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The Secret Life of Walter Mitty: What Would You Do with $25,000?  

 Shortly before the release of the 2013 motion picture The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, 

Twentieth Century Fox contacted filmmaker Casey Neistat to make a promotional video for the 

film about following a dream. Neistat, at the time concerned with the recent typhoon in the 

Philippines, suggested that he use the $25,000 budget for the video to go to the Philippines and 

provide relief. The company agreed, and soon, Neistat had a video online about his trip that 

turned into a successful promotional tool for both the film and the relief effort, creating a viral 

campaign that fits the categories of success named by Jonah Berger in his book Contagious. 

 Social Currency: When the video first premiered online, it was through Neistat’s own 

YouTube channel as well as links from social media pages for The Secret Life of Walter Mitty. It 

started out small, and the community of fans of the film and of Neistat’s other work soon found 

the video inspiring enough to share amongst their own friends and create a bigger community. 

The day after the video premiered, the film’s star, Ben Stiller, even retweeted the link, drawing 

in an even bigger audience. (Evans) 

 Triggers: The video premiered on December 16, 2013, less than ten days before Walter 

Mitty was set to premiere in theaters. At this point in time, links to the film on social media were 

very prevalent, and fans were reposting links to trailers and pages to share their excitement. In 

the midst of all those links posted, this promotional video came up, and people noticed not only 

its uniqueness but also its connection to a film that they were excited to see. But another trigger 

came into play to help make this video interesting: the typhoon in the Philippines a month 

earlier. 



 Emotion: As Neistat and his team arrived in the Philippines, they captured on video not 

only what they did but also what they saw. The video features many shots of devastated homes 

and communities as well as the people that the typhoon affected. By showing the devastation as 

well as the relief effort, Neistat created an emotionally charged promotional video that made 

viewers celebrate that work was being done to help these people. One blogger even promoted the 

video by saying: “Prepare yourself for a good cry.” (Puchko) 

 Public: Because the relief effort in the Philippines was far from where most viewers of 

the promotional video were, it would have been unlikely for viewers to watch the video and 

suddenly be prompted to go there and help. However, the video made the “private” “public” in 

the sense that it showed people doing actual relief effort in the Philippines, whereas most viewers 

possibly only heard about it on the news, about countries donating millions upon millions of 

dollars to help. Viewers were inspired not just to know that relief was happening but also to 

actually see it. 

 Practical Value: When Twentieth Century Fox contacted Neistat about making the video, 

they wanted a product that could “inspire people to do something they never have dared to do, 

which is the plot of Walter Mitty.” (Surfer Stephen) Again, it’s unknown how many (if any) 

viewers were inspired after watching this video to also travel to the Philippines and help with the 

relief effort, but regardless, the video shows the positive impact that relief effort can make. At 

the end of the video, Neistat even encourages the viewers to consider donating to nonprofits that 

are making a difference for the relief. Viewers were challenged to do something practical to also 

help out. 

 Stories: Not only does the video have a connection to the moving story that is Walter 

Mitty, but also the promotional video itself provided a story. Fox asked Neistat to make a video, 

Neistat decided to use that video budget to help in the Philippines, and he and his team went and 

did it, providing relief to several communities. Both products, the film and the video, provide 



narratives to uplift and inspire viewers, and not only did it help the video become a viral hit 

within days of its release, but it also helped the film reach just shy of $200 million at the 

worldwide box office (Box Office Mojo). 

 By getting the word out through the movie’s marketing, making the subject relevant, 

stirring emotion, publicly showing relief effort, encouraging viewers to make a practical 

donation, and weaving it all into a narrative, Neistat’s promotional video helped reach a wide 

audience that joins in the film’s message to inspire viewers to chase their dream. 
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