t 
need a fancy background. I wouldn’t feel like myself.” Have you ever heard 
this? Have you ever said this? It’s an admirable sentiment, but it misses the 
mark completely!  

You lose the sale when the video isn’t framed 
Bottom line, video is not the same as real life. That may sound like a patron-
izing comment but it isn’t, I promise you. It’s actually quite deep. So let’s 
find out exactly what that means. 

The meaning lies in four important factors. 

1) Screen vs. Real Life  
2) Natural vs. Authentic 
3) Habitat vs. Set 
4) The Distraction Factor 

The Screen vs. Real Life factor 
Video is not the same as real life. We know this, but YouTube and camera-
phones have almost convinced us otherwise. Here’s the distinction. When you 
can talk to someone on Skype and they can see you on video, it’s still a two-
way conversation. Video, on the other hand, is one-way. It’s prepared rather 
than spontaneous. It has to be. You wouldn’t write a book by tapping away 
randomly on your keyboard, would you? Of course not! That would be crazy! 
So why create a video that way? Equally crazy, yes? So the first problem 
people have with why they don’t pay attention to their surroundings when 
making a video is that they confuse video for real life. Video isn’t “real life” 
anymore than music is “real sound.” And you wouldn’t want to get those con-
fused, would you? Of course not. What you want is for your audience to get 
your message. That’s all. Nothing more and nothing less. So prepare a mes-
sage. That’s message 1. 

So, OK. Video isn’t real life. “Big deal” I hear you say. “I still don’t want to 
come off stilted and, well, ‘non-me’.” Fair enough. Let’s move on. 

Natural vs. Authentic 
Let me ask you a question. Would you rather be authentic or would you 
rather be natural? It’s not a trick question. Let’s define what we mean by 
natural vs. authentic. 
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Authentic: We’ll call this the 
“Popeye the Sailor Man” factor. I 
am what I am and that’s all that I 
am. Popeye always wants to be 
strong and do what’s right. He 
doesn’t always succeed but he 
never stops trying. 

Natural: That’s Wimpy, Popeye’s 
perennially broke friend. He’s 
broke because he refuses to do 
anything except ask for money. 
“I’ll gladly pay you Tuesday for a 
hamburger today.” He’s natural. 
He doesn’t exert himself. Thanks 
to this he’ll probably never be au-

thentic. Being authentic doesn’t mean you don’t strive for greatness. It just 
means you do it in your own way. And you do it intelligently, because after 
all, you don’t want to waste your time.  

How does ‘Natural’ hurt your 
video? 
It hurts for the same reason that 
you don’t bake a potato without 
washing it, or publish a book with-
out writing it, or take a test without 
preparing for it. In every case, you’ll 
lose your authenticity because you 
get sloppy. You’ll be natural, but you 
can’t take natural to the bank if 
natural never lets authenticity bring 
in the riches. 

There’s an old joke that sums up 
this point. Two farmers are gazing 
out over a healthy crop; endless 
rows of neatly lined corn and soy-
beans belonging to one of the farm-
ers. The admiring farmer says “God 
surely gave you a beautiful piece of 
land.” The second farmer says, “Yep. But you 
should have seen it when God was running the 
place.” 
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You must give up your notion about what it means to be natural on screen. 
In fact, there is little that is natural about it. You are, in the words of Pablo 
Picasso, using art as “the lie that tells the truth.” 

And the truth is, video is a fussy diva when it comes to backgrounds. She’s 
almost impossible to please. Even when you think you’ve found the perfect 
location, you still have to arrange it perfectly. Seriously. Even one picture on 
the wall out of place will cause your message to fall apart. 

‘Singin in the Rain’ – Au-
thentic or Natural? 

Have you ever seen any movies 
about Hollywood? Maybe you’ve 
seen Singin’ In The Rain.  

In this movie musical about 
making movies in the era when 
sound first came to film, the 
actors play actors.  

And when we see them watch-
ing each other act, somehow 
we accept that they are not ac-
tors in a movie, but real people. 

But wait a minute. They are ac-
tors! It’s the situation they’re in 
that makes them appear to be 
real people.  

And there is no more authentic 
moment than Gene Kelly 
singing the title song in a dri-

ving rain storm. A storm that was completely artificial but plays as oh-so-real 
and joyful on that Hollywood soundstage dressed up as a street corner.   
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So wouldn’t that scene have been even more authentic if it had been shot in 
an actual rainstorm? You might think so, but the opposite is true. A real rain-
storm would have wreaked havoc with the lighting, the sound and the story. 
There would have been no way to control the quality of the message and the 
audience would have spent their time wondering about things other than the 
lyrics of that song, like why they can’t hear the music over the rain.  

So what does this mean for your video? Only that you need some well-cho-
sen artificial means to project your image in an authentic way. You’re not fak-
ing or creating something that isn’t there. You’re just planning well. 

This is the paradox at the heart of the problem. You absolutely need to em-
brace artifice in order to create authenticity.  

“Yes, yes. OK”, you say. “But still, putting together a set is hard. Besides, I 
don’t think my viewers will care that much.” You’re probably right. And that 
sentiment would be the kiss of death. Why? Because of the next factor. So 
read on! 
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Habitat vs. Set 
This refers to where you shoot it and how you arrange it. And since we’re all 
about making you as comfortable as possible, let’s find a place you like and 
an arrangement that suits you and your video. How do we do that? Simple. 

Everyone has that special place 
that makes them feel safe and 
grounded. Living room, sewing 
room, whatever. That's the place 
in front of which to put the cam-
era. And that's for you. Shoot 
there to your heart’s content. 
That habitat becomes the heart 
and soul of your set. But now 
you know that you’ll have to do 
a little re-arranging to make it 
work just right in your back-
ground and your foreground. 

Use the Background to make 
your audience feel comfort-
able 
Sitting in your special place you 
can’t see what’s behind you, 
your background. Therefore it 
can’t make you feel uncomfort-
able because you’re not being 
forced to look at it. But if you 
arrange it so that it helps com-
municate your message to your 
audience, you’ve gone a long 
way toward creating a powerful 
communication.  

An Object Lesson in Comfort 
If your receiver doesn’t “get” your message, who’s fault is it? Yours or your 
viewer’s? I think you know the answer, don’t you? So now you have a real 
problem because of your desire to not be fake on video. You see, the sender 
of any message has a responsibility to make that message understood. But 
that isn’t necessarily how videos are made. 
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Here’s how videos are often made. A businessman sits down at his cluttered 
desk, flips on his web cam, and makes the following video: 

                

                                         

                                       Natural or Authentic? 

He’s natural all right. He paid zero attention to his environment. He knew 
that it didn’t matter. His audience is different. They’ll forgive his little mis-
takes. After all he’s not a “professional” video producer. Perhaps he should 
have simply said “chocolate chip cookies.” After all, one excuse is as good as 
another. Now let’s deconstruct the plumber’s message. 

How did the ceiling contribute to his explanation of his pricing? How did the 
printer in the background help you understand his great plungers? And how 
did the lack of plumbing in the background help persuade you that he had 
any idea what he was talking about? 

I wager your answers were none, nada, and zilch. 

Make Your Audience Comfortable 
Maybe all this seems a little harsh. After all, he isn’t a professional. Let’s for-
give his little sins of omission. OK, but we’ll also forget his message because 
he just didn’t do anything to help us remember him, at least not in the light 
in which he would have liked to be remembered. It’s all well and good to be 
comfortable on camera, but only if it adds to or supports your intended mes-
sage.  

So much for backgrounds. Believe it or not, foregrounds are even more im-
portant.  
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The “Foreground” factor 
So let’s look at this again without the plumber’s message. I’m just going to 
note the problems in the environment and see what we can do to fix them. 

Of particular note here is the foreground. Why is that so important? And why, 
when we don’t have a foreground, is the picture just a little bit scary? Be-
cause foreground is context. Without it we’re lost and we can get a little 
scared when we can’t find our way. 

A video without context loses the message 
It’s because the foreground serves 2 purposes. 

1) It provides another frame around the picture so we see the context. 
2) It separates us from the subject enough to take in the whole message. 

The Frame is what makes the video work 
Without a frame, a video comes off like a camera-phone call. But because it’s 
only one-way communication, it’s startling and vaguely threatening. I think 
you would agree that’s not a very conducive environment for attraction. 

You need the frame. Therefore you need the foreground. 
Here’s a little video that talks more about that and lets you see it in action: 

      steve@visibleauthority.com | 8 Juniper Rd. Windsor, CT 06095 | (860) 484-3360	 �11

A Scary Foreground

http://www.visibleauthority.com/foreground-problem/
http://www.visibleauthority.com/foreground-problem/


In this video the frame was the beach (foreground) and the background was 
the ocean. It was fairly easy to see the intent of this simple lesson. And there 
was something else going on. It allowed you to step back and analyze the 
message while being pulled in at the same time. 

Do I Really Need a Foreground? 
If your background is supportive, authentic and attractive, then maybe not. I 
seldom think about foregrounds 
anymore because my backgrounds 
are dialed in to be as supportive as 
they possibly can.  

And with Greenscreen this can be 
less of a factor. But when you pull 
out a prop in a Greenscreen video it 
can be shocking to your audience. 
Try it sometime and you’ll see.  

It's like gravity. You can ignore it if 
you like, but it's not the optimum 
choice. However, if you pay attention 
to gravity and work with it, you fly. 

There is one final factor at play that is also very real. And if none of the fore-
going items have convinced you to at least pay close attention to your back-
grounds, I promise this one will. It’s the factor of distractions. 
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What is the Distraction Factor? 
The distraction factor is anything in your video that makes your audience ask 
questions that have nothing to do with your message. For instance, why am I 
looking at the ceiling in the plumber video? Why is that massage therapist in 
an office cubicle? What is the financial planner planning on doing in that 
kitchen?  

Wouldn’t you prefer the audience ask themselves questions like I wonder if 
that plumbing company is available on weekends? I wonder if I can get onto 
her massage schedule? I wonder how much that financial planner charges? 

Get your set right and you will get many more of the latter questions, and far 
fewer of the former. 

And now...Full Circle 
Now that you’ve been through all this, remember the pictures on page 1? 
Can you look back now and determine what they all have in common? 

If you said they lack a foreground, you’re right! Now, to be fair, they weren’t 
really trying to communicate anything of substance, so let’s not be too harsh. 
Still, look how far you’ve come.  Your videos are about to take a startlingly 
high jump in quality. I salute you! 

Till next time, 

!  

Steven Washer 
visibleauthority.com 
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Summary 

The video camera is a needy beast. It demands that you pay close attention 
to your backgrounds and for some, foregrounds. Even one picture on the wall 
out of place can make your video look dreadful. 

Screen life is not the same as real life because one-way communication takes 
more care than a give-and-take conversation 

Being natural is nothing like being authentic. In fact, the two are mortal en-
emies. Being authentic will take you to new and exciting places you’ve never 
been. Being natural might take you to the video game parlor, but it won’t put 
any coins in your pocket. 

Everyone has a special place that makes them feel safe and grounded. Shoot 
in that place. Your natural habitat is a good place to start for finding your set. 
Simply arrange the background to be pleasing to an audience, and have 
items in the foreground that you can look at that will make you comfortable. 

Beware the distraction factor. Anything in your video that makes your audi-
ence start thinking about things other than your message will dilute the     
effectiveness of the communication. 

If used, the foreground should contain objects that are meaningful to your 
message and to you. This is what you’ll see as you shoot the video.  

The next most important component of the set is for us who watch you. 
That's the background. Because you don't see the background. We do. 

Foreground is for you. Background is for me. Now everyone is happy. 

Both Background and foreground should complement your message, not de-
tract. There is zero room for distractions in a video. Time is at a premium. 
Anything that distracts wastes time and attention. 
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If you find anything that bugs 

you, please click here and let 

us know about it. We’ll fix it if 

we possibly can.
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