
Shooting A/B -roll: Tips for Single camera A/B-roll 
Shooting

With a little creativity and a technique called A/B-roll shooting, even the single-camera videographer can reap 
the benefits of a two-camera shoot.

A/B-roll editing is a term used in linear editing to describe the process of combining two or more sources of raw 
footage together with transition effects. 

Professional film and TV productions often use two cameras to capture their A and B footage sources. For many 
of us, though, a second camera and another skilled pair of hands to operate it can be hard to come by. The 
single-camera shooter can just as easily gather footage for A/B-roll editing if he prepares in advance.

The Single-camera Solution 
Just because most people use a single camcorder to shoot their video productions doesn't mean they can't enjoy 
the nifty effects and variety available from a multi-camera shoot. The trick for the single-camera videographer 
is to shoot two different tapes of footage with the same camcorder. One tape (the A-roll) typically captures the 
main subject and action. The other type (the B-roll) typically records peripheral "effects" shots like close-ups, 
reaction shots, and establishing shots that add drama, variety and context to the primary footage.

STEP 1 Think it Through 
Preproduction planning is the first step toward a successful A/B-roll shoot. 

Step 2 Write it Out 
For single camera A/B-roll shooting, a shooting plan is important to make sure you acquire all of the footage 
you might need. The plan can be anything from a simple handwritten form to a detailed storyboard. To help 
expand your compositional horizons, borrow a trick from the book of great Hollywood directors and try to pre-
visualize the entire shoot beforehand. Try to establish a mental picture of what the finished production will look 
like before you start. Now write it down. 

As you consider an event, try to break it into logical scenes. This will help determine what you must shoot for 
A-roll and what you can fit in for B-roll. This makes planning ahead essential. For single camera A/B shooting, 
try to choose transition scenes that are easy to get and that you can shoot before or after the main action at your 
leisure.

Step 3 Shoot the A-roll 
Great B-roll won't do you much good if you miss critical parts of the A-roll action. The important A-roll scenes 
must take priority. B-roll can be used to cover camera moves, but will never replace footage that is critical to the 
production.

Breaking down a production or event into its component parts allows the single-camera shooter the opportunity 
to decide which parts of the event are most important. Your primary footage makes up your A-roll, and you 
don't want to leave any out. Practice good framing, good lighting, good angles and other solid composition rules 
with your A-roll. Save the experimentation for the B-roll, where it's easier to cover up a miscue.

Step 4 Get Enough B-roll 
One of the keys to remember when planning your shoot is that each segment of tape you plan to use as part of 
an A/B-roll transition must be long enough for editing. Each shot must last at least 10 seconds to cover usable 
footage, plus the preroll requirements of the editing system.Often, you must look beyond the main action of a 
scene to find the details that make for interesting A/B-roll transitions. 

Step 5 Repeat as Necessary 
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When planning your video, you may want to include transitions from one angle of a shot to another angle of the 
same action. This is a simple feat with multiple cameras recording the same scene from different perspectives. 
Although it may seem impossible with a single camera, in some instances there is a solution. A tricky way to 
copy the look of a multiple-camera shoot is to repeat the action and shoot it twice (or more) from different 
angles.


