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SYNOPSIS 

 
SHORT  
‘Budding humans’ is about the seemingly small, but extremely important steps children take in 
kindergarten to become great, empathetic people. Throughout a year, we follow the everyday life of 
toddlers Balder and Haakon (2) in a kindergarten in Norway. The film allows us to see how children 
socialize and interact with each other. The focus is on the friendship and bonds between them, as well as 
their conflicts, but it also tells us something about ourselves as human beings. As the children grow and 
unfold, they reflect what we all carry in our hearts. 

 
LONG  
We meet Balder and Haakon in the younger children’s section of a kindergarten. They are best friends and 
together they are discovering the world. They get up to mischief and joke around and they don’t want to 
let the younger children in on their games. They like being big fish in a small pond. At the kindergarten, 
the law of the jungle applies and the boys are testing limits. 
 
One day, they are separated and put into different sections of the kindergarten. Balder stays behind with 
sad eyes, he says that he wants to go with Haakon, but he is not allowed to do so. It’s a challenge for 
Balder to be at kindergarten without his best friend. He feels lonely and bored. Meanwhile, Haakon is 
feeling small, alone and left out in the older children’s section. Then Olivia comes along and Balder is 
charmed. It appears that he has found a new friend. Olivia takes the place of Haakon in Balder’s life. 
Haakon sees Olivia as a threat to his friendship with Balder, while Balder finds Olivia supportive. This is 
confusing. Balder and Olivia turn their backs on Haakon and shut him out. Haakon is very hurt. 
 
It’s then Balder’s turn to join the older children’s section and Haakon is radiant. Balder is shown his place 
at the table, next to Haakon. During meeting hour, Balder and Haakon sit bumping their heads gently and 
affectionately together. The two best friends have found each other again. But this turns into a new and 
demanding transitional phase. They have gone from being the biggest to being the smallest in their 
section. Balder and Haakon face lots of new challenges when they have to do what the older children do. 
And most difficult of all is learning how to best interact with others. Together with Haakon, Balder gains 
confidence and toughens up – perhaps a little too much. Balder and Haakon are little hooligans, they call 
the girls dumb and play pranks. They create such a turmoil that the adults decide in the end that they will 
have to be apart more often. Balder and Haakon grow apart. Haakon needs more help with socialization 
than Balder does. While Balder’s challenge is, in fact, Haakon… The equilibrium is disturbed. Haakon 
controls and commands the others while they play, including Balder. And Balder allows himself to be 
pushed around. Haakon also gets physically rough with Balder, who gets upset and withdraws. An 
unhealthy imbalance develops within the relationship between Balder and Haakon. The boys are 
vulnerable in their own ways and we sympathize with both of them. We hope that Balder will stand up for 
himself and say something. And we hope that Haakon will understand that it’s not particularly smart to 
tell people what to do. Will this friendship endure? 
 
We follow the boys until they turn three years and document clear development. Several experiences 
make Haakon more humble and he understands more of the social codes. Balder is able to stand his 
ground and makes his own decisions. They are also able to better express themselves linguistically. Both 
become more confident and they find their place in the group. When new, younger children join the 
section, Balder and Haakon are able to be more mature, and show that they can take care of those 
smaller than them; a major contrast to when we first met them in the younger children’s section. 
 



DIRECTOR’S NOTE 
In this turbulent world that we live in, we believe that the most important things we can teach our 
children is to build strong relationships, respect other people and develop empathy. To achieve this we 
must also understand the mechanisms at work in the world that children live in. This is why I want to 
explore the secret world of small children. 
 
In my previous film, The Optimists, I showed the importance of community for elderly people. This time I 
would like to focus on the youngest members of the community, who have just embarked on their 
journeys through life. Through this film, I aim to really see the children and take their friendships 
seriously. 
 
Friendship is an important dimension in all our lives. Major studies show that having good relationships 
with other people is precisely what makes us happy. And we need to learn to build them from an early 
age. In a world in which we live under the constant threat of terrorism or nuclear war, where 
communication and compassion takes place more and more via social media, and bullying is an increasing 
problem – even in kindergartens, I believe it’s important to address and focus on building good 
interpersonal relationships. One could even go so far as to say that more compassion is perhaps the only 
thing that can save the world. 
 
The characters and situations create feelings of identification and heartfelt humor. Childhood is unique. 
We adults often admire children and talk about “finding the child within”. Because children can get us to 
hear our heartbeat a little clearer. 
For me the aim is always to inspire improvement. To achieve this, I put a lot of faith into the value of 
telling warm-hearted and intimate stories that touch us and make us reflect on things. My goal is for the 
audience to ask themselves questions like: “Am I a good fellow human being?” “Am I a good friend?” 
 
DIRECTOR’S BIOGRAPHY 
 
Award-winning director and cinematographer Gunhild Westhagen Magnor’s main focus is human relation 
documentaries. She studied film at The Surrey Institute of Art and Design. Her feature documentary, The 
Optimists, won several awards and achieved national and international success (Nordisk Panorama: 
Audience Award 2014, The AOK Award, The Norwegian International Film Festival: The Ray of Sunshine, 
Best Feature-length Documentary, among others). 
 
PRODUCER  

Sant & Usant is a Norwegian production company established in 2005, focusing on films with new visual 
perspective and strong impact. The company has developed a strong voice in the Nordic and European 
documentary industry, producing films with established filmmakers as well as new voices. Sant & Usant 
films have been shortlisted for an Academy Award, nominated for the European Film Awards, Cinema Eye 
Honors, Critics Choice Documentary Award, and the American Cinematographer Award. Their films have 
received awards in festivals such as HotDocs, IDFA, Sheffield, CPH:DOX, and Stockholm. Sant & Usant 
collaborates with broadcasters, theatrical distributors and Netflix. The company is also involved in 



international co-productions with their latest films ‘Writing With Fire’ and ‘President’ which both 
premiered in the competition at Sundance 2021. 

Recent titles of the companies catalogue: BUDDING HUMANS (2022) FOREST BROTHERS (2022) SISTERS 
ON TRACK (2021) GUNDA (2020) ALL THAT I AM (2020) 69 MINUTES OF 86 DAYS (2018) EXIT (2018) I AM 
KUBA (2016) VARICELLA (2015) DANCING FOR YOU (2015).  

Helen Prestgard joined the Sant Og Usant team in 2019 utilising her prior production experience to 
produce, line produce and production manage for the company. Swedish but raised in Germany, 
Prestgard graduated with a Magister Artium degree from the Freie Universität in Berlin as well as a 
European Master in audiovisual management from the Media Business School in Spain (MEGA PLUS). 
With multiple scripted film credits on her CV, Helen found her home in documentary filmmaking. She is 
also a member of the Young Nordic Producers Club. She has produced the feature documentaries Forest 
Brother by Øyvind Elvsborg and Budding Humans by Gunhild Westhagen Magnor (Best Norwegian 
Documentary Award, Human international documentary filmfestival 2022). 

 
CO-PRODUCER 
Ginestra Film has systematically built up an international reputation for high-quality creative 
documentaries with a strong visual and narrative approach, with a universal audience appeal for both 
television and cinema. An emphasis on international co-productions as well as the development of new 
talents is of specific importance to the company. Ginestra Film focuses on putting together strong and 
exciting combinations of talent and content to create solid documentary film. 

Antonio Russo Merenda started Ginestra Film in 2012 and served as Documentary Film 
Commissioner at the Swedish Film Institute between 2015-17. Antonio latest production is the multiple 
awards winner SABAYA (Best Directing, Sundance 2021). With his previous company Hysteria Film, 
Antonio was involved in the production of SEARCHING FOR SUGAR MAN, the 2013 Oscar winner for Best 
Documentary Feature.  
 
 
 
 


