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Abstract	
 

Mockumentary	is	a	style	of	film	that	has	existed	since	1957,	at	the	latest.	A	fictional	news	

piece	from	the	BBC	told	the	story	about	the	annual	spaghetti	harvest	occurring	in	

Switzerland.	Presented	in	the	style	of	a	typical	news	piece,	this	parody	went	on	to	fool	

many	viewers.	From	these	humble	beginnings,	mockumentary	(as	a	genre	of	film)	has	

since	taken	a	place	on	the	world	stage.	Mockumentaries	such	as	This	is	Spinal	Tap	

(1984);	Borat!	Cultural	Learnings	of	America	for	Make	Benefit	Glorious	Nation	of	

Kazakhstan	(2006);	and	Summer	Heights	High	(2007)	have	proved	the	efficiency	and	

popularity	of	this	film	form.		

Despite	this	popularity,	there	is	a	noticeable	gap	in	the	coverage	of	scientific	subjects.	

This	is	especially	noticeable	when	comparing	the	3.8%	of	mockumentaries	covering	

scientific	subjects,	with	the	23.2%	of	documentaries	that	communicate	science.	This	lack	

of	science	communication	in	mockumentary	is	something	that	could	be	changed	in	

future	filmmaking	efforts,	as	mockumentary	holds	certain	elements	that	are	beneficial	to	

science	communication.	The	inherent	humour,	parody,	and	story	elements	in	

mockumentary	all	have	the	potential	to	greatly	benefit	science	communication,	as	long	

as	potential	drawbacks	are	considered.	Namely	the	risks	of	the	audience	missing	the	

point,	criticism	of	‘tricking’	the	viewers,	and	the	reliability	of	the	information.		

These	elements	of	mockumentary	are	shown	to	be	beneficial	to	science	communication	

(with	the	careful	consideration	of	the	potential	drawbacks)	through	the	creative	

component	of	this	thesis,	a	scientific	mockumentary	Kiwis	Against	Birds.	

Kiwis	Against	Birds	follows	Richard	Duncan,	the	founder	of	a	non-profit,	community	led	

organisation	‘Kiwis	Against	Birds’.	Richard	is	attempting	to	bring	more	young	people	

into	‘Kiwis	Against	Birds’,	and	enlists	the	help	of	some	friends	to	help	teach	these	young	

adults	how	to	get	rid	of	all	of	the	birds.	Kiwis	Against	Birds	utilises	humour,	parody,	and	

story	to	communicate	science	on	how	habitat	destruction/degradation,	irresponsible	cat	

ownership,	and	commercial	fisheries	can	negatively	impact	native	bird	populations.	

Kiwis	Against	Birds	illustrates	the	potential	of	using	mockumentary	to	communicate	

science. 
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Introduction 
 

What	do	you	think	of	when	you	hear	the	word	mockumentary?	Fans	of	Australian	

comedy	might	think	of	the	television	series	Summer	Heights	High	(2007).	New	Zealand	

film	fans	might	think	of	the	film	What	We	Do	in	the	Shadows	(2014).	Musicians	may	

think	of	This	is	Spinal	Tap	(1984).	Fans	of	pop	culture	may	think	of	Borat!	(2006)	or	

Bruno	(2009).	However,	there	is	one	style	of	mockumentary	that	is	very	rarely	thought	

of	or	discussed.	This	is	the	science	mockumentary. 
 

Very	few	mockumentaries	have	been	made	with	the	intention	of	communicating	science.	

3.8%	of	mockumentaries	are	primarily	scientific	in	nature,	whereas	23.2%	of	

documentaries	are.	This	leads	to	the	assumption	that	either	mockumentary	is	not	a	good	

form	of	film	to	communicate	science,	or	its	benefits	have	not	been	fully	realised	yet.	I	

believe	that	the	latter	is	true,	and	in	this	thesis	I	intend	to	show	how	useful	

mockumentary	can	be	in	communicating	science. 
 

Chapter	1	will	examine	what	a	mockumentary	is.	This	includes	looking	at	the	origin	and	

evolution	of	mockumentary,	the	similarities	and	differences	with	documentary	and	

docudrama,	and	the	underrepresentation	of	science	in	mockumentaries.	Chapter	2	will	

explore	the	benefits	that	mockumentary	will	bring	to	science	communication,	through	

the	inherent	elements	that	remain	consistent	through	most,	if	not	all	mockumentaries.	

Here	the	potential	shortcomings	will	also	be	discussed.	Chapter	3	will	look	at	my	

creative	component,	a	25-minute	scientific	mockumentary	titled	Kiwis	Against	Birds.	I	

will	break	down	the	pre-production,	production,	and	post-production	stages,	while	

justifying	the	creative	decisions	that	I	have	made.	Chapter	4	will	bring	the	previous	

chapters	together,	looking	at	how	Kiwis	Against	Birds	has	utilised	the	benefits,	and	dealt	

with	these	potential	shortcomings.	I	will	briefly	examine	what	I	would	do	differently	if	I	

were	to	remake	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	and	leave	some	suggestions	for	future	scientific	

mockumentary	filmmakers. 
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CHAPTER	1	-	The	Current	State	of	Mockumentary 

 

Mockumentary	Through	History 

 

What	is	Mockumentary? 

 

While	mockumentary	is	currently	a	popular	genre	of	film,	it	is	one	that	has	received	

relatively	little	attention	in	the	literature.	Certain	texts	on	mockumentary	contain	a	large	

amount	of	the	available	information	(Roscoe	&	Hight,	2001;	Miller,	2012).	However,	as	

will	be	discussed	in	later	sections,	these	texts	do	not	discuss	the	existence	and	use	of	the	

science	mockumentary.	This	thesis	will	aim	to	fill	the	gap	on	where	the	science	

mockumentary	sits	among	this	genre	of	film.	

	

Before	discussing	what	exactly	a	mockumentary	is,	it	is	important	to	note	that	this	form	

only	exists	because	of	documentary.	Defining	documentary	is	not	easy,	and	Nichols	

(2017)	dedicates	the	entire	first	chapter	of	Introduction	to	Documentary	to	the	task.	

Even	here,	Nichols	notes	that	there	is	no	universally	agreed	upon	definition	of	the	form.	

He	does	however	note	three	aspects	of	documentary	that	I	will	be	using	to	define	

documentary	films	throughout	this	thesis.	These	are	that	documentaries	are	about	

reality;	they	are	about	real	people;	and	they	are	told	in	the	real	world.	Of	course	there	is	

always	a	creative	licence	due	to	the	nature	of	filmmaking,	but	these	three	elements	tell	

us	what	to	expect	when	we	encounter	a	documentary	–	a	marriage	between	the	

creativity	of	filmmaking,	and	the	reality	of	the	subjects.	Documentary	is	a	popular	style	

of	film,	and	was	of	course	the	pre-cursor	to	the	creation	of	mockumentary.		

	

The	term	mockumentary	was	popularised	in	the	1980s	with	the	release	of	This	is	Spinal	

Tap	(1984),	a	mockumentary	that	has	been	cited	by	many	mockumentary	filmmakers	as	

a	key	influence	(Roscoe	&	Hight,	2001;	Campbell,	2017).	This	is	Spinal	Tap	is	a	parody	of	

rockumentaries	-	documentaries	focused	on	rock	bands.	The	term	rockumentary	was	a	

phrase	used	before	the	creation	of	This	is	Spinal	Tap,	and	this	existing	term	may	have	

helped	with	the	conception	of	the	term	“mockumentary”.	In	a	promotional	interview	on	

March	20,	1984,	Paul	Schaffer	(a	musician,	and	actor	in	the	film)	described	This	is	Spinal	

Tap	-	“It’s	a	parody	of	a	rock	documentary	-	it’s	a	rockumentary,	it’s	a	mockumentary.	
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It’s	a	rocku-mocku-documentary.”	The	term	“mockumentary”	seems	to	have	been	

created	due	to	its	rhyming,	and	similar	nature	to	the	term	“documentary”.	Given	the	

inherent	humorous	nature	of	mockumentary,	I	find	this	term	to	be	very	fitting. 
 

As	with	documentary,	there	is	no	universally	agreed	upon	definition	of	mockumentary;	

exactly	what	falls	under	the	umbrella	of	‘mockumentary’	is	not	always	clear.	The	

definition	that	I	am	using	is	adapted	from	the	description	given	by	Roscoe	and	Hight	

(2001).		

The	primary	requirement	of	this	definition	is	that	mockumentaries	are	fictional	texts,	

following	a	fictional	narrative.	Despite	this	fictitious	nature,	mockumentary	does	not	

seek	to	intentionally	trick,	deceive,	or	lie.		

Instead	it	is	simply	a	form	of	film	that	utilises	the	well-known	conventions	of	

documentary	(Nichols,	2017)	for	a	creative	purpose.	This	purpose	may	simply	be	for	

added	humour,	for	story	or	style	reasons,	or	to	poke	holes	in	our	worldview	through	the	

use	of	parody.	With	this	in	mind,	for	the	purposes	of	this	thesis,	mockumentary	will	be	

defined	as	a	style	of	film	that	borrows	the	conventions	and	style	from	conventional	

documentary,	while	following	a	fictional	narrative,	without	the	intention	of	deceiving	

viewers.	This	intention	to	deceive	may	not	always	be	apparent	or	deliberate,	but	there	is	

an	inherent	responsibility	of	the	mockumentary	filmmaker	to	inform	the	viewer	of	the	

nature	of	the	film.	
 

What	I	have	defined	as	a	Mockumentary	may	be	referred	to	by	multiple	different	names	

-	most	similarly,	mock-documentary	was	suggested	by	Roscoe	&	Hight	(2001)	in	their	

book	“Faking	it:	Mock-documentary	and	the	subversion	of	factuality”.	This	book	also	

lists	several	different	terms	that	have	been	used	to	describe	the	same	form	of	film	-	

including	quasi-documentary,	pseudo-documentary,	and	faux	documentary.	This	text	

also	recognises	the	term	mockumentary,	although	spelt	as	mocumentary.	The	term	

mockumentary	recognises	the	similarities	and	inherent	ties	to	documentary,	while	

ensuring	that	the	presence	of	satire	and	parody	is	recognised.	This	presence	of	satire	

and	parody	is	crucial	to	the	mockumentary	form,	as	will	be	discussed	later. 
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Notable	Mockumentaries 

 

Mockumentary,	as	a	style	of	film,	has	existed	since	at	least	the	1950s.	Although	it	is	

difficult	to	pinpoint	the	earliest	appearance,	the	Spaghetti-tree	hoax	of	1957	could	be	

the	first	example	(Miller,	2012).	This	was	a	fictional	news	story	about	the	annual	

spaghetti	harvest	in	Switzerland,	which	the	BBC	claimed	was	a	bountiful	harvest	worthy	

of	a	news	story.	

	Presented	in	the	same	style	as	normal	news	stories,	the	piece	managed	to	fool	hundreds	

of	the	8	million	viewers,	who	were	evidently	unaware	of	the	fact	that	spaghetti	does	not	

grow	on	trees.	Similar	to	modern	mockumentary,	this	piece	borrowed	conventions	from	

typical	journalism,	and	had	a	satirical	tone.	Perhaps	due	to	the	lack	of	ease	in	looking	up	

information	in	1957,	this	fooled	more	people	than	it	would	in	the	modern	world,	where	

the	internet	makes	it	much	easier	to	research	these	claims	(Couros	&	Hildebrandt,	

2017). 

Perhaps	the	most	notable	early	example	of	mockumentary	is	This	is	Spinal	Tap	(1984),	

released	in	1984	and	directed	by	Rob	Reiner	-	previously	mentioned	as	being	described	

as	a	“rocku-mocku-documentary”.	

	This	is	Spinal	Tap	follows	the	fictitious	rock	band	“Spinal	Tap”	as	they	embark	on	a	tour	

of	the	United	States.	Primarily	acting	as	a	parody	on	rockumentaries,	the	film	parodies	

and	critiques	heavy	metal	culture	within	the	United	States	(Roscoe	&	Hight,	2001).	

Whilst	not	being	the	first	example	of	a	rock	mockumentary,	it	is	likely	that	this	is	the	

most	influential.	Paving	the	way	for	the	popularisation	of	mockumentary	in	popular	

culture,	This	is	Spinal	Tap	has	acted	as	an	influential	piece	in	the	lives	of	many	

mockumentary	filmmakers.	The	film	established	a	framework	for	a	storyline	that	can	be	

seen	in	similar	rock	mockumentaries	in	the	years	since	(Roscoe	&	Hight,	2001)	-	the	

most	recent	at	time	of	writing	being	Popstar:	Never	Stop	Never	Stopping	(2016),	directed	

by	Akiva	Schaffer	and	Jorma	Taccone.	This	is	Spinal	Tap	is	by	no	means	the	first	rock	

mockumentary	(preceded	by	All	You	Need	is	Cash	in	1978),	but	it	has	an	influence	that	it	

is	higher	than	that	of	any	other	rock	mockumentary. 
 

The	highest	grossing	mockumentary	of	all	time,	Borat!	Cultural	Learnings	of	America	for	

Make	Benefit	Glorious	Nation	of	Kazakhstan,	was	released	in	2006	by	director	Larry	

Charles.	Grossing	$262	Million	(USD).	Borat!	follows	the	story	of	a	reporter	from	

Kazakhstan,	Borat	Sagdiyev,	as	he	makes	a	documentary	in	the	United	States	-	or	as	he	
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says,	the	“U,	S,	and	A”.	Receiving	high	reviews,	Borat!	was	an	instant	success	-	the	

humour,	the	story,	and	the	characters	mix	together	to	create	a	piece	that	was	enjoyed	by	

many,	although	there	were	negative	responses	to	some	of	the	cultural	representations.		

Borat!	introduced	a	wider	audience	to	the	concept	of	mockumentary,	and	gave	the	form	

more	of	a	mainstream	appeal	(Campbell,	2017). 
 

Mockumentary	is	now	a	form	of	film	that	has	entered	mainstream	popular	culture	-	

every	year,	popular	TV	series	and	movies	are	made	in	this	format,	and	mockumentaries	

are	beginning	to	reach	their	potential	as	a	genre	of	film. 
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Mockumentary	vs.	Documentary 

 

Representation	of	Truth 

 

While	it	can	be	thought	that	documentary	is	a	complete	representation	of	truth,	this	is	

not	true.	The	popular	thought	that	“the	camera	does	not	lie”	has	led	to	a	mistaken	

cultural	belief	that	documentary	presents	a	complete,	unbiased,	truthful	representation	

of	the	world	(Roscoe	&	Hight,	2001).	Nichols	(2017)	lists	a	few	reasons	why	this	is	

dangerous	thing	to	believe. 
 

Firstly,	an	image	is	just	a	snapshot	of	an	actual	event.	When	we	see	footage,	we	do	not	

see	the	events	that	preceded	the	footage,	nor	the	events	that	happened	after,	nor	the	

events	that	occurred	simultaneously.	We	cannot	fully	understand	everything	about	an	

event	just	from	seeing	a	small	snapshot. 
 

The	second	point	is	that	films	are	edited.	With	or	without	intention,	images	are	

manipulated	to	create	the	final	project	-	this	may	not	have	a	bearing	on	the	truth	of	the	

situation,	but	if	a	filmmaker	wishes	to,	they	can	change	a	lot	with	a	small	amount	of	

editing.	This	is	particularly	relevant	in	natural	history	filmmaking,	where	often	shots	of	

different	individual	animals	will	be	edited	together	to	make	them	appear	to	be	the	same	

individual.	Thirdly,	Nichols	(2017)	makes	the	point	that	in	documentary,	footage	or	

images	are	often	associated	with	a	claim.	The	truth	behind	these	claims	may	be	twisted	

by	an	incorrect	representation	or	interpretation	from	footage. 
 

Thus,	documentary	is	seen	to	not	be	a	perfect	representation	of	truth.	Although	certainly	

factual,	there	is	inherently	an	element	of	fiction	to	it.	Mockumentary	is	simply	expanding	

the	amount	of	fiction,	but	it	is	not	necessarily	removing	fact.	This	is	especially	visible	in	

scientific	mockumentaries	such	as	Carnage:	Swallowing	the	Past	(2017);	Sizzle:	A	Global	

Warming	Comedy	(2008);	and	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	which	all	follow	fictional	stories	while	

still	communicating	factual	information.	Some	mockumentaries	are	not	made	with	the	

purpose	of	communicating	fact	-	such	as	Houston,	We	Have	a	Problem	(2016),	which	

does	contain	some	real	facts	while	relying	on	a	ridiculously	fictional	narrative	of	

Yugoslavia	being	a	contender	in	the	space	race	of	the	1960s. 
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	Popstar:	Never	Stop	Never	Stopping	(2016)	shows	real	musicians	interacting	with	the	

popstar	Conner4Real	-	a	fictional	character	portrayed	by	Andy	Samberg	-	in	a	critique	of	

our	idolisation	of	pop	stars.	New	Zealand-made	What	We	Do	in	the	Shadows	(2014)	

could	be	looked	at	as	a	statement	of	how	New	Zealanders	are	reluctant	to	accept	other	

cultures,	if	one	ignores	the	fact	that	the	central	characters	are	not	only	eastern	European	

immigrants,	but	also	vampires.		
 

Modes	of	Mockumentary 

 

Mockumentary,	being	a	style	of	film	that	utilises	the	familiar	conventions	of	

documentary,	shares	many	analogies	with	this	more	studied	form.	Nichols	(2017)	lists	

six	modes	of	documentary	film:	expository,	observational,	reflexive,	participatory,	

performative,	and	poetic.	Each	mode	is	described	below.	It	is	a	simple	practice	to	apply	

most	of	these	modes	onto	mockumentary	and	many	films	will	use	more	than	one	of	

these	modes. 
 

	 Expository 

 

This	is	the	most	common	documentary	mode.	A	narrator,	or	voiceover	carries	the	train	

of	these	films	over	-	a	“single,	unifying	source”	(Nichols,	2017).		

This	single	source	of	information	ties	the	images	together,	creating	a	cohesive	film	once	

combined	with	this	narration.	This	narrator	becomes	the	ultimate	authority	on	the	

knowledge	passed	on	in	the	film,	which	is	evident	in	the	well-known	examples	of	nature	

films	such	as	Planet	Earth,	where	David	Attenborough	takes	on	this	role	as	the	narrator. 
 

Carnage:	Swallowing	the	Past	(2017),	directed	by	Simon	Amstell,	is	an	example	of	an	

expository	mockumentary.	This	is	a	film	set	in	2067	where	animals	are	no	longer	eaten	

as	food.	A	narrator	describes	the	journey	of	society	from	1944	-	2067,	showing	how	this	

shift	in	eating	occurred.	This	narrator	acts	as	the	“single,	unifying	source”	of	knowledge	-	

the	all-knowing	“voice	of	god”	who	imparts	all	of	the	information	onto	the	audience.	
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	 Observational 
 

The	observational	mode,	in	part,	came	about	in	the	mid	1900s	with	the	advent	of	new	

technology,	which	allowed	a	move	away	from	the	more	staged	shooting	style	of	

expository	documentary.	This	is	a	form	of	documentary	where	events	are	filmed	as	they	

happen,	and	presented	as	they	were	filmed,	to	give	a	more	realistic	representation	of	

events.	As	Nichols	(2017)	puts	it,	“We	look	on	life	as	it	is	lived”.	This	is	also	known	as	

“fly-on-the-wall”	documentary,	with	a	popular	example	being	War	Photographer	(2001),	

produced	by	Christian	Frei.	This	film	utilises	footage	shot	from	a	video	camera	mounted	

on	the	DSLR	of	James	Nachtwey,	the	titular	war	photographer.	The	audience	is	offered	

an	unbiased	view	into	the	real	life	of	James	Nachtwey	as	he	is	on	assignment. 
 

What	we	do	in	the	Shadows	(2014),	directed	by	Taika	Waititi	and	Jemaine	Clement,	is	a	

perfect	example	of	an	observational	mockumentary.	Following	a	group	of	vampires	

living	in	a	flat	in	Wellington,	the	events	of	the	film	are	filmed	in	the	distinctive	“fly-on-

the-wall”	style,	and	presented	as	such. 
 

Reflexive 

 

Reflexive	documentaries	take	a	very	different	approach.	Rather	than	attempting	to	

immerse	the	viewer	in	the	film,	the	audience	is	invited	into	the	creation	process.	

Viewers	are	removed	from	the	film	as	a	whole,	instead	immersed	into	the	actual	scenes	

that	are	unfolding.	These	documentaries	often	provide	commentary	on	the	

representation	of	truth	in	documentaries. 

Nichols	lists	Man	with	a	Movie	Camera	(1929)	as	an	example	of	this	mode.	This	film	

invites	the	audience	to	view	the	creation	of	the	film,	and	see	firsthand	how	reality	may	

be	altered	to	fit	into	the	confines	of	documentary. 
 

American	Vandal,	a	Netflix	series	that	was	created	by	Dan	Perrault	and	Tony	Yacenda	in	

2017,	can	be	seen	to	show	elements	of	this	reflexive	mode.	In	this	series,	two	high	school	

students	are	the	“filmmakers”	investigating	a	vandalism	case	at	the	school	and	trying	to	

identify	the	real	culprit.		
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This	series	does	have	elements	of	other	modes	in	it,	but	it	does	document	and	make	

reference	to	the	creation	process	(which,	as	a	mockumentary,	is	entirely	fictional)	in	the	

same	way	that	a	traditional	reflexive	documentary	does. 
 

Participatory 

 

The	participatory	documentary	differs	again	by	direct	interaction	with	the	subject	of	the	

film,	by	the	filmmakers	themselves.	This	engagement	with	the	subject	directly	contrasts	

with	the	observation	that	is	seen	in	other	modes. 
 

American	Vandal	(2017)	could	also	neatly	fit	into	this	category	(this	again	shows	that	

these	modes	are	not	mutually	exclusive).	The	“filmmakers”,	played	by	Tyler	Alvarez	and	

Griffin	Gluck,	frequently	interact	with	their	subjects	-	the	students	that	they	are	

investigating. 

	These	interactions	are	often	crucial	to	the	story,	and	keep	the	pace	of	each	season	going.	

The	plot	of	individual	episodes	is	pushed	along	by	these	interactions. 
	  

Performative 

 

There	is	a	thin,	blurred	line	between	the	participatory	and	performative	modes.	The	

main	difference	is	to	do	with	objectivity	-	participatory	documentaries	seek	to	expose	an	

objective	truth,	whereas	performative	documentaries	seek	to	expose	a	subjective	truth.	

The	personal	nature	of	this	mode	is	useful	when	the	filmmaker	belongs	to	a	minority	

group,	as	the	sharing	of	their	experience	in	this	mode	does	not	require	affirmation. 
 

Bruno	(2009),	directed	by	Larry	Charles	is	a	good	example	of	a	performative	

mockumentary.	This	film	follows	the	story	of	Bruno	Gehard,	a	homosexual	journalist	

from	Austria,	as	he	tries	to	find	fame	in	the	United	States.		

This	shows	many	traits	of	the	performative	mode	-	the	interactions	with	subject	in	the	

film	are	often	with	individuals	who	did	not	realise	that	they	were	being	filmed	for	a	

mockumentary	(unscripted	encounters),	and	these	are	often	used	to	push	the	story	

along.	This	peaks	at	the	end	of	the	film	where	Bruno	has	a	public	sexual	encounter	with	

his	male	assistant	Lutz,	in	front	of	a	crowd	at	a	cage-fighting	match	in	Arkansas.		
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This	was	a	real	crowd	who	were	unaware	that	a	mockumentary	was	being	filmed,	and	

they	start	throwing	rubbish,	chairs,	and	slurs	at	the	two	men.	This	is	a	perfect	example	

of	how	a	performative	mockumentary	can	share	a	subjective	truth	-	that	being	the	

horrors	of	homophobia,	and	its	prevalence	within	certain	areas	of	society. 
 

Poetic 

 

The	poetic	documentary	is	one	that	disregards	continuity	-	both	in	time	and	space.	A	

very	non-conventional	approach,	this	is	an	avenue	for	non-conventional	content.	 

This	is	the	one	mode	where	mockumentary	struggles	to	find	an	analogue.	Perhaps	this	is	

due	to	the	difficulties	of	injecting	parody	into	a	form	without	cohesive	continuity,	and	

this	presents	an	area	that	could	be	studied	more	in	the	future. 
 

Shared	Conventions 

 

One	of	the	key	features	of	mockumentary	is	the	instantaneous	recognition	of	the	

documentary	form,	by	the	viewer.	This	is	achieved	by	utilising	common	conventions	

from	documentary	(Hight,	2015),	which	immediately	show	the	viewer	that	this	film	is	

being	portrayed	as	a	mockumentary. 
 

Archive	footage 

 

Archive	footage	(this	includes	photographs)	is	a	common	feature	of	documentaries.	This	

is	footage	or	photographs	that	were	collected	without	the	intention	of	ending	up	in	the	

documentary,	often	well	beforehand.	One	use	of	archive	footage	is	to	show	the	audience	

events	of	the	past,	rather	than	having	to	explain	the	events. 

	

Popstar:	Never	Stop	Never	Stopping	(2016)	includes	“archive”	footage	at	the	very	

beginning	of	the	film,	which	quickly	establishes	the	style	that	will	be	used	for	the	rest	of	

the	film.	The	opening	shots	are	“archive”	of	the	main	characters	having	fun	times	

together	before	the	events	of	the	film,	which	becomes	relevant	later	on	in	the	story.	

	

	Shortly	afterwards	there	is	another	“archive”	shot,	which	shows	a	one	year	old	Connor	

(the	main	character	of	the	film)	performing	a	complex	drum	solo	-	setting	the	ridiculous	
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and	humorous	tone	that	will	continue	for	the	rest	of	the	film. 
 

Interview 

 

The	use	of	interview	in	documentary	is	a	helpful	tool	for	subjects	to	communicate	

information,	push	the	story	along,	and	voice	opinions.	One	of	the	most	common	

conventions	seen	in	documentary,	the	presence	of	an	interview	immediately	informs	the	

viewer	about	the	nature	of	the	film. 

This	is	also	true	of	mockumentary	-	as	soon	as	an	interview	is	soon,	the	audience	is	

made	aware	of	the	style	of	the	film.	Similar	to	archive	footage,	this	technique	is	used	

very	early	on	in	Popstar:	Never	Stop	Never	Stopping	(2016),	where	an	interview	with	the	

leading	character	sets	the	tone,	and	gets	the	story	rolling.	
 

Camera	acknowledgement 
 

Acknowledging	the	camera	is	a	convention	which	immediately	lets	the	viewer	know	that	

this	is	not	a	conventional	film,	as	most	non-documentary	or	mockumentary	films	will	

not	acknowledge	the	camera	unless	there	is	an	intentional	breaking	of	the	fourth	wall	-	

this	is	seen	in	films	such	as	Deadpool	(2016),	and	television	series	such	as	House	of	Cards	

(2013).	While	this	acknowledgement	of	the	camera	is	very	rare	in	conventional	films,	it	

is	nearly	guaranteed	in	documentaries	-	perhaps	not	so	much	in	expository	and	poetic	

modes.	This	acknowledgement	of	the	camera	includes	talking	to	the	camera	(similar	to	

interview),	interacting	with	the	camera	operator,	and	sometimes	addressing	the	

audience	directly.	This	is	fairly	evident	in	mockumentary	television	series	such	as	

Summer	Heights	High	(2007)	and	The	Office	(2005),	where	the	characters	frequently	talk	

to	the	camera	directly.	
 

Narration 

 

A	common	tool	in	documentary,	narration	is	used	heavily	as	the	“single,	unifying	source”	

in	expository	documentary	films	(Nichols,	2017).	This	is	also	a	feature	that	can	be	found	

in	conventional	(non-documentary)	films,	and	therefore	is	not	inherent	to	documentary	

or	mockumentary.	

	Regardless,	the	style	of	narration	when	placed	into	mockumentary	is	indicative	of	the	

narration	from	documentary.	Carnage:	Swallowing	the	Past	(2017)	utilises	this	style	of	
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narration	(as	an	expository	mockumentary),	which	is	a	strong	indicator	to	the	audience	

of	the	type	of	film,	right	from	the	beginning. 
 

Acknowledging	the	film 

 

Acknowledging	the	film’s	existence,	similarly	to	acknowledging	the	camera,	is	another	

convention	that	is	rare	in	non-documentary/mockumentary	films	-	for	the	same	reason	

of	bringing	the	audience	out	of	the	viewing	experience. 

What	we	do	in	the	Shadows	(2014)	opens	up	by	acknowledging	the	film	with	text	on	the	

screen,	making	reference	to	the	filmmakers	being	granted	access	to	the	subjects	of	the	

film. 
 

Contrasting	Features 

 

A	fictional	narrative	of	mockumentary	is	the	main	contrasting	feature	between	

mockumentary	and	documentary.	This	often	leads	to	mockumentaries	sharing	

information	that	is	fictional,	but	this	is	not	a	feature	inherent	to	mockumentary. 
 

The	majority	of	contrasting	features	are	found	in	the	actual	production	of	the	film.	

Mockumentaries	tend	to	be	produced	in	a	similar	way	to	conventional	films	–	that	is	

they	are	scripted	out,	filmed	with	actors	over	a	set	period,	and	then	edited	to	fit	the	

script.	 

	

Although	documentaries	will	often	still	be	scripted	to	a	degree,	the	whole	production	

process	is	less	rigid	and	open	to	changes	dependant	on	what	actually	happens	during	

filming	-	this	can	be	beneficial	by	getting	better	content	or	story	than	what	was	expected	

through	improvisation,	or	may	be	detrimental	if	the	expected	content	was	not	filmed.	

The	rigid	production	of	typical	films	may	harm	mockumentary	if	it	appears	that	the	film	

is	too	scripted,	which	can	easily	detract	from	the	viewing	experience	and	pull	the	

audience	out	of	the	film	-	this	can	however	be	countered	by	employing	quality	writers,	

or	using	more	improvisation	when	filming. 
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Docudrama 

 

Where	mockumentary	becomes	dangerous	is	where	the	fictional	narrative	is	perceived	

as	fact.	This	has	been	the	case	with	several	films	that	have	widely	deceived	the	audience	

on	the	subject	matter	-	Megalodon:	The	Monster	Shark	Lives	(2013);	Megalodon:	The	New	

Evidence	(2014);	Mermaids:	The	Body	Found	(2011);	and	Mermaids:	The	New	Evidence	

(2013).	These	shows	differ	from	traditional	mockumentary	in	that	the	fictional	

narrative,	and	fictional	information	within	the	narrative,	is	presented	as	fact	(or	not	

openly	revealed	to	be	fiction)	–	as	well	as	leaving	out	the	element	of	parody.	In	order	for	

mockumentary	to	be	a	valid	form	of	communication,	where	the	audience	is	not	deceived,	

a	“signpost”	needs	to	be	visible	from	the	beginning	to	inform	the	viewer	that	it	is	indeed	

a	mockumentary	that	is	being	viewed.	

	The	absurdity	of	Houston,	We	Have	a	Problem	(2016)	immediately	alerts	the	viewer	that	

it	is	a	mockumentary.	In	Popstar:	Never	Stop	Never	Stopping	(2016),	a	combination	of	

unrealistic	archive	footage	and	common	knowledge	that	the	character	in	question	is	not	

a	real-life	popstar	is	the	signpost.	What	We	Do	in	the	Shadows	(2014)	is	instantly	

recognised	as	a	mockumentary	by	the	knowledge	that	vampires	are	not	real.	In	avoiding	

these	signposts,	the	Megalodon	and	Mermaid	films	leave	the	realm	of	mockumentary,	

and	should	instead	be	classified	as	docudrama,	or	docufiction.	Docudrama,	as	of	itself,	is	

not	necessarily	bad,	or	inherently	manipulative.	It	has	the	potential	to	deceive	if	not	

treated	correctly	and	this	potential	risk	can	also	cross	over	to	mockumentary,	and	will	

be	discussed	further	in	chapter	2. 

	

Science	Communication 

 

The	Scientific	Mockumentary 

 

A	scientific	mockumentary	is	similar	to	other	mockumentaries	in	every	way,	with	the	

only	differentiation	being	the	intent	of	communicating	science.	As	documentary	is	a	

medium	often	used	for	science	communication,	it	would	lead	to	believe	that	

mockumentary	would	also	be	used	for	science	communication.	

	This	should	not	be	confused	with	the	previously	discussed	docudramas,	which	although	

are	scientific	in	nature,	the	science	in	them	is	not	true.		
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When	looking	for	scientific	mockumentaries,	it	becomes	glaringly	obvious	that	there	is	

an	under	representation	within	the	medium	as	a	whole.	This	lack	of	representation	

becomes	increasingly	obvious	when	compared	with	the	number	of	documentaries	that	

have	been	made	with	the	intention	to	communicate	science.	 
 

Under	Representation 

 

In	order	to	examine	the	relative	frequency	of	each	sub-genre	in	both	mockumentary	and	

documentary	(e.g.	media,	technology,	sexuality,	science),	it	is	necessary	to	have	data	on	

the	frequency	of	the	sub-genres.	

	In	order	to	gather	these	data,	I	made	use	of	the	website	topdocumentaryfilms.com.	This	

website	had	3564	documentary	films	split	up	into	25	categories,	which	I	further	

compressed	into	16	categories	(due	to	similarities	between	categories).	I	then	took	

these	same	categories,	and	applied	them	to	a	list	of	106	mockumentaries.	I	compiled	this	

list	of	mockumentaries	through	extensive	research	using	online	streaming	websites,	

mockumentary	reviews	(online	and	in	text),	and	movie	review/discussion	websites.	The	

number	of	mockumentaries	is	so	much	smaller	than	the	number	of	documentaries,	

simply	due	to	the	low	number	of	mockumentaries	that	have	been	released.	Several	of	

these	subgenres	had	no	mockumentaries	falling	into	the	category	–	such	as	religion,	

philosophy,	and	economics.	Another	category	was	also	created	-	Fantasy.	This	is	a	

category	not	possible	in	documentary,	as	fantasy	has	obvious	fictional	implications. 
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Fig	1.1.	Documentary	sub-genres	(n=3564)	as	listed	

on	topdocumentaryfilms.com	(2018). 

	

Fig	1.2.	Mockumentary	sub-genres	(n=106) 
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According	to	Fig.	1.1,	23.2%	of	documentaries	are	scientific	-	these	include	nature	and	

environmental	documentaries.	This	is	sharply	contrasted	with	Figure	1.2,	which	shows	

that	only	3.8%	of	mockumentaries	are	scientific.	Instead,	media	is	the	most	

representative	genre	of	mockumentary,	at	32.1%.	This	contrasts	sharply	with	its	

position	within	documentary,	where	it	only	makes	up	4.5%	of	all	sub-genres.	
 

This	data	clearly	shows	that	there	are	differences	between	the	subjects	tackled	in	both	

documentary	and	mockumentary.		This	can	also	be	seen	in	some	mockumentary	texts,	

which	go	into	depth	on	the	subject	without	ever	discussing	the	science	mockumentary	

(Miller,	2012;	Hight,	2015;	Roscoe	&	Hight,	2001).	These	differences	then	bring	up	the	

question,	as	to	why	there	is	this	dramatic	difference	in	representation	of	science	

communication.	This	is	an	area	that	has	not	been	researched	before,	so	there	has	been	

little	discussion	on	this	before.	I,	however,	believe	that	this	difference	in	representation	

is	due	to	filmmakers	simply	not	considering	mockumentary	for	communicating	science	-	

not	due	to	any	bias	on	the	form,	but	simply	due	to	the	approach	being	very	non-

conventional.	I	believe	that	the	scientific	mockumentary	holds	potential	for	science	

communication	in	future	endeavours,	and	that	the	mockumentary	form	has	inherent	

qualities	that	may	benefit	science	communication. 
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CHAPTER	2	-	Science	Communication	in	

Mockumentary 

 

There	are	elements	inherent	to	mockumentary	that	can	benefit	science	communication,	

and	also	those	that	can	be	detrimental	to	it.	These	elements	are	evident	in	certain	

examples,	and	should	be	considered	thoughtfully	when	creating	a	scientific	

mockumentary. 
 

Benefits 

 

Humour 
 

Perhaps	the	main	benefit	of	humour	in	science	communication	is	the	attention	it	gathers	

from	different	audiences.	A	study	from	Anderson	and	Becker,	2018,	shows	further	how	

humour	can	impact	audience	engagement.	Utilising	comedic	videos	on	climate	change,	

this	study	found	that	a	humorous	approach	on	this	issue	(when	using	a	one-sided	

argument,	i.e.	not	including	the	anti-climate	change	argument)	was	useful	when	

engaging	individuals	who	started	off	with	a	low	level	of	interest	in	the	subject	matter.	

This	is	a	very	useful	tool	in	science	communication.	Preaching	to	the	choir	with	scientific	

content	is	an	exercise	in	futility,	whereas	bringing	in	individuals	with	previously	low	

levels	of	engagement	is	crucial	to	growing	support	for	a	scientific	cause.	It	should	be	

noted,	however,	that	this	increased	engagement	was	not	seen	when	comedic	videos	

focus	on	a	two-sided	argument	-	such	as	where	arguments	for	and	against	the	existence	

of	climate	change	are	explored	(Anderson	&	Becker,	2018).	This	needs	to	be	considered	

when	creating	a	scientific	mockumentary,	in	order	to	effectively	utilise	the	engagement	

of	low-interest	individuals. 
 

Aside	from	this	increase	to	a	different	audience,	humour	itself	has	been	shown	to	

positively	impact	science	communication.	This	can	be	seen	on	a	neurological	level.	

Humour,	when	paired	with	information,	creates	an	anchor	between	the	left	and	right	

hemispheres	of	the	brain	-	the	logical	left	side	associating	with	the	information	or	hard	

facts,	and	the	emotional	right	side	associating	with	the	humour	(Martin	&	Ford,	2018).		
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If	the	film	is	primarily	comedy	based,	it	may	also	be	possible	for	the	science	to	be	

communicated	without	the	full	realisation	of	the	audience	(Scott,	2012)	-	comedy	heavy	

science	mockumentaries	may	not	even	be	recognised	as	scientific	mockumentaries,	and	

may	be	enjoyed	simply	for	the	story	and	the	comedy. 

Parody 

 

Parody	is	an	element	of	humour,	which	is	one	of	the	strongest	benefits	in	

mockumentary.		Effectively,	parody	is	imitation	and	exaggeration	(Hariman,	2008).	A	

common	(near	universal)	theme	of	mockumentary,	there	are	many	different	examples	

throughout	the	years.	Characters	from	Summer	Heights	High	(2007)	clearly	show	this.	

One	character,	Mr.	G,	clearly	imitates	a	flamboyant	drama	teacher,	with	humorous	

elements	exaggerated.	Exaggerated	elements	include	use	of	song	and	dance	in	lessons,	

commitment	to	school	productions,	and	an	impulsive	obsession	with	the	arts.	Similarly	

in	What	We	Do	in	the	Shadows	(2014),	the	characters	are	imitations	of	classic	vampires.	

Features	inherent	to	vampires	have	been	exaggerated	providing	a	humorous	effect,	such	

as	confrontations	with	werewolves,	immortality,	and	disregard	for	human	life.		Parody	is	

similar	to	the	element	of	satire	–	both	are	humorous	imitations	of	a	subject.	They	differ	

mainly	through	intention	-	Plantinga	(1998)	states	that	satire	“implies	ridicule	of	its	

target”.	This	contrasts	with	parody,	which	does	not	necessarily	intend	to	impart	

negative	connotations	onto	its	subject,	but	is	instead	intended	to	simply	comment	and	

critique	on	a	subject	(Jameson,	1984).	The	critical	commentary	that	parody	generates	

allows	it	to	break	down	walls,	or	emotional	barriers	that	an	audience	may	have	on	a	

certain	subject	(Scott,	2011).	LaMarre	(2013)	has	showed	these	benefits	of	parody	in	a	

study,	which	showed	parody	videos	led	to	a	significantly	higher	level	of	knowledge	on	

the	target	issue,	when	these	videos	are	consumed	in	a	comedic	context.	Mockumentary,	

of	course	being	a	humorous	form	of	film,	reaps	these	benefits	of	parody. 
 

One	mockumentary	where	parody	has	the	potential	to	break	down	walls	is	Carnage:	

Swallowing	the	Past	(2017),	directed	by	Simon	Amstell.	This	is	directly	contrasted	by	a	

documentary	with	an	identical	message	–	Dominion	(2018),	directed	by	Chris	Delforce.	

Both	films	share	the	horrors	of	abuse	and	exploitation	within	animal	agriculture,	with	

completely	different	ways	of	communicating	this	information. 
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Carnage:	Swallowing	the	Past	is	a	mockumentary	set	in	the	year	2067.	In	this	future,	

animal	products	are	no	longer	consumed,	and	the	youth	of	the	time	look	back	on	the	

meat-eating	past	with	a	similar	disgust	as	when	we	currently	look	back	on	horrific	

events	such	as	slavery,	and	the	holocaust.	The	main	storyline	of	the	film	is	the	narrator	

tracing	the	history	of	how	animal	products	were	removed	from	diets	around	the	world	-	

beginning	in	1944.	A	mixture	of	fact	and	fiction,	all	events	after	2017	are	fabricated,	

while	the	majority	of	pre-2017	events	are	fact	(with	a	few	comedic	false	events	thrown	

in).	Science	Communication	is	not	the	main	point	of	this	film,	with	the	main	message	

being	a	moral	one.		

Regardless,	small	amounts	of	science	are	still	available,	such	as	the	health	benefits	of	a	

plant-based	diet,	and	the	effects	of	animal	agriculture	on	climate	change. 
 

Dominion	is	a	documentary	that	covers	all	aspects	of	animal	agriculture	and	exploitation,	

species	by	species.	A	new	narrator	for	each	species	tells	the	hidden	truth	of	what	goes	

on	in	these	industries,	with	footage	being	captured	from	inside	slaughterhouses.	A	

revolutionary	film	due	to	camera	advancements	and	the	ability	to	capture	a	lot	of	new	

footage,	this	film	also	centres	on	a	moral	message	rather	than	science	communication.	

Dominion	refuses	to	hold	back	and	exposes	these	industries	completely,	with	this	

uncensored	footage	being	horrific	throughout. 
 

Essentially,	both	Carnage	and	Dominion	are	communicating	the	same	message	-	that	

animal	agriculture	and	exploitation	is	morally	wrong.	However,	the	methods	being	

undertaken	by	either	filmmaker	are	drastically	different.	Dominion	seeks	to	expose	this	

behaviour	through	shock	tactics,	while	Carnage	uses	parody	to	break	down	emotional	

barriers	in	the	viewer.	 
 

Parody	can	go	beyond	breaking	down	emotional	barriers	in	the	context	of	science	

communication	-	an	example	can	be	seen	in	Summer	Heights	High	(2007),	a	television	

mockumentary	created	by	Chris	Lilley.	This	is	a	parody	of	life	in	an	Australian	high	

school,	where	Lilley	portrays	the	three	main	characters	in	this	show,	including	Tongan	

high	school	student	Jonah	Takalua.	

	Rather	than	communicating	science,	Jonah’s	story	arc	helps	to	highlight	the	level	of	

racism	faced	by	Polynesians	living	in	Australia,	with	the	parody	of	the	piece	helping	to	

soften	the	audience	for	the	revelation	of	this	racism.	Jonah’s	character	speaks	and	acts	in	
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a	humorous	manner,	which	puts	the	viewer	in	a	relaxed	state,	with	no	emotional	

barriers	up.	The	revelation	of	casual	racism	against	Jonah	from	his	peers	and	teachers	

comes	up	towards	the	end	of	the	season,	when	the	viewer	has	been	in	this	relaxed	state	

with	Jonah	for	the	majority	of	the	show.	When	some	of	the	teachers	begin	lashing	out	at	

Jonah,	tying	his	bad	behaviour	with	his	race,	it	shows	the	viewer	that	this	racism	from	

people	in	positions	of	power	has	likely	pushed	him	to	behave	as	he	does.		

	

With	the	parody	element	of	Summer	Heights	High	breaking	down	the	emotional	barriers	

of	the	viewer,	it	encourages	the	viewer	to	recognise	this	racism,	reflect	on	its	effect,	and	

relate	the	experience	to	their	past	experiences.	The	emotional	barriers	I	speak	of	in	this	

context	are	those	associated	with	racism.	It	is	all	to	simple	to	see	a	white	actor	

portraying	a	Polynesian	character	(and	displaying	negative	stereotypes	associated	with	

Polynesians)	and	immediately	think	of	the	show	as	racist,	as	is	evident	with	the	amount	

of	online	outrage	towards	this	character	(Godfery,	2017;	Marlborough,	2017;	Gupta,	

2014;	Bolitho,	2014).	The	elements	of	parody	in	this	show	help	the	viewer	to	see	

through	this	initial	reaction	(by	breaking	down	these	emotional	barriers)	and	begin	to	

recognise	this	casual	racism,	and	associate	it	with	a	character	whom	they	are	attached	

to.	If	these	emotional	barriers	were	still	in	place,	a	viewer	who	does	not	experience	this	

racism	may	find	it	harder	to	associate	with	this.	
 

Story 

 

Filmmaking	is	storytelling	-	all	films	require	a	story,	otherwise	they	become	nothing	

more	than	a	collection	of	images.	Therefore,	this	is	true	to	both	documentary	and	

mockumentary.	It	might	seem	odd	to	mention	story	as	an	element	of	mockumentary	that	

aids	science	communication,	as	it	is	not	unique	to	mockumentary	and	can	be	found	in	

any	other	style	of	film.	However,	the	mockumentary	style	can	easily	lend	to	the	creation	

of	story	in	science	communication	and	aid	the	pre-production/production	process.	This	

story	can	be	melded	to	communicate	any	science	that	the	filmmaker	wants	-	whereas	

with	traditional	documentary,	the	story	must	already	exist	(or	be	contrived	from	

reality).	A	scientific	mockumentary	filmmaker	could,	in	theory,	find	some	science	they	

wish	to	communicate,	and	craft	an	entire	fictional	narrative	around	this	science	-	a	task	

that	becomes	difficult	when	this	narrative	is	required	to	be	factual.		
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This	crafting	of	a	fictional	narrative	to	fit	around	scientific	information	has	been	done	at	

least	once	-	this	was	how	I	came	up	with	the	storyline	for	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	which	will	

be	discussed	in	more	depth	in	Chapter	3. 
 

Negrete	and	Lartigue	(2004)	commented	on	the	use	of	storytelling	and	narrative	in	

science	communication:	“	They	may	provide	an	accurate	way	of	representing	and	

communicating	knowledge,	an	effective	emotional	trigger,	a	lasting	memory	structure,	

an	enjoyable	medium	and	a	powerful	aid	for	learning”.	This	should	not	be	a	surprise,	

with	all	familiar	science	communication	ventures	utilising	storytelling	-	from	websites	

and	books,	to	documentaries	and	mockumentaries.	Storytelling	seems	to	be	so	effective	

in	science	communication,	that	good	narrative	skills	can	seemingly	make	bad	science	

look	good	-	particularly	in	the	anti-vaccination	movement,	where	good	use	of	

storytelling	has	lent	credibility	to	a	movement	that	has	no	evidence	to	back	it	up	(Shelby	

&	Ernst,	2013). 
	 	  

The	story	element	of	mockumentary	also	ties	in	with	the	previously	discussed	impact	of	

humour	on	less	engaged	audience	members.	The	novel	approaches	of	mockumentary,	

and	the	associated	stories,	are	inherently	different	from	that	of	documentary	through	

the	injection	of	comedy.	This	difference	inevitably	draws	a	different	target	audience,	one	

that	may	not	be	as	likely	to	relate	to,	or	even	watch	traditional	documentary. 
 

Drawbacks 

 

It	would	be	ignorant	to	ignore	the	aspects	of	mockumentary	that	would	act	as	a	

detriment	to	science	communication.	The	very	humour	that	is	inherent	to	

mockumentary	also	has	the	possibility	to	create	an	environment	that	is	not	very	

conducive	to	science	communication	if	not	deeply	considered	during	the	filmmaking	

process. 
 

Missing	the	Point 
 

With	any	joke,	there	is	the	danger	that	the	audience	doesn’t	get	it.	This	is	an	

uncomfortable	truth	that	can	plague	comedians,	and	also	could	potentially	detriment	the	

mockumentary	filmmaker.		
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With	mockumentary	effectively	being	a	joke	in	film	form,	there	is	always	the	possibility	

that	the	audience	misses	the	point	of	the	mockumentary,	thus	leaving	the	science	

communication	useless.	Unfortunately,	with	comedy	being	subjective,	this	also	leaves	

the	interpretation	of	the	information	to	also	be	subjective,	to	an	extent	-	people	can	

process	information	in	a	manner	that	aligns	more	with	their	personal	beliefs	when	there	

is	the	subjectivity,	or	ambiguity	involved	(Balcetis	&	Dunning,	2006). 
 

Continuing	with	the	theme	of	political	comedy,	research	from	LaMarre	et	al	(2009)	

clearly	shows	situations	where	the	joke	is	missed	-	particularly	with	late	night	talk	show	

host	Stephen	Colbert.	Stephen	Colbert	was	the	host	of	the	show	The	Colbert	Report,	

which	ran	from	2005-2014.	Colbert	utilises	a	“deadpan”	style	of	comedy	in	this	show	-	

the	jokes	are	told	while	he	stays	in	a	serious,	straight-faced	character.	This	style	of	

humour,	similar	to	parody	in	mockumentary,	necessitates	the	viewer	to	make	their	own	

opinion	on	the	sincerity	and	meaning	of	the	humour	(Simpson,	2003).	

	The	mockumentary	filmmaker	needs	to	consider	their	audiences	reaction	to	the	

humour	and	parody,	in	order	to	ensure	their	intentions	are	not	mistaken	-	similar	to	

how	The	Colbert	Report	needed	to	consider	the	reactions	of	their	audience. 

	

This	all	boils	down	to	target	audience	-	The	Colbert	Report	frequently	satirized	political	

conservatives	-	satire,	of	course,	devaluing	its	subject.	These	jokes	at	the	expense	of	

political	conservatives	expectedly	were	interpreted	differently	by	political	conservatives	

than	by	political	liberals	(LaMarre	et	al.,	2009).	This	interpretation	tended	to	be	in	line	

with	the	viewers	personal	beliefs,	regardless	of	the	intention	of	Colbert.	Political	liberals	

were	shown	to	get	the	humour	and	the	satirical	nature	of	Colbert's	character,	whereas	

political	conservatives	were	more	likely	to	miss	the	point,	and	see	Colbert’s	character	as	

a	genuine	conservative	reporter,	rather	than	a	satirical	version	of	one. 

	

In	a	mockumentary,	missing	the	point	can	have	many	implications.	The	information,	

humour,	or	intent	may	be	misinterpreted,	the	information	may	be	seen	as	unreliable,	or	

the	mockumentary	may	be	interpreted	as	entirely	factual	(including	the	fictional	

elements).	The	misinterpretation	of	intent	is	evident	again	in	Summer	Heights	High,	with	

the	character	of	Jonah	Takalua.	The	portrayal	of	Jonah	has	led	to	criticism	of	racism	onto	

the	filmmaker	(McFarlane,	2009;	O’Hara,	2007)	-	an	allegation	that	can	be	seen	as	

completely	misleading	upon	the	understanding	of	the	purpose	of	racism	in	this	show,	as	
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was	previously	discussed.	A	mockumentary	that	is	seen	as	unreliable,	or	one	which	is	

initially	thought	to	be	entirely	factual,	can	also	be	problematic	and	detrimental	to	the	

communication	of	science. 
 

Tricking	Viewers 

 

In	some	circumstances,	viewers	may	miss	the	point	of	the	mockumentary	while	still	

understanding	the	fictional	nature	of	it.	In	these	instances,	another	criticism	on	

mockumentary	arises	-	the	criticism	that	the	mockumentary	is	trying	to	deceive,	or	trick	

the	audience.	As	defined	in	chapter	one,	mockumentary	does	not	intentionally	seek	to	

deceive	or	trick	the	audience.	However,	it	is	still	possible	for	a	mockumentary	to	deceive	

viewers	unintentionally. 

	

It	is	the	responsibility	of	the	mockumentary	filmmaker	to	take	a	critical	look	at	their	

own	film,	and	question	whether	reasonable	people	would	be	able	to	tell	that	it	is	a	

fictional	narrative.	This	realisation	does	not	need	to	be	apparent	from	the	beginning,	or	

even	definite	-	but	by	the	end	of	the	film,	the	audience	should	be	relatively	sure	that	this	

is	a	work	of	fiction,	particularly	in	the	realm	of	scientific	mockumentaries.	This	is	where	

mockumentaries	require	a	“signpost”,	to	alert	the	viewer	to	the	fact	that	it	is	a	

mockumentary. 
 

A	signpost	could	be	anything	about	the	film	that	makes	the	viewer	understand	its	true	

nature	-	it	could	be	dialogue,	props,	characters,	actors,	or	even	just	simple	common	

sense.	 

In	Summer	Heights	High	(2007),	the	portrayal	of	the	three	main	characters	by	the	same	

actor	acts	as	a	signpost.	In	Houston,	We	Have	a	Problem	(2016),	the	ridiculousness	of	the	

situation	immediately	alerts	the	viewer	to	the	fictitious	nature	of	the	film	-	the	storyline	

follows	an	alternate	history	where	Yugoslavia	was	the	main	contestant	in	the	space	race.	

High	profile	films	such	as	Borat!	(2006),	and	Popstar:	Never	Stop	Never	Stopping	(2016)	

are	immediately	seen	as	mockumentaries	by	the	marketing	of	the	films	and	the	

recognition	of	the	actors	-	Sacha	Baron	Cohen	and	Andy	Samberg,	respectively.	What	we	

do	in	the	Shadows	(2014)	is	immediately	seen	as	a	mockumentary	by	the	common	

knowledge	that	vampires	are	not	real.	This	is	Spinal	Tap	(1984)	utilises	multiple	means,	

including	the	use	of	celebrity	cameos,	the	fake	fame	of	the	titular	band,	and	perhaps	the	
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most	well	known	is	the	guitar	amplifier	that	can	be	turned	up	to	11.	Regardless	what	the	

signpost	is,	it	is	a	needed	element	of	mockumentary.	They	are	less	crucial	in	

mockumentaries	such	as	American	Vandal	(2017),	where	there	is	little	at	stake	if	the	

audience	is	accidentally	tricked,	but	must	have	certain	care	given	to	them	in	

mockumentaries	such	as	Carnage:	Swallowing	the	Past	(2017),	which	has	more	to	lose	if	

it	were	to	be	accused	of	tricking	viewers. 
 

As	mentioned	in	the	first	chapter,	docudrama	is	a	sub-genre	of	

documentary/mockumentary	that	avoids	these	signposts.	This	is	potentially	

problematic,	and	may	require	a	whole	different	route	of	thinking	if	a	filmmaker	wished	

to	use	docudrama	for	science	communication. 
 

Reliability 

 

The	reliability	of	information	that	is	communicated	in	mockumentary	is	a	multi-faceted	

problem	-	firstly,	requiring	the	audience	to	tell	the	fact	from	the	fiction.	Carnage:	

Swallowing	the	Past	(2017)	is	a	great	example	of	a	scientific	mockumentary	which	

distinguishes	the	fact	from	fiction,	utilising	creative	choices	from	the	filmmaker	which	

not	only	move	the	story	along,	but	also	highlight	the	differences	between	fact	and	fiction.	

As	previously	mentioned,	Carnage:	Swallowing	the	Past	is	set	in	2067,	and	recounts	the	

history	of	the	vegan	movement	from	1944	-	2067.		

The	basis	for	the	distinction	between	fact	and	fiction	in	this	film	is	mainly	to	do	with	the	

timeline	-	for	the	most	part,	pre-2017	events/science/information	are	all	factual	(a	few	

humorous	fictional	scenes	are	included),	with	post-2017	events/science/information	

being	fictional.	An	easy	distinction	for	the	audience	to	see	with	the	release	date	of	this	

film	being	so	recent,	this	distinction	may	be	more	difficult	in	the	future	as	the	film	ages.	

This	sort	of	fact-fiction	separation	is	vital	in	scientific	mockumentaries,	and	a	lot	of	

thought	needs	to	be	applied	to	this	during	the	production	process. 
 

Once	this	fiction	is	separated	from	fact,	how	reliable	is	the	actual	science?	Or,	more	

importantly,	how	reliable	does	the	audience	think	it	is?	The	inherent	humour	of	

mockumentary,	previously	discussed	as	a	benefit,	is	a	factor	that	could	act	as	a	

detriment	to	the	reliability	of	information.	As	Martin	and	Ford	(2018)	put	it,	“certain	
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types	of	humour	contributing	to	persuasiveness	in	some	circumstances	but	not	in	

others”	-	showing	that	the	effect	that	humour	has	on	persuasion	is	not	a	simple	issue,	

but	instead	must	pay	attention	to	the	type	of	humour	being	used,	the	subject	matter	

being	discussed,	and	the	target	audience	(Reisch,	2014).	The	response	to	comedy	is	

always	dependant	on	the	audience	(Reisch,	2014),	and	therefore	the	audience	is	the	

largest	consideration	one	must	have	when	creating	a	scientific	mockumentary.	If	the	

target	audience	is	to	be	the	same	as	traditional	documentary,	then	why	create	a	

mockumentary	at	all?	The	target	audience	must	be	highly	tailored	for	the	

mockumentary	otherwise	the	filmmaker	runs	the	risk	of	the	audience	not	being	

persuaded	due	to	a	lack	of	reliability,	led	on	by	the	use	of	humour. 
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Chapter	3	-	Kiwis	Against	Birds 

 

Pre-Production 

 

In	the	first	year	of	the	Masters	of	Science	Communication	program,	students	in	the	

filmmaking	stream	are	expected	to	decide	on	what	the	film	component	of	their	thesis	

will	be.	As	an	avid	birdwatcher,	I	knew	from	the	start	that	my	film	would	focus	on	birds	

in	some	way.	My	initial	ideas	were	all	for	films	that	could	only	be	described	as	

traditional	natural	history	-	footage	of	birds	melded	into	stories,	aided	by	the	narration	

of	an	old,	wise	man,	with	a	conservation	message	passed	along	in	the	climax.	These	were	

the	types	of	films	I	watched	and	loved,	but	as	I	got	further	and	further	into	planning	I	

became	disheartened	with	these	ideas.	I	recognised	that	I	was	(and	still	am)	a	silly	guy,	

with	a	taste	for	humour.	Traditional	natural	history	films	were	just	not	the	sort	of	films	I	

was	destined	to	make.	This	put	me	in	a	tough	situation,	as	I	wondered	how	to	combine	

my	love	of	birds	with	my	love	of	comedy.	I	refused	to	exclude	birds	from	the	film	-	after	

all,	I	firmly	believe	that	New	Zealand	birds	need	all	the	help	they	can	get.	This	was	

confirmed	by	my	research	into	the	current	state	of	New	Zealand	bird	conservation,	

which	shows	that	71	out	of	487	New	Zealand	bird	taxa	are	classed	as	threatened,	with	

23	of	these	being	classed	as	Nationally	Critical	(Robertson	et	al.,	2017).	After	

contemplating	the	idea	of	combining	avian	conservation	with	comedy,	I	came	up	with	

the	idea	of	the	film	that	would	eventually	become	Kiwis	Against	Birds. 
 

Kiwis	Against	Birds	aims	to	communicate	science	that	the	audience	may	be	less	than	

willing	to	accept.	Essentially,	showing	that	everyday	choices	by	New	Zealanders	have	

direct	consequences	on	our	native	birdlife.	Rather	than	taking	a	more	traditional	

communication	route	of	scolding	these	behaviours	for	their	negative	impacts,	Kiwis	

Against	Birds	instead	presents	these	behaviours,	and	the	consequences,	as	desirable.		

	

This	is	done	through	the	use	of	characters	who	have	the	ultimate	goal	of	wiping	out	all	

New	Zealand	birds,	and	this	leaves	the	audience	with	the	option	to	make	up	their	own	

mind	on	whether	or	not	they	are	supportive	of	these	behaviours.		
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With	this	decision	on	how	to	handle	the	science	communication,	it	became	fairly	evident	

that	in	order	to	successfully	utilise	this	technique,	traditional	documentary	style	should	

not	be	used.	Mockumentary,	or	mock	documentary,	was	quickly	decided	to	be	the	best	

style	to	film	Kiwis	Against	Birds.	 
 

Story 

 

After	deciding	on	the	mockumentary	style	for	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	the	next	step	in	the	

process	was	to	develop	a	story	that	would	have	the	opportunity	to	communicate	the	

desired	information.	The	decision	was	made	to	have	the	main	character	go	on	a	journey	

of	discovery,	and	have	side	characters	sharing	the	information	with	him	on	this	journey.	

This	allows	the	audience	to	go	on	the	same	journey,	and	have	the	science	delivered	to	

them	as	part	of	the	story.	A	few	more	details	were	added	to	make	the	story	more	

complete,	and	the	final	plot	was	written. 
 

Kiwis	Against	Birds	begins	with	the	character	of	Richard	Duncan	lying	on	a	couch,	with	a	

voiceover	revealing	there	has	been	a	recent	traumatic	event.	After	establishing	his	hate	

for	birds,	Richard	begins	to	tell	the	story	of	how	he	got	here.	It	all	began	while	he	was	

giving	a	lecture	to	a	group	of	young	people,	in	an	effort	to	try	and	recruit	them	into	his	

non-profit	organisation,	Kiwis	Against	Birds.	He	claims	that	Kiwis	Against	Birds	aims	to	

create	a	better	future	for	all	New	Zealanders,	by	getting	rid	of	all	the	birds.	While	

Richard	is	giving	his	lecture,	the	story	flashes	back	to	him	creating	the	lecture.	To	help	

him	write	the	first	section,	he	pays	a	visit	to	an	old	friend	Guy	Gileson,	a	slightly	crazy	

dairy	enthusiast.	Gileson	accounts	in	detail	how	New	Zealanders	can	help	birds	go	

extinct	by	supporting	habitat	destruction	and	degradation	(mainly	through	dairy),	and	

also	by	keeping	dangerous	predators	(cats)	as	pets.	The	film	cuts	back	to	the	lecture,	

with	Richard	recounting	the	end	of	Gilson’s	rant,	nearly	word	for	word.		

	

After	expecting	applause	but	receiving	nothing	but	confused	looks,	Richard	launches	

into	the	second	section,	which	then	flashes	back	to	him	visiting	Owen	James	-	a	staunch,	

typical	kiwi	bloke	with	a	passion	for	commercial	fisheries.	Owen	details	the	effect	that	

commercial	fisheries	have	on	New	Zealand	birds,	mainly	through	bycatch.	After	his	

detailed	explanation,	which	also	condemns	recreational	fisheries	for	not	killing	enough	

birds,	the	story	cuts	forward	again	to	Richard’s	lecture.		
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The	lecture	concludes	as	nobody	asks	any	questions	following	the	completion	of	section	

2,	and	Richard	invites	everybody	to	sign	up	to	the	mailing	list	as	they	leave.		

Surprisingly	to	him,	all	the	attendees	quickly	file	out,	ignoring	his	pleas	for	them	to	sign	

up.	As	the	last	person	closes	the	door	behind	them,	Richard	sits	down	defeated,	asking	

the	cameraman	to	turn	the	camera	off	as	he	starts	breaking	down	in	tears. 
 

We	return	to	Richard	three	months	later,	wearing	a	poncho	and	living	on	Gileson’s	couch	

-	as	at	the	beginning	of	the	film.	He	reveals	that	after	the	failed	lecture,	he	has	decided	to	

end	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	realising	that	the	youth	of	New	Zealand	will	never	agree	with	

their	message. 

Unbeknownst	to	Richard,	one	of	the	lecture	attendees	had	gone	home	and	complained	

about	it	to	her	dad	-	an	employee	of	“big	dairy”.	He	in	turn	reached	out	to	Gileson	

through	the	Kiwis	Against	Birds	social	media	accounts.	Gileson	goes	to	a	meeting,	and	

manages	to	secure	funding	for	Kiwis	Against	Birds	to	continue	as	a	company.	After	

hearing	this	news,	Richard	is	still	not	happy.	“What’s	the	point?”	he	asks,	believing	that	

they	are	hopeless	without	the	youth	of	New	Zealand	being	on	board.	Gileson	gives	one	

last	motivational	speech	to	Richard,	telling	him	that	no	matter	what	the	youth	are	

thinking,	they	are	still	buying	dairy,	fish,	and	owning	cats.	Even	if	they	disagree	with	

Kiwis	Against	Birds,	they	are	still	contributing	to	the	cause,	and	they	will	never	care	

enough	to	change.	Realising	that	Gileson	is	right,	Richard	finally	understands	that	

whether	they	know	it	or	not,	New	Zealanders	are	supporting	Kiwis	Against	Birds.	The	

film	ends	on	a	freeze	frame	as	Richard	and	Guy	high	five,	which	leads	into	a	credit	

sequence	showing	bird	footage	alongside	a	rap	song,	detailing	violence	and	hatred	

against	birds. 
 

Science 

 

Although	there	are	many	everyday	behaviours	of	New	Zealanders	that	actively	affect	

native	bird	populations,	I	decided	to	focus	on	three	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	-	dairy	

consumption,	fish	consumption,	and	irresponsible	cat	ownership.	Initially	there	were	

plans	for	Richard	to	visit	three	different	friends	and	learn	about	one	issue	from	each,	but	

eventually	dairy	consumption	and	irresponsible	cat	ownership	were	combined	as	I	had	

to	keep	the	time	of	the	film	at	25	minutes	long.		
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In	order	to	ensure	that	the	science	being	communicated	was	valid,	I	created	a	strong	

argument	for	how	each	of	these	issues	negatively	impacts	native	bird	populations.	 
 

	 Dairy	Consumption 

 

The	dairy	industry	is	one	that	is	crucial	to	the	economy	of	New	Zealand.	Despite	our	

small	size,	we	are	the	world's	largest	exporter	of	dairy	products	(Lagrange	et	al.,	2015).	

While	contributing	7%	to	New	Zealand's	GDP	(Clarke	et	al.,	2007),	the	dairy	industry	

also	causes	environmental	issues	that	cannot	be	ignored	-	the	most	noteworthy	of	these	

being	habitat	loss,	habitat	destruction,	and	greenhouse	gas	emissions. 
 

The	loss	of	habitat	in	New	Zealand	cannot	be	blamed	on	solely	one	entity.	Pushing	the	

blame	onto	urban	areas,	dairy	farms,	pine	tree	plantations,	or	any	other	sort	of	

industrial	land	use	shows	an	inherent	bias	against	certain	land	uses,	while	giving	others	

a	free	pass.	This	being	said,	the	New	Zealand	land	use	statistics	clearly	show	that	the	

blame	should	not	be	divided	equally.	The	Ministry	for	Environment	released	an	

environmental	snapshot	in	2010,	focusing	on	land	use.	This	document	revealed	that	in	

New	Zealand,	only	1%	of	land	is	devoted	to	settlements,	with	only	30%	of	land	being	

natural	forest.	High	producing	grassland	takes	up	22%	of	the	land,	with	low	producing	

grassland	occupying	29%	-	a	combined	51%,	over	half	of	New	Zealand	land.	Although	it	

is	not	specified	exactly	what	is	grazing	on	this	high	and	low	producing	grassland,	this	

introduced	pasture	is	said	to	have	a	predominant	use	in	grazing	for	lamb,	beef,	and	

dairy. 
 

Land	use	and	habitat	loss	are	not	the	only	area	in	which	the	dairy	industry	negatively	

impacts	native	bird	populations	however	-	there	are	also	direct	environmental	impacts.	

The	New	Zealand	dairy	industry	has	only	been	increasing	over	the	past	20	years,	and	

this	industrialisation	has	led	to	the	environmental	impacts	becoming	greater	(Foote	et	

al.,	2015).	One	of	the	main	impacts	that	dairy	has	is	on	water	quality	-	both	through	

inputs	of	fertiliser	into	the	pastures,	and	through	excretions	from	the	cows	themselves.		
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This	is	undesirable	from	an	anthropocentric	perspective	due	to	the	implications	on	

drinking	water	and	the	associated	costs	of	cleaning	the	waterways	to	make	them	safe	for	

human	consumption	(Foote	et	al.,	2015)	-	but	it	should	not	be	forgotten	that	these	

waterways	that	are	being	degraded	are	part	of	a	larger	ecosystem,	and	any	degradation	

to	this	ecosystem	will	be	degrading	the	habitat	of	the	birds	that	live	there. 
 

Another	form	of	habitat	degradation,	albeit	on	a	much	larger	scale,	is	the	ever-present	

threat	of	climate	change.	Potentially	devastating	if	emissions	are	unchanged,	climate	

change	presents	many	threats	to	birds	not	only	in	New	Zealand,	but	also	around	the	

world.	Particularly	this	could	be	seen	in	birds	failing	to	respond	to	a	failing	climate,	and	

falling	out	of	synchronicity	with	their	environment	(Crick,	2004).	As	climate	change	is	

occurring	due	to	the	release	of	greenhouse	gases,	elimination	of	excess	greenhouse	gas	

emissions	must	occur	if	we	wish	to	stop	climate	change	before	irreversible	damage	is	

done	-	dairy	farming	in	New	Zealand	is	a	large	problem	in	the	face	of	this	knowledge,	as	

dairy	cattle	release	more	greenhouse	gases	than	any	other	area	of	emissions.	This	

includes	transport,	energy	production,	waste,	and	other	forms	of	agriculture,	and	was	

published	in	New	Zealand’s	Greenhouse	Gas	Inventory	1990-2015,	by	the	Ministry	for	

the	Environment.	Dairy	was	shown	to	be	the	cause	of	22.9%	of	New	Zealand	greenhouse	

gas	emissions.	This	exceeds	all	transport	combined,	with	transport	coming	in	second	at	

19.1%. 
 

Regardless	of	this	information,	it	is	foolish	to	distinguish	dairy	from	other	forms	of	

animal	agriculture.	Rather	than	attempt	to	push	the	blame	for	habitat	destruction,	

habitat	degradation,	and	global	warming	onto	dairy,	we	should	accept	that	it	is	all	of	

animal	agriculture	(de	Vries	&	de	Boer,	2010),	and	other	indiscriminate	land	use	that	

determines	this.	This	being	said,	from	a	filmmaking	perspective	it	made	more	sense	to	

focus	only	on	one	aspect	of	animal	agriculture	for	Kiwis	Against	Birds.	This	was	decided	

by	simply	choosing	the	area	of	animal	agriculture	that	releases	the	highest	amount	of	

greenhouse	gases	in	New	Zealand-	that	is	of	course,	dairy.	Although	all	mentions	of	

greenhouse	gases	and	climate	change	were	excluded	from	the	final	cut	of	the	film,	it	is	

important	to	remember	that	these	are	an	ever-present	threat	to	the	future	of	bird	

conservation.	
 

 



	 31	

Fish	Consumption 

 

Kiwis	Against	Birds	makes	the	claim	that	simply	by	eating	commercially	caught	fish,	New	

Zealanders	are	helping	make	New	Zealand	seabirds	extinct.	This	simple	claim	can	be	

backed	up	with	scientific	fact,	which	connects	the	commercial	fishing	industry	in	New	

Zealand	with	horrific	amounts	of	seabird	bycatch.		

The	Assessment	of	the	Risk	of	Commercial	Fisheries	to	New	Zealand	Seabirds,	by	

Richard	et	al.,	2015,	highlights	some	of	these	disturbing	statistics.	This	assessment	

shows	that	in	New	Zealand,	there	is	an	annual	estimate	of	16,200	seabirds	killed	as	

bycatch.	This	is	through	a	combination	of	trawling,	long-lines	(top	and	bottom),	and	set	

nets.	25%	of	the	worlds	seabirds	breed	in	New	Zealand,	and	a	large	number	of	the	

albatross	and	petrels	that	breed	here	have	a	high	risk	of	being	caught	as	bycatch.	

Bycatch	is	just	one	of	the	many	threats	facing	these	species,	and	when	combined	with	

these	other	threats	may	be	quite	dangerous	to	the	continued	survival	of	certain	species	

if	left	unchecked.	There	are	efforts	amongst	some	commercial	fisheries	to	lower	the	risk	

of	bycatch	(Bull,	2007),	and	it	is	paramount	that	all	commercial	fisheries	adopt	these	

methods	in	order	to	protect	seabirds. 
 

I	wanted	to	make	sure	that	responsible	fisheries	were	not	also	the	targets	of	this	film,	

and	made	sure	to	include	information	ensuring	viewers	that	recreational	fisheries	are	

not	partaking	in	this	bycatch.		

I	also	included	a	small	section	letting	viewers	know	that	there	are	some	commercial	

fishing	vessels	that	are	actively	trying	to	reduce	the	amount	of	bycatch.	At	the	end	of	the	

day,	it	is	the	industrial	level	commercial	fishing	operations	that	are	causing	the	most	

damage	(Richard	et	al.,	2015). 
 

Cat	Ownership 

 

Cat	ownership	is	an	important	aspect	of	life	to	many	New	Zealanders	-	there	are	many	

different	purposes	for	cat	ownership,	with	the	main	being	companionship	(Driscoll	et	al.,	

2007).	 

Regardless	how	important	cats	are	to	New	Zealanders,	it	is	important	to	note	the	impact	

that	cats	have	on	native	birds.	
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	New	Zealand	is	a	land	without	native	mammals,	with	the	exception	of	bats	and	marine	

mammals	-	due	to	this;	birds	have	evolved	with	no	inherent	behavioural	aversions	to	

introduced	mammalian	predators	(Massaro	et	al.,	2008).	In	New	Zealand	these	

introduced	mammalian	predators	include	stoats,	possums,	rats,	mice,	and	cats. 

	

When	left	unmanaged,	cats	can	have	disastrous	consequences	in	the	environment	

through	predation	(Farnworth	et	al.,	2013).	This	is	especially	notable	in	bird	species	that	

spend	time	on	the	ground	or	near	the	ground	-	this	could	include	foraging,	resting,	or	

nesting	in	these	areas.	An	estimated	4.7-11.06	million	birds	are	killed	annually	by	cats	in	

New	Zealand	-	with	this	number	only	taking	into	account	domestic	companion	cats	

(Farnworth	et	al.,	2013).	These	domestic	cats	are	not	the	only	population	of	cats	that	

needs	to	be	kept	in	check	-	there	are	also	stray	cats,	and	feral	cats.	While	domestic	cats	

typically	belong	to	a	house	and	an	owner,	stray	cats	do	not	(whilst	still	living	in	urban	

environments).	Feral	cats	differ	from	the	two	by	living	in	self-sustained	populations,	

usually	outside	of	cities	(National	Cat	Management	Strategy,	2017).	The	impact	of	stray	

and	feral	cats	on	birds	is	undoubtedly	more	than	that	of	domestic	cats,	with	the	impact	

of	feral	cats	alone	possible	to	lead	to	localised	extinctions	(Farnworth	et	al.,	2013). 

	

Farnworth	et	al.,	2013,	suggest	means	for	managing	the	domestic,	stray,	and	feral	cats	-	

all	three	of	which	require	different	strategies.	The	only	one	of	these	relevant	to	Kiwis	

Against	Birds	is	the	strategies	for	domestic	cats.	One	of	the	main	strategies	for	managing	

companion	cats	is	to	stop	them	from	contributing	to	stray,	or	feral	populations	-	through	

neutering.	Creating	a	culture	where	cats	are	not	abandoned,	and	predation	mitigation	

devices	such	as	bell	collars	are	used	is	also	vital	to	mitigating	the	negative	impact	that	

cats	have	on	birds.	Perhaps	the	easiest	method	suggested	by	Farnworth	et	al.,	2013,	is	

confinement.	Keeping	cats	inside	and	away	from	bird	populations	is	a	simple	way	to	

enjoy	the	benefits	of	cat	ownership	without	threatening	local	bird	species.	The	closer	an	

individual	is	to	areas	of	high	avian	density,	the	more	crucial	it	is	that	steps	are	taken	to	

confine	any	domestic	cats. 
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Casting 

 

Once	I	had	the	story	and	science	communication	sorted	out,	the	next	step	was	preparing	

for	filming.	I	needed	to	find	actors,	locations,	and	the	right	gear.	I	put	it	on	myself	to	find	

the	actors	first	-	I	needed	three	main	actors	to	play	Richard	Duncan,	Guy	Gileson,	and	

Owen	James	(the	three	characters	were	renamed	to	be	similar	to	the	actors’	names,	once	

they	had	been	cast).	There	would	need	to	be	many	more	people	in	smaller	roles,	but	I	

believed	these	roles	to	be	so	small	that	I	could	find	people	closer	to	the	time	to	fill	them. 
 

I	already	had	in	mind	an	actor	to	play	the	role	of	Richard	Duncan.	I	had	met	this	man,	

Marlon	Richards,	whilst	studying	abroad	in	Canada	during	my	undergraduate	degree.	

Marlon	Richards	is	a	highly	talented	musician,	who	had	experience	in	musical	theatre	

and	was	currently	writing	his	own	musical.	After	discussing	this	project	with	Marlon,	

and	having	a	few	read	throughs,	I	quickly	decided	that	he	would	play	the	role.	Marlon	

projects	a	sense	of	naivety	and	innocence	to	the	character	of	Richard	Duncan,	which	

enables	the	audience	to	still	find	him	to	be	a	likeable	character,	regardless	of	his	

controversial	views	on	birds. 

	

	
	

Fig.	3.1.	Marlon	Richards	as	Richard	Duncan	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	
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The	next	role	was	that	of	Guy	Gileson.	I	also	had	an	actor	in	mind	for	this	character	-	

Giles	Zephyr-Bollinger,	a	former	classmate	of	mine	who	had	completed	the	first	year	of	

the	Masters	of	Science	of	Communication	with	me.	Giles	had	decided	to	graduate	after	

one	year	with	a	Postgraduate	Diploma	in	Science	Communication.	My	vision	of	Guy	

Gileson	was	remarkably	similar	to	a	character	Giles	had	played	in	a	first	year,	three-

minute	film	assignment.	This	character	was	named	“Dr.	Diesel”,	and	also	was	played	as	a	

crazy	yet	passionate	character.	I	enjoyed	the	improvised	nature	of	Giles’	acting,	and	

decided	to	not	show	him	any	of	the	script	before	filming	to	bring	this	improvisation	out. 
 

	
	

Fig.	3.2.	Giles	Zephyr-Bollinger	as	Guy	Gileson	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	

	

I	struggled	a	lot	with	finding	an	actor	for	the	role	of	Owen	James.	I	wanted	somebody	

young,	who	still	managed	to	give	on	a	manly	and	authoritative	aura.	I	met	with	a	few	

different	actors	early	on,	but	none	of	them	seemed	perfect	for	the	role.	I	had	already	

started	filming	by	the	time	that	out	of	the	blue,	I	remembered	an	old	friend	from	high	

school	-	Jamie	Owers.	Jamie	is	a	close	friend	of	mine	who	was	heavily	involved	in	drama	

throughout	school,	including	involvement	in	plays	and	musicals.	We	got	in	touch	and	we	

had	a	discussion	about	the	film,	and	after	he	expressed	a	high	level	of	interest,	I	was	

happy	to	cast	him	as	Owen	James.	
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	Jamie	brings	a	sense	of	authority	to	the	role	that	counters	well	against	his	scene	with	

Marlon	-	when	the	two	are	interacting,	it	is	obvious	to	the	audience	that	the	character	of	

Owen	James	is	the	more	dominant	of	the	two	in	this	situation. 
 

	

Fig.	3.3.	Jamie	Owers	as	Owen	James	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	
 

As	previously	mentioned,	after	casting,	I	altered	the	characters	names	to	be	similar	to	

the	actors.	This	was	done	for	no	specific	reason,	mainly	as	a	small	tongue-in-cheek	joke	

to	those	involved	with	production.	 
 

Location 

 

After	casting	both	Marlon	Richards	and	Giles	Zephyr-Bollinger	into	the	film,	I	decided	to	

film	the	majority	of	the	film	in	Wellington.	This	was	done	mainly	to	fit	into	the	schedules	

of	these	two	actors,	who	both	work	full-time	in	Wellington.	I	also	thought	it	would	be	

relevant	to	have	this	film	set	in	the	capital	city	of	New	Zealand. Sections	of	the	film	were	

filmed	in	public	around	Wellington	city.	As	I	grew	up	in	Wellington,	I	had	a	good	

knowledge	of	the	area,	had	some	locations	in	mind	for	smaller	scenes,	and	found	it	

relatively	easy	to	film	these	small	scenes	in	fitting	locations	around	the	city.	
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Apart	from	these	smaller	scenes,	I	had	three	main	locations	that	I	had	to	find	specific	

places	for	-	Guy	Gileson’s	house,	the	lecture	room,	and	a	setting	near	the	water	for	the	

scene	with	Richard	Duncan	and	Owen	James. 
 

In	the	film,	Guy	Gileson	does	not	actually	own	a	house,	but	is	squatting	to	save	on	rent.	

He	states	in	the	film	that	he	is	squatting	at	his	parent’s	beach	house,	and	that	they	

wouldn’t	be	happy	if	they	knew	he	was	there.	This	is	the	location	where	he	shares	his	

first	scene	with	Richard	Duncan,	and	also	the	setting	of	the	intro	and	outro	of	the	film.	I	

wanted	a	typical	kiwi	bach	with	a	nice	decor,	and	I	was	lucky	enough	that	a	few	

members	of	my	family	had	beach	houses	in	Foxton	Beach,	a	few	hours	north	of	

Wellington.	I	chose	one	of	these	houses	due	to	the	colourful	decor	that	I	think	fit	well	

with	what	the	parents	of	Guy	Gileson	might	enjoy,	and	to	the	neatness	and	modern	feel	

to	the	house,	which	contrasted	with	Gileson’s	quite	crazy	personality. 
 

For	the	lecture	room,	I	envisioned	a	relatively	small	lecture	theatre	without	staggered	

seating,	and	which	I	could	use	for	a	full	day	of	filming.	I	was	quite	open	to	the	design,	but	

I	didn’t	want	the	room	to	look	like	anything	out	of	the	ordinary.	I	decided	upon	the	

lecture	room	at	the	University	of	Otago	Centre	for	Science	Communication,	which	met	all	

these	criteria.	The	only	drawback	was	that	this	room	is	in	Dunedin,	but	this	was	not	too	

troublesome	as	I	flew	Marlon	Richards	down	to	film	for	one	weekend. 
 

For	the	scene	with	Richard	Duncan	and	Owen	James,	I	wanted	a	semi-industrial	setting	

on	the	Wellington	harbour,	with	very	little	activity	happening	around	-	no	people,	or	

cars	going	past.	This	location	was	quickly	found	on	Queens	Wharf	-	a	perfect	location	

with	a	good	semi-industrial	feel	to	it,	but	also	far	enough	away	that	there	was	little	to	no	

interruption	from	the	public.		

This	also	had	the	advantage	of	some	shots	having	the	city	of	Wellington	in	the	

background,	further	setting	the	scene. 
 

Equipment 
 

Camera	choice	was	another	important	decision	when	making	this	film.	I	wanted	the	film	

to	maintain	a	vibe	of	“amateur	filmmaking”,	whilst	still	being	of	high	quality.	
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Therefore,	instead	of	using	the	cameras	available	at	the	Department	of	Science	

Communication,	I	decided	to	use	my	own	personal	camera.	This	was	a	Canon	7D	Mark	ii,	

with	an	attached	24mm	prime	lens.	Some	scenes	were	filmed	with	a	50mm	prime	lens,	

while	all	the	wildlife	footage	was	filmed	with	a	Tamron	150-600mm	lens.	In	order	to	

ensure	high	quality	audio,	I	utilised	the	lapel	microphones	available	from	the	

Department	of	Science	Communication.	As	I	could	only	use	one	of	these	microphones	at	

a	time,	I	had	to	improvise	in	the	scenes	where	there	were	two	people	talking.	In	one	

instance,	I	recorded	the	scene	6	times,	with	each	actor	having	the	microphone	on	them	

for	three	takes.	In	another	instance,	I	used	my	own	personal	lapel	microphone	

connected	to	an	external	sound	recorder.	This	was	only	an	option	when	filming	inside,	

as	this	lapel	microphone	was	very	susceptible	to	picking	up	wind	noise.	For	one	scene,	I	

filmed	it	6	times	and	switched	the	lapel	microphone	after	three	takes,	but	eventually	

decided	to	go	with	one	take	from	one	camera,	and	record	the	second	actors	dialogue	in	

studio	a	few	months	after	filming.	The	vast	majority	of	the	film	was	filmed	handheld,	

with	the	camera	attached	to	a	shoulder	mount,	borrowed	from	Robert	Brown	from	the	

Department	of	Science	Communication.	All	the	wildlife	footage	was	shot	on	a	tripod	or	

with	a	beanbag	for	support,	with	only	a	few	sections	of	the	actors	being	filmed	on	tripod.	 

	

Production 

	

Wellington	Based	Filming	
 

I	filmed	my	Wellington	footage	in	two	filming	trips	-	one	of	three	weeks,	and	one	of	one	

week.	I	had	to	be	quite	strict	to	a	filming	schedule	due	to	Marlon	and	Giles	working	full	

time,	and	Jamie	studying	full	time.	I	constructed	a	schedule	of	filming	with	Marlon	each	

afternoon	after	he	had	finished	work,	and	spent	the	first	week	working	on	some	of	his	

solo	scenes.	I	continued	with	full	days	on	the	first	weekend	of	filming,	and	

afternoons/evenings	the	following	week.	On	the	second	weekend	of	my	first	trip,	I	left	

Marlon	behind	to	film	some	scenes	with	Giles.	We	drove	to	Foxton	Beach	on	the	Friday	

night,	and	spent	Saturday	filming	before	returning	on	Sunday.	The	following	week	I	

spent	editing	and	rewriting,	and	the	third	weekend	of	the	trip	saw	a	trip	back	to	Foxton	

Beach	with	both	Marlon	and	Giles. 
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My	second	trip	to	Wellington	was	less	intensive	as	I	had	done	most	of	the	filming	during	

the	first	trip.	This	trip	focused	on	filming	a	few	more	solo	scenes	with	Marlon,	as	well	as	

the	scenes	with	both	Marlon	and	Jamie.	I	again	worked	around	Marlon’s	work	

commitments	by	filming	in	the	afternoon,	although	Jamie	was	able	to	take	a	few	days	off	

of	study	to	film	with	me	during	the	week. 
 

I	had	slightly	different	directing	styles	with	each	of	the	three	main	actors	-	Giles	thrives	

on	improvisation,	and	therefore	I	let	him	read	very	little	of	the	script.	The	only	dialogue	I	

gave	him	was	any	lines	that	had	science	communicated	in	them,	whereas	for	the	rest	of	

his	lines	I	helped	him	put	his	character	into	the	situation,	and	then	let	him	run	wild.	This	

was	very	successful,	although	I	had	written	a	script	that	I	could	have	used	in	case	it	did	

not	work	out. Jamie	was	quite	different	from	Giles,	and	was	not	as	comfortable	

improvising	in	his	character.	I	wrote	out	nearly	his	entire	script,	and	he	performed	

spectacularly	with	this	script	as	his	character	of	Owen	James. Marlon	was	a	mix	between	

the	two	-	he	performed	very	well	with	scripts	that	I	gave	him,	but	was	also	very	

comfortable	improvising.	We	quickly	got	into	a	rhythm	while	filming,	and	he	would	

often	switch	between	scripted	lines	and	improvised	lines	multiple	times	in	each	take.	

This	was	a	tactic	that	worked	well	in	solo	scenes	or	when	working	with	Guy	Gileson,	

although	we	did	tone	down	the	improvisation	while	working	with	Jamie	Owers. 

Dunedin	Based	Filming 

 

There	was	only	one	scene	to	be	filmed	in	Dunedin	-	Marlon	Richards	giving	a	lecture	to	a	

group	of	20-something	year	olds.	I	flew	Marlon	Richards	down	from	Wellington	on	a	

Friday	evening,	after	which	we	did	some	rehearsals	in	the	lecture	room.	The	next	day	we	

were	scheduled	to	film	the	lecture	with	a	group	of	extras	-	I	managed	to	get	around	20	

extras	to	come	along,	friends	and	acquaintances	whom	I	had	bribed	with	free	food	for	a	

few	hours	of	sitting	around.	We	filmed	all	the	shots	that	required	the	extras	first,	in	

around	an	hour.		We	then	filmed	for	a	few	more	hours	after	the	extras	had	left	to	capture	

closer	shots	that	did	not	require	the	extras. 
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Supplementary	Footage 

 

A	large	amount	of	footage	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	is	supplementary	footage,	also	known	as	

B-Roll	or	visual	evidence.	This	footage	was	shot	in	different	locations	around	Wellington	

and	Dunedin,	with	most	shots	being	only	a	few	seconds	long.	As	there	was	plenty	of	this	

supplementary	footage	to	get,	yet	it	was	not	crucial	to	the	edit,	the	majority	of	this	was	

collected	long	after	the	main	filming	sessions.	Some	of	this	footage	was	also	taken	from	

my	personal	archive	-	wildlife	footage	that	I	had	filmed	in	the	past,	from	locations	

around	mainland	New	Zealand,	the	sub-Antarctic	islands	of	New	Zealand	and	Australia,	

and	also	some	from	India. 
 

Post-Production	
 

Editing 

 

I	began	work	on	the	edit	whilst	still	filming,	during	my	first	filming	trip	to	Wellington.	

This	was	to	ensure	that	things	were	coming	together	the	way	I	had	planned,	and	to	make	

sure	that	I	hadn’t	made	any	mistakes	with	casting,	scripting,	or	filming.	As	I	was	away	in	

Wellington,	I	was	using	the	software	on	my	personal	laptop	computer	-	Adobe	Premiere	

Pro. 
 

After	returning	to	Dunedin,	I	moved	the	edit	to	Final	Cut	Pro,	on	the	work	computers	at	

the	Centre	for	Science	Communication.	I	made	this	decision	as	these	computers	were	

more	powerful	than	my	own	laptop,	and	also	because	I	found	that	Final	Cut	Pro	was	

more	intuitive	for	me	to	edit	on.	I	had	filmed	more	footage	than	I	needed,	and	my	first	

cut	of	the	film	was	around	40	minutes	long.	With	a	lot	of	whittling	down,	and	removing	

sections	that	were	not	vital,	I	managed	to	get	the	time	down	to	30	minutes	for	my	rough	

cut. 
 

Rough-Cut 
 

My	rough-cut	of	the	film	was	30	minutes	long	when	I	showed	it	to	my	teachers,	and	

other	students	in	my	course.		
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This	rough-cut	viewing	was	crucial	to	get	more	eyes	onto	the	project,	and	point	out	any	

flaws	that	I	was	too	close	to	the	film	to	notice	myself.	The	main	flaw	pointed	out	was	the	

introduction	of	the	film,	which	I	rewrote	shortly	afterwards.	The	original	opening	had	

the	character	of	Richard	Duncan	talking	to	the	camera	on	his	way	to	giving	the	lecture,	

which	was	a	completely	different	pace	to	the	rest	of	the	film	and	made	it	difficult	to	get	

into	the	film	at	the	beginning.	I	rewrote	the	intro	to	what	it	is	now	after	receiving	advice	

from	the	new	Director	of	Filmmaking,	Neil	Harraway.	This	rough-cut	viewing	also	

pointed	out	areas	in	the	film	that	went	on	a	bit	too	long,	and	after	this	viewing	I	found	it	

relatively	easy	to	get	the	time	down	to	the	required	25	minutes. 

	

Music 

 

The	music	for	my	film	was	one	of	the	last	things	that	I	looked	at,	after	getting	the	time	

down	to	25	minutes.	As	I	am	an	experienced	musician,	I	was	confident	in	creating	the	

music	myself.	For	this	I	used	the	software	Logic	Pro	X,	along	with	an	Alesis	V25	Midi	

Keyboard,	and	a	few	different	electric	guitars	and	bass	guitars.	I	found	that	composing	

the	music	myself	was	beneficial	to	the	process	-	I	would	watch	the	scenes,	and	imagine	

the	music	in	my	head.	After	a	couple	of	times	doing	this,	I	would	be	humming	a	melody	

along	with	the	scene.	I	would	then	record	this	melody	using	the	Midi	Keyboard,	and	then	

add	instruments	and	mix	as	I	saw	fit.	 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.	3.4.	Logic	Pro	file	for	Kiwis	Against	Birds	music	
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CHAPTER	4	-	Science	Communication	in	Kiwis	Against	

Birds 

 

Utilising	the	Benefits 

 

Humour 
 

A	lot	of	the	humour	in	Kiwis	against	Birds		reflects	a	style	that	is	well	known	among	New	

Zealand	film	enthusiasts.	This	is	a	style	of	dry	humour,	where	the	humour	doesn’t	come	

from	jokes	being	told,	but	rather	from	the	situations	and	reactions	of	the	characters,	

who	are	often	portrayed	as	quite	awkward	and	become	the	subject	of	the	humour.	This	

is	a	style	that	was	heavily	utilised	with	the	television	series	Flight	of	the	Conchords	

(2007),	from	which	I	took	a	lot	of	inspiration.	Flight	of	the	Conchords	was	a	series	

starring	New	Zealand	actors/musicians	Jemaine	Clement	and	Bret	Mckenzie,	following	

the	pair	as	they	tried	to	make	a	living	as	musicians	in	New	York	City.	Completely	

fictional,	this	is	a	television	series	and	by	no	means	a	mockumentary,	although	Jemaine	

and	Bret	both	play	characters	named	and	based	after	themselves.	The	two	characters	

are	very	awkward	people	and	often	find	themselves	in	odd	situations.	Here	the	situation	

and	the	characters	reaction	are	where	a	lot	of	the	humour	comes	from.	This	style	has	

been	utilised	heavily	in	New	Zealand	made	films	following	Flight	of	the	Conchords,	most	

notably	in	the	work	of	director	Taika	Waititi.	Waititi	has	perfected	this	style	of	dry	

humour,	and	it	is	visible	in	his	wide	range	of	feature	films	-	Eagle	vs.	Shark	(2007),	a	New	

Zealand	based	love	story;	Boy	(2010),	a	story	about	a	young	Maori	boy	and	the	

relationship	with	his	father;	Hunt	for	the	Wilderpeople	(2016),	an	adventure	in	the	New	

Zealand	bush;	and	Thor:	Ragnarok	(2017),	Waititi’s	most	successful	international	film,	a	

superhero	blockbuster	which	showcased	his	work	to	the	world.	Waititi’s	most	similar	

work	to	Kiwis	Against	Birds	is	undoubtedly	What	we	do	in	the	Shadows	(2014),	a	

mockumentary	about	three	vampires	living	in	Wellington.		

While	all	these	films	showcase	this	dry	humour,	What	we	do	in	the	Shadows	showcases	it	

in	a	mockumentary	format,	which	was	a	very	strong	influence	for	the	style	and	humour	

of	Kiwis	Against	Birds. 
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This	style	of	humour	appeals	to	a	very	certain	audience,	and	mainly	a	New	Zealand	one.	

It	is	very	well	recognised	by	a	large	number	of	New	Zealanders,	and	thus	my	film	is	very	

centred	around	New	Zealand.	Rather	than	aiming	my	film	at	individuals	who	would	be	

interested	in	bird	conservation,	my	target	audience	is	instead	individuals	who	enjoy	this	

style	of	humour.	By	appealing	to	this	target	audience,	I	am	not	limiting	Kiwis	Against	

Birds	to	those	who	have	an	interest	in	conservation.	If	the	audience	of	Kiwis	Against	

Birds	were	already	interested	in	conservation,	then	my	intent	to	target	less	interested	

individuals	would	have	been	in	vain.	By	utilising	this	better	known	style	of	New	Zealand	

dry	humour,	Kiwis	Against	Birds	appeals	to	a	different	target	audience	than	traditional	

conservation	films,	and	therefore	has	a	higher	potential	of	engaging	individuals	with	a	

lower	level	of	interest. 
 

Some	of	the	humour	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	utilised	irony.	Irony	is	a	valuable	component	

of	humour,	as	demonstrated	in	a	study	by	Eisterhold	et	al.,	2004.	This	study	found	

laughter	to	be	the	most	common	response	to	ironic	comments.	Kiwis	Against	Birds	is	full	

of	ironic	comments;	that	is,	those	that	are	seemingly	contradictory	with	a	humorous	

intent.	Examples	include	Richard	Duncan	discussing	“creating	a	better,	brighter	future	

for	all	New	Zealanders”	by	getting	rid	of	all	the	birds,	and	also	the	title	itself	-	Kiwis	

Against	Birds.	The	very	premise	of	the	film	can	be	seen	as	ironic,	with	smiling	characters	

positively	sharing	a	message	of	death	and	destruction.	This	use	of	irony	throughout	the	

film	adds	another	layer	to	the	dry,	‘New	Zealand’	style	humour.	
 

The	humour	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	may	also	act	to	‘cover	up’	the	science,	communicating	

it	in	a	manner	that	I	like	to	call	‘sneaky	science’.	Odd,	humorous	characters	like	Guy	

Gileson	and	Owen	James	communicate	the	humour	of	the	film.	With	these	funny	guys	

being	the	ones	communicating	the	science,	I	intended	for	the	inherent	humour	of	these	

characters	to	mask	the	fact	that	they	are	actually	communicating	science	to	the	

audience.	If	a	less	engaged	audience	member	was	to	begin	noticing	that	Kiwis	Against	

Birds	was	trying	to	communicate	science,	it	may	cause	this	individual	to	lose	interest.	

However,	by	covering	up	the	science	with	humour,	it	is	possible	for	audience	members	

to	not	even	realise	that	they	are	in	fact	learning	conservation	science. 
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Parody 

 

As	discussed	in	Chapter	3,	the	science	communicated	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	is	

information	that	might	be	hard	for	the	general	public	to	accept.	

	Kiwis	Against	Birds	aims	to	show	that	everyday	decisions	by	New	Zealanders	can	

directly	have	negative	impacts	on	our	native	birds,	and	this	could	be	perceived	as	a	

personal	attack	onto	individuals.	Kiwis	Against	Birds	has	no	aim	to	personally	attack	

people	or	their	decisions,	and	so	the	use	of	parody	to	break	down	emotional	barriers	in	

the	audience	was	highly	useful. 

	

	

Kiwis	Against	Birds,	in	essence,	is	a	parody	of	a	conservation	film.	While	there	is	no	

direct	conservation	film	that	Kiwis	Against	Birds	parodies,	the	idea	of	a	conservation	

documentary	is	parodied.	The	idea	of	conservation	communication	is	flipped	onto	its	

head	with	the	titular	organisation	‘Kiwis	Against	Birds’.	The	idea	of	creating	a	better	

New	Zealand	through	conservation	is	one	that	is	frequently	seen	in	New	Zealand	based	

conservation	documentaries.	These	films	may	outright	say	there	is	the	aim	for	a	‘better	

New	Zealand’,	although	within	most	New	Zealand	conservation	films	there	is	instead	a	

strong	implication	of	this.	This	is	true	of	Million	Dollar	Mouse	(2018),	produced	by	Last	

Planet;	Kārearea	(2018),	directed	by	Jared	Buckley,	and	Pest	Free?	(2014),	by	Braydon	

Moloney.	Kiwis	Against	Birds	parodies	this	implication	directly	with	Richard	Duncan	

declaring	his	goals	for	“a	better,	brighter	future	for	all	New	Zealanders…	by	getting	rid	of	

all	the	birds”.	This	parody	of	the	more	traditional	thinking	towards	New	Zealand	

conservation	acts	to	break	down	any	emotional	barriers	in	the	audience,	and	prepare	

them	for	the	science	to	be	revealed	in	later	sections	of	the	film.	The	characters	

themselves	are	also	parodies	-	Richard	Duncan	is	a	parody	of	a	successful	

conservationist/lecturer,	Guy	Gileson	is	a	parody	of	a	conspiracy	theorist,	and	Owen	

James	is	a	parody	of	a	tough,	manly	man.	These	character	parodies	also	act	to	connect	

emotionally	to	the	viewer,	and	help	the	audience	see	past	the	rather	unsavoury	

statements	that	these	characters	say	at	certain	points	in	the	film. 
 

The	key	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	was	to	ensure	to	use	parody,	instead	of	satire.	As	

discussed	in	chapter	1,	satire	often	devalues	or	degrades	its	subject,	while	parody	

usually	does	not.		
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Were	Kiwis	Against	Birds	to	degrade	the	behaviours	that	it	discusses,	then	the	audience	

may	also	feel	degraded.	This	could	lead	to	alienation	of	the	audience,	and	rejection	of	the	

films	message.		

All	the	characters	in	Kiwis	Against	Birds	are	written	and	intended	to	be	likeable	yet	

flawed	characters	that	the	audience	can	associate	with	without	feeling	personally	

attacked. 

	

Story 

 

As	discussed	in	chapter	three,	Kiwis	Against	Birds	was	built	around	information	about	

how	our	everyday	lives	can	negatively	impact	the	native	birds	of	New	Zealand.		

My	decision	to	make	this	a	mockumentary	meant	that	the	storyboarding	process	was	

streamlined,	this	enabled	the	film	to	be	completed	effectively	with	the	limited	time	and	

budget	constraints.	If	I	were	to	have	chosen	a	more	traditional	documentary	form	to	

communicate	this	same	science,	the	task	of	putting	a	similar	story	together	would	have	

been	entirely	different,	and	potentially	too	much	for	myself	as	a	first	time	filmmaker	to	

handle. 
 

Kiwis	Against	Birds	utilises	a	relatively	simplistic	storyline	-	Richard	Duncan	has	a	goal	

which	he	tries	to	achieve,	gets	some	friends	to	help	him,	and	then	ultimately	fails	before	

a	friend	comes	along	and	helps	him	realise	that	his	goal	was	unnecessary	all	along,	due	

to	people	already	exhibiting	the	behaviours	he	saw	as	admirable.	This	could	be	

simplified	into	three	steps; 
 

1. Protagonist	has	goal	

2. Protagonist	fails	goal	

3. Protagonist	transcends	goal	
 

This	is	a	very	common	arc	in	films,	with	mockumentaries	such	as	Popstar:	Never	Stop	

Never	Stopping	(2016),	and	Bruno	(2009)	featuring	storylines	that	could	also	be	

simplified	into	these	same	three	steps.	In	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	this	story	has	the	audience	

follow	the	same	journey	as	Richard	Duncan,	and	learn	the	information	as	he	does.		
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This	begins	with	his	first	interaction	with	Guy	Gileson,	continues	with	his	interaction	

with	Owen	James,	and	comes	to	the	final	point	of	realisation	(transcending	his	goal)	with	

his	final	interaction	with	Guy	Gileson.		

In	these	three	sections,	where	the	science	is	being	communicated,	there	is	a	strong	tonal	

change	and	the	audience	is	put	into	the	shoes	of	Richard	Duncan.	Going	on	this	journey	

immerses	the	audience	into	the	film	and	allows	them	to	learn	the	science,	and	come	to	

realisations	at	the	same	time	as	Richard	Duncan. 

	

Creating	Kiwis	Against	Birds	was	a	mockumentary	allowed	for	this	story	to	take	the	

audience	on	a	journey,	and	put	them	into	the	shoes	of	the	protagonist,	Richard	Duncan,	

in	order	for	them	to	associate	more	with	the	science	being	communicated.	A	traditional	

documentary	approach	for	Kiwis	Against	Birds	would	likely	have	not	been	able	to	

produce	these	same	results,	or	would	have	had	to	sacrifice	some	of	these	elements. 
 

Dealing	with	the	Drawbacks 

 

Missing	the	Point 
 

This	is	a	potentially	dangerous	detriment	to	Kiwis	Against	Birds.	If	an	audience	member	

were	to	view	the	film,	miss	the	joke,	and	then	fully	believe	that	there	is	a	group	of	people	

out	there	trying	to	make	New	Zealand	birds	go	extinct,	it	would	undoubtedly	be	

problematic.	This	is	especially	relevant	with	the	very	New	Zealand-centric	humour,	

which	could	easily	not	be	recognised	by	an	international	viewer.	It	is	not	my	intent	to	

have	international	viewers	begin	to	think	of	New	Zealand	as	a	nation	where	bird	haters	

are	celebrated	with	documentaries	made	about	them,	so	this	possibility	of	the	audience	

missing	the	point	was	an	area	that	required	plenty	of	thought	during	the	production	

process.	My	way	around	this	danger	was	by	specifying	my	film	to	a	certain	target	

audience. 
 

As	previously	mentioned,	my	target	audience	for	Kiwis	Against	Birds	is	individuals	with	

an	interest	in	the	dry,	awkward,	‘New	Zealand’	style	humour.	This	will	likely	be	New	

Zealanders,	or	international	viewers	familiar	with	this	style.		
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The	age	range	will	likely	be	18-35,	although	it	may	be	possible	for	viewers	outside	of	

this	age	range	to	fit	into	the	target	audience.		

	

By	targeting	my	film	at	this	audience,	it	has	become	far	less	likely	that	my	target	

audience	will	miss	the	point	of	the	film.	It	is	possible	for	individuals	other	than	my	target	

audience	to	miss	the	point,	and	I	have	ensured	they	do	not	miss	the	point	by	including	

multiple	‘signposts’	(this	will	be	discussed	further	shortly). 
 

If	Kiwis	Against	Birds	utilised	satire,	then	it	would	run	the	risk	of	being	interpreted	

differently	by	individuals	who	identify	with	the	subjects	being	devalued,	as	seen	in	The	

Colbert	Report	(LaMarre	et	al.,	2009).	Kiwis	Against	Birds	does	not	need	to	worry	about	

this	problem,	as	the	subjects	are	not	devalued	at	all,	due	to	the	use	of	parody	instead	of	

satire.		 

	

	

Tricking	Viewers 

 

In	order	to	ensure	that	viewers	did	not	think	Kiwis	Against	Birds	was	a	factual	

documentary,	I	made	sure	to	include	signposts	that	would	act	to	alert	the	audience	

about	the	nature	of	Kiwis	Against	Birds	as	a	mockumentary.	Rather	than	choosing	one	

large	signpost	as	some	mockumentaries	do,	I	instead	placed	multiple	subtle	signposts	

throughout	the	film.	 
 

My	first	signpost	is	in	the	intro	section	of	the	film.	A	narration	by	Richard	Duncan	has	

the	film	seeming	relatively	normal,	until	he	reveals	the	nature	of	the	film	with	the	

statement	“I	hate	birds”,	after	which	the	title	card	pops	up,	and	stays	for	an	awkwardly	

long	amount	of	time.	The	following	section	features	bird	footage	as	he	discusses	his	hate	

for	them,	and	the	whole	thing	acts	together	to	have	a	very	fictional	feel	to	it.	The	

combination	of	acting,	music,	and	style,	acts	to	show	the	audience	that	this	is	a	

mockumentary.	However,	this	would	surely	not	be	enough	for	some	viewers	to	

recognise	the	nature	of	the	film.	My	next	signpost	is	what	I	have	come	to	refer	to	as	the	

‘television	advertisement’,	a	promotional	video	for	the	organisation	Kiwis	Against	Birds	

that	Richard	Duncan	shows	to	the	students	at	the	lecture.		
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This	video	features	a	section	where	Richard	lists	the	values	of	Kiwis	Against	Birds:	

Family	values,	donating	to	charity,	diversity,	old	people,	and	most	of	all	-	no	birds.	This	

video	is	an	obvious	parody,	with	the	tone,	content,	and	script	being	reminiscent	of	a	

video	for	a	political	candidate.		

This	video	serves	to	not	only	introduce	the	viewers	to	the	organisation,	but	also	to	

ensure	they	are	aware	of	the	nature	of	the	film	as	a	mockumentary.	The	final	signpost	is	

visible	throughout	the	film,	and	that	is	simply	the	nature	of	the	characters.	

	Richard	Duncan,	Guy	Gileson,	and	Owen	James	are	all	caricatures,	parodies	of	character	

archetypes.	It	is	common	sense	upon	viewing	them	on	screen	that	these	characters	are	

not	real	people,	these	views	are	not	real	views,	and	that	the	whole	thing	is	a	parody.	 
 

In	addition	to	these	signposts,	the	entire	style	of	the	film	is	not	one	that	would	be	

expected	from	a	typical	documentary.		

My	chosen	font,	Painting	with	Chocolate,	is	a	quite	complex/fancy/loud	font,	one	that	

would	not	be	expected	from	a	documentary.	The	music	is	also	not	what	one	would	

expect	from	a	documentary.	The	music	is	quite	layered,	with	a	constant	beat	behind	it.		

It	could	be	described	as	distracting	in	places,	as	there	is	a	constant	beat	going	along	

underneath	the	film,	and	plenty	of	loud,	layered	melodies.	The	beat	and	change	of	the	

music	often	signifies	changes	in	space/time,	and	I	also	play	around	with	time	signatures	

and	beats	per	minute	depending	on	the	scene.	This	is	quite	contrasting	from	more	

traditional	documentary	music,	which	is	often	more	subtle,	and	acts	as	a	tool	to	tell	the	

audience	what	emotions	to	feel.	These	contrasts	in	font	and	music	also	may	act	as	

signposts	to	tell	the	audience	that	this	is	a	mockumentary,	with	a	fictional	narrative. 
 

Reliability 

 

Kiwis	Against	Birds	contains	many	fictional	elements	-	a	fictional	storyline,	fictional	

characters,	a	fictional	titular	organisation.	It	also	communicates	plenty	of	science,	mainly	

being	that	of	the	impact	of	dairy	farming,	irresponsible	cat	ownership,	and	commercial	

fisheries	on	native	bird	populations.	There	is	a	fair	amount	of	science	in	this	film,	and	I	

therefore	needed	to	have	a	large	distinction	between	the	fictional	and	factual	elements	

of	the	film. 
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I	created	this	distinction	by	only	having	two	sections	of	the	film	that	are	used	to	

communicate	science	-	in	the	production	of	the	film	I	took	to	calling	them	the	‘science	

rambles’.	These	two	sections	are	stylistically	different	from	the	rest	of	the	film,	which	

logically	leads	into	the	distinction	between	fact	and	fiction.	

	The	first	science	ramble	begins	after	a	conversation	between	Richard	Duncan	and	Guy	

Gileson,	where	Richard	states	that	he	is	here	for	Gileson’s	help	in	putting	together	a	

presentation.	Gileson	then	says	that	he	can	help,	and	this	cuts	to	a	title	card	-	“How	to	

Get	Rid	of	Birds,	with	Guy	Gileson”.		

This	is	a	small	humorous	element	put	in	to	also	break	up	the	sections,	and	give	the	

audience	some	breathing	room.	This	where	the	science	ramble	begins,	and	Gileson	

details	how	habitat	destruction,	habitat	degradation	through	dairy	farming,	and	

irresponsible	cat	ownership	negatively	impact	bird	populations.	This	is	stylised	very	

differently	from	the	rest	of	the	film,	with	Gileson	addressing	the	camera	directly,	putting	

the	audience	into	the	shoes	of	Richard	Duncan	rather	than	being	a	fly-on-the-wall	

observer	as	they	are	for	other	sections	of	the	film.	The	music	here	also	changes	to	signify	

the	difference	in	sections,	and	there	is	also	high	use	of	supplementary	footage	(also	

known	as	B-roll,	or	visual	evidence),	which	is	not	used	in	this	capacity	in	the	rest	of	the	

film.	The	second	science	ramble	is	much	the	same	except	beginning	with	a	conversation	

between	Richard	Duncan	and	Owen	James.	Owen	then	goes	on	to	discuss	the	negative	

impacts	of	commercial	fisheries	on	native	bird	populations.	The	title	card,	music,	use	of	

supplementary	footage,	and	overall	style	remains	consistent	in	this	second	science	

ramble,	clearly	creating	a	divide	between	the	sections	that	communicate	science,	and	the	

fictional	aspects	of	the	film.	 

If	the	target	audience	for	the	film	were	a	non-humorous	audience,	the	humorous	

characters	communicating	science	would	be	a	huge	detriment.	However,	my	target	

audience	is	one	with	an	interest	in	the	style	of	humour	that	I	use.	With	this	target	

audience,	the	humorous	characters	are	not	expected	to	be	detrimental	to	the	science	

communication.	When	viewed	by	an	individual	without	this	interest	and	expectation	of	

humour,	it	is	likely	that	the	science	will	not	be	viewed	as	very	reliable.	This	is	a	trade-off	

that	I	am	willing	to	take,	and	one	that	I	considered	carefully	in	the	pre-production	

process.	It	remains	true	that	any	individual	without	this	interest	in	humour	is	not	the	

target	audience	of	the	film,	and	therefore	the	science	communication	is	not	tailored	

towards	them.	
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Future	Suggestions 

 

Revisiting	Kiwis	against	Birds 

 

If	I	were	to	remake	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	there	would	surely	be	many	things	I	would	

change.	However	most	of	these	would	be	to	do	with	filmmaking	aspects	of	the	

mockumentary,	rather	than	anything	relevant	to	communicating	science	in	

mockumentary.	This	being	said,	there	are	a	few	relevant	aspects	of	Kiwis	Against	Birds	

that	I	would	change	in	order	to	benefit	the	science	communication. 
 

If	I	could	go	back	in	time,	I	would	include	another	character	to	interact	with	Richard	

Duncan,	and	to	discuss	introduced	predators	(including	irresponsible	cat	ownership).	I	

think	that	this	would	work	to	break	up	the	science	communication	a	little	bit,	and	also	

include	a	little	bit	more	story.	I	had	initially	intended	for	this	to	occur,	but	troubles	in	

scripting	and	trying	to	work	to	the	25-minute	time	meant	that	I	ended	up	cutting	the	

character. 
 

There	is	very	little	else	that	I	would	change	about	Kiwis	Against	Birds,	in	the	context	of	

science	communication.	I	put	a	lot	of	effort	into	making	this	the	best	film	I	could,	and	am	

very	happy	with	the	end	result.	This	being	said,	I	have	not	shown	the	film	to	large	

audiences	yet.	After	a	large	number	of	people	have	viewed	the	film	and	given	feedback,	

there	may	be	more	information	letting	me	know	what	did	and	didn’t	work,	and	what	

could	be	changed	to	help	the	mockumentary	communicate	science	more	efficiently.	
 

Future	of	the	Scientific	Mockumentary 

 

I	believe	that	the	Scientific	Mockumentary	has	the	potential	to	be	a	useful	tool	for	

filmmakers	in	the	future.	If	all	the	potential	drawbacks	are	heavily	considered	during	

the	production	process,	then	the	benefits	will	outweigh	the	costs.		Particularly	for	low-

budget	or	independent	filmmakers,	the	scientific	mockumentary	presents	a	number	of	

benefits.		
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The	pre-production	process	allows	a	low-budget	filmmaker	endless	possibilities	to	

communicate	science,	whereas	the	documentary	form	provides	more	limitations	in	

finding	a	story,	if	the	science	to	be	communicated	has	been	chosen	beforehand.	The	

humour	of	science	mockumentary	opens	up	a	completely	new	target	audience,	and	

possibilities	to	engage	individuals	who	may	not	have	been	interested	in	the	same	

information	presented	in	documentary	format.	The	use	of	parody	can	break	down	

emotional	barriers,	helping	an	audience	to	understand	information	that	may	be	difficult	

to	accept	or	acknowledge.	 
 

There	is	more	potential	research	which	could	be	undertaken	on	the	topic	of	the	scientific	

mockumentary,	most	particularly	with	regards	to	the	science	of	science	communication.	

Communicating	science	through	mockumentary	shows	a	completely	different	method	to	

that	of	the	deficit	model	of	science	communication,	and	research	into	this	could	provide	

insight	into	new	areas	or	methods	of	science	communication.	
 

I	would	recommend	future	science	communicators	and	filmmakers	consider	the	

scientific	mockumentary	a	useful	tool	in	the	filmmaker’s	toolbox.	It	is	possible	for	

filmmakers	to	overlook	the	use	of	a	mockumentary	(particularly	in	a	scientific	context),	

which	may	be	seen	as	lesser	due	to	the	comedic	element.	I	certainly	thought	I	would	be	

looked	down	on	for	creating	a	mockumentary	before	I	received	motivation	and	guidance	

from	my	mentors,	and	it	is	my	hope	that	this	thesis	will	motivate	others	to	see	

mockumentary	as	a	valid	form	of	film	for	science	communication.	 
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