The Story of a Girl Project
An HIV Advocacy Campaign by Visual Epidemiology

The Problem
Research continues to show ways we can overcome the HIV epidemic, and organizations providing
reliable access to medication as well as education, prevention, and other programs are proving successful
in reducing partner and mother-to-child transmission, increasing quality of life, and increasing life
expectancy. What we need to overcome the epidemic is no longer ambiguous. However, in the midst of
financial turmoil, people around the globe are weary. To the global community, the complexity of
international aid programs is confusing – we hear billions of dollars are being invested, yet HIV never
‘goes away.’ As a result, successful programs that provide critical medicine and treatment are
being threatened, and scale up of such programs faces near insurmountable hurdles. Just as the
research community discovers the tools needed to overcome the HIV/AIDS epidemic, critical programs
are faced with donor fatigue, cutbacks, and losses – ultimately paid in needless lives lost.
We need to reinvigorate support for these programs. We need to remind the global community why aid
programs are critical. We need to bring the impact that these programs have on the HIV epidemic to life –
and we need to do it on a global scale. By emotionally engaging viewers on relatable experiences, Story
of a Girl will use innovative media to revive support for these programs on a level not yet achieved. It will
shake the global community at its core.

Project Approach
In general, the global community is aware that HIV causes morbidity and mortality, and that lack of proper
care will cause an individual’s condition to worsen. Bluntly, they know that without medication, people will
die. Thus, conveying this message is, by default, not telling the global community anything that they do
not already know, and as a result has limited effectiveness. In the face of financial turmoil for critical
HIV programs, our approach is not to shout, “people will die,” but rather “people can live.” We
intend to provide hope, when public perception feels this epidemic is hopeless.
However the message of hope is not so straightforward. Many people around the globe will never know
what it is like to live with HIV, or stand pill burden, side effects, or stigma. Thus, even finding innovative
ways to deliver success stories of aid’s work in HIV will continue to have only marginal impact. We simply
are not creating a relatable bond between the viewer and the storyteller. Most people do understand,
however, what it’s like to fall in love, or to get a job, or to have a child. Though they seem unrelated, by
showing that these universal experiences are only possible through a foundation of health - and that
international aid programs support this foundation - the distant viewer more deeply understands the true
importance of access to medication. Our approach is to step away from the discussion of disease
and establish universally relatable bonds on the basis of life, love, and family. Women affected by
HIV are so much more than simply their status. This is the fundamental reason why this project will seek
to view HIV through the broader prism of life, not life through the narrow prism of HIV.

Project Design
The Story of a Girl Project strategically combines professional narrative filmmaking, self-filmed
personal storytelling, and an innovative web platform together with the power of organizational
partnerships to create a cathartic experience for the viewer and encourages them to get involved.
Pillar Films
First, a series of seven professional short films will be filmed in each major region of the world – North
America, South America, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, Africa, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia.
These films, deemed ‘pillar films,’ will be displayed as the center point of an aesthetic, engaging, and
informative website. Pillar films will meet a high level of professionalism as they follow the fictional life
of a girl growing up affected by HIV who benefits from access to HIV medication. Though the central
message of importance of medication will be the same throughout each life story, each pillar film will
follow a different narrative arc that reflects the given region (films will be co-written with individuals in
the region affected by HIV, and cast will be both actors and willing people in the community). Then,
with arresting cinematography and gripping storylines that approach disease nonlinearly (per our
stated approach), HIV will slip away from the viewers mind as they cheer while she receives her
diploma, or cross their fingers that she says yes when her boyfriend falls to one knee. Then, as each
film ends with an indication of pregnancy and that ‘this will be the story of a girl born HIV negative,’ – it
will all connect for the viewer. They will be jolted into a positive catharsis – excited and eager to
support programs and find out more about the HIV epidemic.
Self-Filmed Stories
Each pillar film will be supported by hundreds of real-life, self-filmed stories of women living with HIV in
their region. In each global region, we will partner with multiple local organizations that offer care to
women affected by HIV. We will provide organizations with ‘self-filming kits,’ complete with basic
camera equipment and filming instructions on camera and sound operation. The partner organizations
will help recruit women who would like to participate and facilitate transferring us the footage.
Participants will be loaned the self-filming kit in order to film her personal story. There is no stipulation,
and the participant is free to share with the world whatever she feels is important to her – her favorite
food, her newborn son, her best friend. Barring obscenities or legal violations, neither Visual
Epidemiology nor the partnering organization will have control over the messaging of the story.
Dynamic Web Platform
Capturing someone’s story only shows a cross section of his or her life at that particular moment in
time. By default, the person’s story becomes static. But people are dynamic, vibrant, and ever
changing. Accounting for this, a novel web-based platform will allow women to continuously add to
their story. Using an innovative data entry platform, any data-sending device (i.e. a cell phone text
message or additional video) will allow the participant to continuously add to her story. Thus, the
viewer not only sees their story, but also how it develops over time. If a woman’s original story is about
her newborn son, the viewer can watch or read about his first steps, his first day of school, and so on.

Summary
This document serves as a brief overview of the Story of a Girl Project and does not provide the
many technical and logistical details, benchmarks, or evaluation methods involved in the
project. Please contact us to discuss the project more in depth.
Recent research on HIV has provided the evidence-based impetus to overcome the HIV/AIDS
epidemic with the tools we have today. Yet global support for aid organizations that provide this care is
unfortunately waning, and the global community is growing callous of traditional advocacy approaches.
The Story of a Girl Project provides a unique perspective in which to combat lethargy in global HIV,
while providing positive messaging of hope and achievable outcomes. The project’s pillar films
emotionally prime even those most distant from the issue of HIV, and generate a visceral response
based on common threads of humanity. Personal stories allow for women to speak for themselves, not
for their stories to be filtered through advocacy rhetoric or tokenized, providing a direct and dynamic
window into their lives. And it does this on a global scale, showing that the world is universally
connected.

Web and Video
For a short descriptive video of the project on based on the Lesotho pilot pillar film, please visit:
http://vimeo.com/38513540 or Visual Epidemiology’s website, http://www.epidemictoemotion.org.
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