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Smartphones are a key way of how journalists now work. But using them to only make 

phone calls and send text messages isn't getting the best out of them. Increasingly reporters 

and journalists are using theirs to gather, edit and send broadcast quality and broadcast 

ready material from location. 

Better cameras and better audio recorders are available, but journalists should have their 

smartphones on them all the time. It's very easy, though, to press record. But in this video 

you'll see some of the simple techniques that will help increase the quality of the material 

you can get with your smartphone. Along with many other major news organisations, the 

BBC is mainly using iPhones, and this video will look at an iPhone using iOS 13, but a lot of 

the techniques and principles will apply whichever smartphone you're using.  

Before you even press record, there are a number of things to check beforehand. Turn on 

airplane mode and do not disturb, to prevent any interruptions like messages or phone calls 

coming to your device. But remember to reconnect in order to send later on. Put your screen 

brightness up fully, so you can see your shot, otherwise you might misjudge the exposure.  

Video files can get very large, very quickly, so check how much storage you've got. The 

more you have the more you can film. Five gigabytes is a good minimum. As a last resort 

you can drop the resolution by going into 'Settings', 'Camera', 'Record video'. 

It's also worth checking in 'Formats'. 'Most Compatible' is mostly what you'll want to use. 

Make sure your device is fully charged before you start and clean your lens. It doesn't take 

long to do, but can make a massive difference to what your shot actually looks like. 

The growth of Snapchat, Instagram TV and vertical video more generally means it's no 

longer the case to simply say you should only film landscape. But you'll get much better 

results, particularly in post when it comes to editing your video if you do hold your phone 

horizontally.  

Your screen may have an array of buttons to tap to adjust various settings. The iPhone is 

pretty clean, but on most devices you can simply tap to adjust the focus and exposure that 

your device will otherwise set automatically for you. 

Taking control should lead to a better shot as you're deciding what should be in focus and 

how bright it should be, not the phone. Press and hold to lock in those settings. You'll see 

'AE/AF' lock when that's done. And swipe up or down to tweak the exposure further. 

By widening your fingers, the zoom activates. But you'll soon lose picture quality if you zoom 

to much. Some phones these days have more than one lens. Activating the tele lens, gives 

you a punched in shot with no loss of quality,  

Smartphones don't record brilliantly in low light. You could of course use the torch that 

comes next to the lens, but that's going to drain your battery and not give a great shot. So 

you need to do what you can to improve the light. If you can turn some lights on that is going 



to make a massive difference to the quality of your video. Or open curtains or use a reflector, 

perhaps even a newspaper to raise their brightness. 

A tripod or gimbal will ensure your shots a steady. But if you don't have either of those, then 

you need to do what you can to try to prevent any shakiness. If there's something suitable to 

lean on or against, then do that. If there's nothing, then grip your phone tightly with two 

hands, bringing your elbows in tight or even something like this approach. 

The lens on the front camera isn't as good as the one on the back. But it's useful for a piece 

to camera where you can frame up your shot and get everything nice behind you. But don't 

forget to look at the lens and not the screen.  

You could always use the back camera to record a piece to camera. But the danger is that 

you won't get the shot right, you can't tell the background, and you can only find out just how 

bad it is when you review your shot later on. 

There are options too for different shots, such a slow motion, for which you'll need lots of 

light, or time lapses, for which you'll need to record for a while for the full effect. 

Getting all audio is vital to any video you record and the inbuilt microphone on most 

smartphones will be good enough for ambient sound. But for an interview like this the 

distance between me and the microphone is not going to get good audio. So an option is to 

get much closer. The closer you get the better the audio will be. But when you're as tight as 

this, the sound may be good, but is the picture really something you want to look at? 

(click fingers) 

(almost inaudible) Where you record will have a huge bearing on the audio too. Outdoors it's 

very noisy, too noisy just for the internal microphone. So, if you can, go somewhere quieter, 

or ask you guest to speak up a bit. Or ask everyone nearby to be a bit quieter. Another 

option could be to use the microphone on the headphones that came supplied with your 

smartphone. 

(better sound quality) Once you've plugged that in, the audio is now recorded through this 

microphone, which should mean I am now much more audible. The only downside is this 

cable is not that long, meaning the shot could be restricted by the length of that cable. 

Many external microphones will plug directly into your device, if it still has a headphone 

socket, or via an adapter. Some have very long cables to give you more creative freedom. 

But the jack on the end needs the right design. If not, it'll still plug in, but the sound will still 

be recorded on the internal microphone. 

To take a shorter a clip from your video go to 'Video' and tap 'Edit'. Move either end of the 

yellow trim window to set your in and out points. Tap 'Play' to review and then tap 'Done' if 

you're happy. The shorter the video, the quicker it will be to share. If you've made a mistake, 

tap 'Revert' to go back to the original. 

To go further than this basic top and tail option you'll need to turn to one of many third party 

apps. Some BBC journalists are using these to create full packages. Equally, there are 

numerous third party video camera apps, which give you much greater control over the shots 

you're taking. iOS 13 has many new features for tweaking a video. They're accessed by 



tapping these icons which reveal more options for the colour and brightness of the video, for 

adding filters or for changing the orientation, aspect ratio or angle. 

BBC journalists should use our internal portable newsgathering app 'PNg' to record and 

send video. It has been specifically developed to meet the requirements of journalists. For 

example, it lets reporters hear the audio while recording video, which the inbuilt iPhone app 

doesn't do. And it has been developed to meet the requirements of our newsrooms. For 

example, it records at fifty frames per second, which is needed for TV news output. Again, 

the inbuilt iPhone app can't do this.  

If you're only using your smartphone to make phone calls and send text messages, you're 

not getting the best out of it. I hope this video has helped you understand some of the simple 

techniques you can use to get the very best quality material out of whichever device you're 

using. Explore, practise and get comfortable with many of these techniques, and you'll soon 

be unleashing the power of the mobile newsroom in your pocket.  

 


