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Abstract

This article explores the current crisis in compensation within the US film and 
television industry as a symptom of deeper structural adjustments. While recent 
strikes and public outcry highlight growing anxieties among creative workers, 
the issue extends beyond simple labor–capital conflict. By tracing the historical 
evolution of pay practices and examining the industry’s shifting economic base, 
the article argues that traditional compensation models are no longer viable. 
Instead, it calls for a reimagining of how labor, value, and sustainability are 
understood in the digital era. Compensation emerges not only as an economic 
concern but also as a key site where outdated norms clash with new industrial 
realities.
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Today, the US film and television industry is experiencing its most significant period of dis-
ruption, both materially and existentially, since the decline of the Studio System in the 1950s. 
As new production and distribution practices unsettle established business dynamics, the 
industry’s workforce is feeling increasingly anxious about the sustainability of their live-
lihoods and established income streams. The 2023 strikes by the screen actors and writ-
ers have been the most visible manifestation of these frustrations, but fears about changes 
to traditional contractual terms had been bubbling for some time. Variety called Scarlett 
Johansson’s 2021 lawsuit against the Walt Disney Corp. over her payday for Black Widow 
“the first shots in an escalating battle over how talent gets paid in the streaming era.”2 The 
following year, Euphoria star Sydney Sweeney attracted headlines for saying in an interview 
that she couldn’t afford to take time off because “They don’t pay actors like they used to.”3 
During the 2023 strikes, actors and writers of all ranks and levels of success posted to social 
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media images of residual checks made out for pennies or nothing at all. Stories singled out 
worldwide hits on streaming platforms as the most egregious offenders, paying cast-mates 
so little on shows like Orange Is the New Black that they had to work part-time jobs just to 
make ends meet.4 Even after the strike ended, headlines continued to perpetuate a sense 
of professional doom-and-gloom with claims like “TV Production Decline: ‘A Darwin Sort 
of Event,’” “Actors Struggle to find Jobs as TV Castings Dry Up,” “Hollywood Crews in Crisis: 
‘Everyone’s Just in Panic Mode as Jobs Decline,” “War Is Coming over Hollywood Pay,” and, 
simply, “How Bad Can It Get for Hollywood?.”5

It is easy, perhaps too easy, in popular discourse to frame these anxieties in reductive Marxist 
terms, simply treating the crisis in compensation as a class struggle between media moguls 
and creative laborers. While the social relations of production certainly conceal systems of 
power in favor of the capital class, industrial conditions equally shape the contours of what 
norms and practices are even possible.6 Indeed, a core aim in the pages that follow is to keep 
these economic perspectives in tension with each other, acknowledging the very real need 
for workers to advocate for improved conditions but reasoning that those efforts need to be 
done in accordance with the distinct business conditions of the digital era.

In so doing, my intention for media industry studies is to draw a line in the debates about 
precarious livelihoods and deteriorating working conditions, arguing that the industrial 
transformations over the last decade have been so significant that we need to reimagine an 
entirely different framework for understanding the relationship among labor, value creation, 
and sustainability in creative production. Obviously, this goal exceeds the scope of a single 
article, so the focus on compensation offers a productive heuristic to demonstrate how such 
“common sense” industry practices become particularly vexed flash points in the context of 
broader structural upheaval. A focus on compensation reveals how entrenched assumptions 
about financial risk and reward are destabilized when legacy business models no longer align 
with the economic realities of digital distribution, audience fragmentation, and volatile reve-
nue streams. In this sense, compensation becomes not only a site of economic negotiation or 
exploitation but also an existential battleground where the incompatibility between estab-
lished norms and future uncertainties is made visible and thus ripe for rethinking.

Accordingly, I argue the current crisis in compensation is not simply a sign of surplus value 
extraction but an incredibly acute manifestation of much more fundamental disruptions to 
the mass media logics of the film and television industry. In so doing, I demonstrate how 
existing compensation practices are no longer fit for purpose and require a much more thor-
ough reimagining to accommodate streaming era dynamics. In the sections that follow, I first 
establish compensation as a historically contingent business practice that functions as an 
extension of dominant industrial structures and conditions, drawing on the work of early 
industry historians to build an analysis of how present-day norms became established in 
the first place. I then turn my attention to the industry’s financial performance in the 1990s, 
2000s, and early 2010s, framing this period as a moment of accelerated growth and wealth 
generation that inflated the earning potential for many actors and writers. Finally, I detail 
the gradual undoing of the industry’s economic base to illustrate how present conditions are 
unlikely to sustain similar levels of success, underscoring the need to fundamentally reim-
agine the performance expectations of a much leaner film and television industry and what 
that might mean for the individuals who depend on Hollywood for their livelihoods.
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For the purposes of this discussion, I am singularly interested in how individuals are paid for 
the work they do in the production of film and television, and in what ways an evolving media 
ecosystem shapes and challenges such practices. In doing so, I  am drawing a distinction 
between remuneration and compensation. I take remuneration to mean the overall package 
of financial and complementary benefits–like wages, performance bonuses, travel perks, and 
contributions to healthcare and pensions–given to creative labor as part of their employ-
ment by a given production company. Compensation, however, is concerned with the money 
workers receive in exchange for their labor inputs into an individual movie or television 
series. While remuneration is incredibly important in contexts like the United States where 
private healthcare dominates, compensation is the primary focus of this analysis as it is most 
directly bound up (for now) in the reorganization of the industry’s approach to production 
and distribution.

Labor, Compensation, and Industrial (Re)Organization
In one of the few (now dated) publications to take up questions of compensation directly, 
Alan Paul and Archie Kleingartner outline what they describe as a three-tier compensa-
tion system for film and television workers that consists of minimum pay rates (or wages), a 
framework for negotiating individual premiums beyond wages, and a system for “supplemen-
tal payments” (or residuals).7 In Hollywood, wages are the most straightforward form of com-
pensation, although even they, too, are subject to variable shades of complexity. Minimum 
rates are dependent upon the nature of the work undertaken, the duration of employment, 
and the type of project (e.g., medium, length, and budget). Writers may earn guaranteed min-
imums based on the duration of employment and “piece rates” for specific outputs (e.g., a 
treatment, first draft, rewrite, or polish). Still, wages are far from “fixed.” While collective bar-
gaining agreements guarantee a minimum basic rate (or “scale”), individual directors, writers, 
onscreen talent, and even highly decorated craft workers can secure additional “premiums” 
beyond scale payments.

Unlike wages, contingent compensation–profit participation or the “backend deal”–is not 
guaranteed but dependent upon meeting certain performance criteria in the marketplace. 
This compensation is typically a percentage of a project’s revenue as determined by con-
tractual definitions of “net” and “gross” revenue. It’s common for studios to offer individuals 
contractual entitlements to net profits, especially directors and writers, but the reality is that 
these sorts of entitlements rarely come to fruition. An entitlement to a share of gross profit 
is a much more certain source of income generation. As such, it’s a much rarer achievement 
reserved for the very few individuals with exceptional star power who can negotiate a share 
of gross receipts.

Residuals also have a history but are a much more recent phenomenon, only becoming com-
monplace in the film and television industry from the 1960s. Residuals are payments indi-
viduals receive for the reuse of material beyond its initial exhibition (either a percentage of a 
base rate or revenue from each new market). As such, they are a common point of contention 
between employers and labor whenever new technologies or markets emerge, and thus, they 
have been central to nearly every talent strike in the industry’s history. Studios pay these 
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obligations to the relevant guilds, who then disburse the entitlements to individual mem-
bers on a pro-rata basis depending on the duties they performed or credits they received. 
Residuals are the direct result of industrial action and concerns about employment stabil-
ity, earning potential, and new distribution technologies. Furthermore, like wages, residuals 
have been a far more certain form of compensation and accessible to a much larger number 
of workers than contingent compensation. They are subject to rigid union oversight, with 
entire administrative divisions within the guilds responsible for tracking and distributing 
residual income to members.

The norms Paul and Kleingartner outline have been in place now for more than 70 years. 
They have evolved over time but not in a way that fundamentally reconfigures how they have 
functioned since they first emerged. Yet, today, the industry faces a moment of substantial 
structural disruption as a consequence of increased competition from global entertainment 
providers and different entertainment formats, like games and social media, as well as the 
different business norms associated with subscription video-on-demand services. These 
changes pose quite significant challenges to existing income sources and likely require radi-
cally different solutions to how laborers are rewarded for their work. Such an understanding 
is neither a neoclassical defense of the marketplace and its business cycles (i.e., “it’s just a 
downturn!”), nor is it a reductive elision of the power dynamics that shape the social rela-
tions of production (i.e., “it’s just business!”). Rather, my aim is to make explicit how compen-
sation practices always have been the negotiated outcome of particular historical conditions 
and mutual institutional, social, and technological influences. This context sets the stage to 
better understand how the emerging realities of the streaming era equally require a set of 
compensation practices that function according to present-day logics.

Market Domination and Guaranteed Wages

During Studio System, term employment and wage labor reflected the industry’s integrated 
structure and relative market stability. At the time, the industry exercised near total control 
over production, distribution, and theatrical exhibition. They faced little financial exposure 
in the marketplace and accrued significant revenue by controlling the price of admission 
and access to screen content. The mode of production reinforced the industry’s control by 
centralizing decision-making power within a managerial class of executives and streamlining 
production into highly regimented and standardized tasks. Efforts to rationalize extended 
to employment relations and compensation. A  large labor pool internal to each firm ena-
bled studio producers to plan, manage, and control the execution of production more effec-
tively, while a specialized division of labor helped improve the speed, efficiency, and quality 
of that execution.8 Such conditions helped studios control salary expenses by giving manag-
ers greater discretion over the scope and scale of labor inputs into an individual production, 
including the attribution of different income scales to specific roles or “tasks.”

Of course, not all elements of this structure were fully rationalized tools of management. 
The star system represented a slight departure from the overt control studios exercised over 
other (arguably more interchangeable) labor power. Stars helped fuel a significant publicity 
machine, drum up interest at the box office, and differentiate products in the marketplace. As 
a result of this dynamic, studios attributed a specific financial value to individual stars who, 



77

Media Industries 12.2 (2025)

at the height of their fame, reaped quite significant sums for their employers.9 Only in the 
rarest instance, however, did studios share any of that profit with the talent they employed. 
Instead, drawing on their deep financial reserves, they internalized labor costs, thereby pro-
viding writers, directors, actors, and crew with term employment and a stable (often, quite 
lucrative) income while securing studios direct oversight and control of their expenses.

My point here is not to dismiss the well-documented ills of the studio contract system, 
rather only to emphasize that term employment and wage labor were logical outcomes of 
the industrial conditions of the time and distinct from their attendant social formation. Like 
how Janet Staiger contextualizes the function of the Studio System’s reliance on the con-
tinuity script, term employment and wage labor were “external manifestation[s] of a more 
fundamental structure inextricable from modern business.”10 The employment relationship 
not only aligned with broader, contemporaneous capitalist tendencies but also negotiated 
the particular demands of mass production at the time, offering studios a more cost-effec-
tive and reliable approach to manage the labor necessary for increased production activity 
and narrative complexity.

Regulation and the Reconfiguration of Risk

The demise of the Studio System in the 1950s radically transformed the social relations of 
production and, in so doing, recalibrated the balance of risk and reward among studios and 
their workforce. Forced by federal antitrust efforts to divest from their theater chains at a 
time of broader economic turmoil, the studios sought to downsize by significantly cutting 
production output and selling physical assets, like studio space. The biggest target for cost 
savings, however, was the studios’ labor force. Wage increases had outpaced postwar infla-
tion, jumping more than 50 percent between 1945 and 1948 despite a decline in the overall 
number of studio employees.11 In response to these challenges, the studios started releasing 
talent from their employment contracts, thereby externalizing the workforce into a free-
lance labor market.

Fewer productions made it more difficult for the studios to absorb potential losses across 
a large slate of feature films, especially in the absence of any theater assets, increasing the 
potential impact of any single failure in the market. By retaining (and, over time, expand-
ing) their control over financing, distribution, and marketing, however, they could leverage 
competition for market access among specialized service providers, which now included the 
workforce, to maintain costs and extract added value from the variable inputs into a given 
production.12 The reliance on stars as a point of distinction and mechanism to mitigate finan-
cial risk accelerated, making their participation an essential ingredient in securing financial 
guarantees and distribution commitments from the major studios. For talent, however, the 
shift to an independent labor market ended the guaranteed wage they earned as part of the 
studios’ regular payroll. Decline in studio output meant less regular work, more competition 
for jobs, and longer stretches of unemployment.

Again, compensation evolved to address shifting industrial conditions. In the immediate 
post-studio era, the emergence of contingent compensation or profit-sharing contracts 
helped reformulate payment practices in response to the distinct risk scenario talent, along 
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with the studios, now faced. In this context, talent increasingly acted on their ability to 
underwrite a firm’s risk in the marketplace (at least in the eyes of investors) and on what 
they perceived as the differential value their participation added to a project. One of the 
most efficient ways for them to monetize that differential value was through some entitle-
ment to the film’s success.13 Indeed, the increased risk they also faced as (newly) non-salaried 
freelance workers–a failure at the box office undermined both future work opportunities 
and their presumed differential value–structurally aligned their interests with the studios, 
entitling them to participate in some of the rewards considering the burden of risk they now 
shared with their employers.

Meanwhile, for studios, enlisting highly paid creative talent was, paradoxically, both a means 
to mitigate risk and a significant financial liability given the uncertainty of the marketplace. 
Turning a high upfront cost–someone’s salary–into a variable cost–a share of the profits–
incentivizes risk-adverse executives to pursue profit-sharing contracts to shield studios 
from potential losses. Furthermore, it’s also an act of self-preservation in the context of 
corporate management cultures that became increasingly commonplace in Hollywood as 
film studios transformed into increasingly complex public conglomerates in the 1980s and 
1990s. As often is the case, an individual executive’s own stock options and incentive plans 
depend upon their ability to align organizational interests with shareholder value, so contin-
gent compensation offers some safeguards against irrevocable sunk costs and poor corpo-
rate performance.14

Multiplying Markets and Reuse

Contingent compensation remains out of reach for everyone but the most elite creative tal-
ent. The rise of television, however, impacted a far larger number of workers. While movie 
studios eventually gravitated toward the nascent medium as a new market to exploit their 
film archives, screen talent, especially actors and writers, remained much less enthusiastic, 
at least initially.15 They understood the repurposing of film content as a replacement for new 
productions and thus a likely threat to future paid work (which they now needed given they 
no longer enjoyed a guaranteed wage). Screen actors also worried that recycling old content 
would undermine their differential value by diminishing audience interest in their image or 
tarnishing their reputations by association with the “less respectable” new medium. Producers 
argued that they already had paid actors and writers once for their labor: why pay them again?

Following a period of significant industrial action in the 1950s and 1960s, the studios and labor 
agreed on a new(ish) form of compensation to address the vexed debate about reuse: residu-
als. Already common in radio at the time, residual payments helped alleviate concerns about 
diminished opportunities for future employment by enabling talent to earn income when-
ever their material appeared in new markets. For studios and labor organizations, residuals 
provided a (relatively) transparent formula to distribute monies owed to talent by tracking 
the reuse of individual titles across different markets and media platforms.16 The emergence 
and subsequent struggles over residual payments also underscore the critical role organized 
labor has played in shaping the conditions of work, especially in response to new distribution 
technologies, at significant inflection points in the industry’s history.17
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The normalization of profit participation and introduction of residuals in relatively rapid suc-
cession shaped the context for change over the next few decades. As distinct compensation 
practices, they underscore the bifurcated conditions that shape, respectively, the privileges 
of the more exclusive ranks of creative labor and the broader protections geared toward the 
rank-and-file. According to estimates, residuals from successful shows can account for any-
where between 25 and 40 percent of an individual’s annual salary and continue to pay out 
over decades for content that remains in circulation.18 They also contribute to the pension 
funds for below-the-line crew members and technicians.

Accordingly, residuals created an additional, and increasingly important, battleground for all 
labor groups. As future home entertainment technologies, like pay television, VHS, DVD, and 
the internet, created new markets, studios continued to increase their sources of revenue 
from reuse and unions fought–and often went on strike–to update the residual formula to 
accommodate the ways in which those markets functioned. The studio’s ability to structure 
access and maximize returns from individual titles through a sequential release strategy (i.e., 
windowing) across multiplying markets, both domestically and internationally, established 
a mutually beneficial, though not uncontested, mechanism for firms to increase corporate 
revenue and talent to supplement their wages with a passive income stream. For as long as 
an individual title remained in circulation across time, geography, and different distribu-
tion technologies, the studios are obligated to compensate talent for the right to repurpose 
that content in distinct and differentiated revenue-generating opportunities in line with the 
terms of their collective bargaining agreements.

First the Boom, then the Bust
The key structuring conditions in the late 20th century were not only the prolifera-
tion of new distribution technologies but also the frenetic growth strategy pursued by 
the dominant entertainment firms in the United States. As Andrew DeWaard and others 
have outlined, the rush of institutional investments, venture capital, private equity, and 
financial engineering from the 1970s onward not only justified the wave of mergers and 
acquisitions that characterized the 1980s and 1990s but also fundamentally transformed 
the logics by which corporate decision-making operated.19 Media and entertainment 
transformed into “investor-grade” businesses, privileging aggressive growth strategies 
that maximized earning potential and shareholder value. As a result, once-distinct US 
media industries morphed into much larger, multifaceted global media empires through 
a series of mergers and acquisitions that consolidated holdings across film production, 
broadcast television, cable, recorded music, publishing, news, theme parks, and con-
sumer products into six companies: News Corp. (20th Century Fox), Sony (Columbia), 
General Electric (Universal), Viacom (Paramount), the Walt Disney Company, and Time 
Warner. Ultimately, these companies would come to control every major film studio and 
broadcast network alongside a roster of coveted cable channels, pulling in more than 85 
percent of all global film revenues and supplying 80 percent of domestic primetime TV 
programming by the early 2000s.20
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The transformation meant slightly different things for a company’s film and television hold-
ings. The growth of home video entertainment (which was generating twice as much reve-
nue as the box office by the end of the 1980s) and the international market (which outpaced 
domestic sales by the mid-1990s) facilitated extraordinary earnings with little additional 
cost, resulting in record profits.21 Still, success at the domestic box office remained a critical 
precursor to how well individual titles performed across ancillary and secondary markets. 
The dynamic raised the economic stakes for everyone involved. Studios invested heavily in 
marketing and advertising to ensure strong turnout for the opening weekend, especially as 
simultaneous worldwide releases became the norm and immediate success impacted earn-
ing potential across subsequent markets.22 Top acting, directing, and writing talent found 
themselves in even more powerful positions than in previous decades. Action stars and 
comedians were considered essential to attract global audiences and drive home entertain-
ment sales, reinforcing their role in assuring foreign distributors and financiers about the 
potential for commercial success. The global box office continued to earn record-breaking 
revenue throughout the 1990s and 2000s, reaching an all-time high in 2019 despite declines 
in the domestic market.23

High concept features with bankable stars proved mutually beneficial: “Successful films that 
spawn franchises uniquely allow star talent to exploit the monopoly power they hold over 
their images and performances – they (and the studios) also recognize that successful fran-
chises often spawn lower-risk sequels.”24 Sylvester Stallone, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Mel Gib-
son, Bruce Willis, Adam Sandler, Jim Carrey, and others joined what the trades termed the 
“$25 million Club” in reference to their extravagant upfront fees, which, alongside increas-
ingly powerful talent agencies, facilitated more complex profit participation deals across first, 
secondary, and ancillary markets. Such deals not only acknowledged the incredible market 
power certain stars, especially white male action heroes, exercised with their images but also 
helped curb growing concerns over wage inflation and reduce studios’ financial liabilities.25

In television, the ownership of broadcast networks in large urban markets reaped signifi-
cant sums from advertising rates for their parent companies, but the rapid uptake of cable 
television in American households facilitated extraordinary growth. By the end of the 1980s, 
cable revenues had increased sixfold, including a 10 percent increase in advertising rates, 
as sports channels, entertainment programming, and cable news attracted more and more 
subscribers.26 More than half of US households subscribed to cable by 1990; penetration rates 
reached nearly 70 percent by 2000 and approximately 90 percent by the mid-2000s.27 Fur-
thermore, common ownership (and deregulation through the fading of the Financial Interest 
and Syndication rules) incentivized networks to produce more of their own series across 
their broadcast and cable holdings. As Amanda Lotz notes, self-production

allow[ed] the conglomerate the opportunity for immediate revenue from production expenditures –  
in the form of advertising revenue – as well as the later revenue available from syndication, increasing 
the incentive for incremental spending that is perceived as the difference between success and  
failure – though this can never be known with any certainty.28

In other words, common ownership contributed to escalating production costs–an episode 
of an hour-long broadcast show cost approximately $1.2 million in the late 1990s but jumped 



81

Media Industries 12.2 (2025)

to $3 million by the mid-2000s–as negotiations for increased incremental spending proved 
much easier and more efficient within the same company.

By the early to mid-2000s, broadcast television continued to enjoy record-setting syndication 
deals for episodic series, like Law & Order, while the emergence of more serialized fare, like 
Alias, found success through DVD sales.29 Additional broadcast networks and cable channels 
during the multichannel transition made possible by digitalization expanded programming 
real estate and fueled an accelerated production cycle with the number of scripted series 
increasing year after year from 2002 (182 scripted series) to 2023 (663 scripted series), lead-
ing to repeated claims about “Peak TV” throughout the 2010s (even before streaming plat-
forms added original titles to those calculations).30 Original productions for cable attracted 
attention for defying network-era creative practices, like shorter episode orders, complex 
characters, and heightened seriality, although they never commanded audiences on the same 
scale as their counterparts on broadcast. Still, the control of cable networks was incredibly 
good business for media conglomerates. It not only returned the most profits (about two-
thirds, according to one estimate) of any component within the conglomerates’ diversified 
holdings but also made for one of the most profitable businesses of any economic sector in the 
United States.31 This dynamic not only accelerated corporate revenue and production invest-
ments but also helped sustain a growing number of earning opportunities for creative work-
ers. Even high caliber acting talent gravitated to the medium as a creative counterpoint to 
franchise filmmaking and earned handsomely to help networks cut through a cluttered land-
scape when launching news shows. According to one cable executive, “If there’s someone 
[networks] want or there’s something they feel like they need to have, they’re just going to 
pay whatever it takes.”32 Results for writers were more mixed. “Peak TV” created more oppor-
tunities for more writers to tell more diverse stories, but shorter seasons and a shrinking 
syndication market–an early consequence of cable’s turn to original programming–sparked 
concerns about their long-term earning potential.33

Consolidation and conglomeration, fueled by deregulation, created a moment in which there 
were more television productions being made, higher budgets being invested into film and 
television, and robust syndication and home entertainment businesses, both domestically 
and internationally. In retrospect, however, the momentum generated in this period appears 
short-lived and increasingly unsustainable as new technologies, abundant content, and 
growing competition have undermined the industry’s global positioning and eroded the value 
of once lucrative markets. Media firms are still making money (largely from other aspects of 
their businesses, like theme parks) but nowhere near as much as they did 10 or 20 years ago. 
According to financial analysis by Bloomberg, film and television profits have collapsed more 
than 60 percent over the past decade.34 More broadly, the US share of international audio-
visual trade fell from around 50 percent of total exports in 2010 to less than one-third by 
2021.35 They no longer enjoy the same command over audience attention, advertising dol-
lars, and international trade given the fragmentation of attention across social media, video 
games, and streaming platforms. Under pressure from Wall Street to demonstrate continued 
growth, they have turned to layoffs, budget cuts, and countless other measures to appease 
investors. While the power dynamics at play here make it a stretch to see these global media 
empires and their highly paid executives in a sympathetic light, the economic dynamics are 
real and pose formidable challenges to established norms in the industry.
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Several factors contributed to the industry’s shift in global positioning. Home entertainment 
revenue, specifically DVD sales, has dropped by more than 86 percent since 2008.36 Cable 
television–by far the most valuable asset–was more resilient. While fears about cord-cutting 
have been circulating since 2010, pay-television’s penetration rate hit an all-time high in 2011 
(90.7 percent) before declining, slowly at first from 2013, then much more rapidly from 2017. 
Its penetration rate is expected to drop to 38 percent by 2027 alongside a $30 billion decline 
in revenue.37 Following the pandemic, the box office has failed to return to its record-setting 
revenue levels. It is projected to drop 20 percent globally and 30 percent domestically in 2024 
when compared to the average of the last three years before the pandemic (2017–2019).38

Even before the decline in home entertainment sales, the advent of cord cutting, and pan-
demic-related work stoppages, upstart broadcast networks, digital video recorders, and 
new home video technologies contributed to the fragmentation of audiences and forced the 
adjustment of standard industry practices. The early enthusiasm for distributing content 
on the web proved a source of consternation for labor organizations, whose existing agree-
ments with the studios struggled to keep pace with increasingly novel modes of access and 
delivery.39 These tensions erupted into industrial action in 2007/2008 by the Writers Guild 
of America. This time, the focus was on adjusting compensation norms to accommodate the 
potential financial success of internet distribution and digital downloads as well as updating 
collective agreements to acknowledge the labor expended on producing content for web-
isodes and social media, what Curtin, Jennifer Holt, and Sanson have previously called the 
“second shift of the digital era, putting extra demands on the time and energy of creative 
talent without offering additional compensation.”40 But these deals couldn’t envision at that 
time a much more fundamental shift in the industry’s business practices associated with the 
emergence and subsequent popularity of global streaming services.

Collectively, these developments gradually undid the foundation upon which these media 
corporations secured their global fortunes and resolved the pressure for continued growth. 
No longer able to engineer a form of scarcity across markets that maximized revenue through 
price discrimination and sequential access, they have struggled to identify how to effectively 
value their content in the context of anytime, anywhere access and on-demand library cat-
alogs. Initially, the industry turned to feverish and speculative investments in the financial 
promises of streaming video platforms. Yet, these services operate under fundamentally dif-
ferent logics than any of the mass media technologies that preceded them.41 By selling sub-
scription access to a library of content, streaming platforms are incentivized to maintain an 
iterative and diverse collection of titles that engages the highly differentiated needs of its 
subscribers. The value proposition for consumers to justify the cost of ongoing subscription 
fees is more idiosyncratic and immediate than a choice between the films on offer at the 
multiplex on a Saturday night or the television shows broadcast at 8 pm on a Wednesday.

In other words, the logics of subscription-based library access privilege a bundle of diverse 
content options designed to retain subscribers over time rather than the large-scale and 
instantaneous success of a single title that aggregates distinct revenue streams across different 
markets. Established metrics for success–box-office receipts, television ratings, syndication 
sales, or digital downloads–reflect the logics of a mass media marketplace that no longer 
exists, what was once characterized by less consumer choice and greater corporate control 
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over the terms of consumption. Accordingly, attributing discrete value to individual titles is 
a much more diffuse exercise in the context of subscription-based library access: even the 
most “popular” titles lack any resale value given the current practice of exclusive and per-
petual licensing arrangements.

These transformations pose significant challenges to established payment practices. The 
streaming era norm, for example, of paying talent higher upfront fees (i.e., “premiums”) in 
lieu of any contingent entitlements reflects the inability of subscription-based platforms to 
generate title-specific revenue from direct-to-consumer sales (e.g., box-office tickets) or 
resale value in additional markets (e.g., home video or syndication). Now that market compe-
tition has somewhat subsided, alongside less-than-expected market growth and persistent 
pressure from labor groups, streaming platforms are slowly reconsidering their approach 
to compensation. Netflix, for example, is reportedly considering a move away from pre-
mium payments, especially for film, to reduce high sunk costs and alleviate financial debts, 
introducing a bonus system based on how many “views” a title receives within a given time 
frame.42 In fact, this approach has been enshrined as part of a revised residual formula in 
the recent collective bargaining agreements that ended the 2023 strikes. Yet, the business 
imperatives of subscription-based streaming platforms make an odd bedfellow for payment 
practices designed for an industry operating under very different conditions.

By design, residual payments and contingent compensation draw on mass media logics to 
redistribute corporate revenue to labor. Residual payments assume US media productions 
will continue to dominate international trade and persist in circulation across discrete mar-
kets for decades, while contingent compensation helps align interests between management 
and labor in the context of incredible market uncertainty but potentially high rewards. Cur-
rently, streaming platforms do not actively engage in resell, and the usefulness of “views” 
as a metric becomes highly questionable in a context where popularity shares only a loose 
correlation to financial value. Similarly, these circumstances alter the relationship to risk 
and reward. While the costs of producing content have not changed (and arguably have been 
inflated by the ongoing competition for subscribers), subscription fees provide a much lower 
and singular revenue base to support an entire library compared to the traditional ways of 
subsidizing the high sunk costs invested into individual film and television titles, like win-
dowing strategies, resale, global trade, and cable bundles. It’s hard to fathom how much 
longer streaming platforms, especially native platforms like Netflix, can sustain production 
costs without additional revenue. The recent introduction of advertiser-supported tiers on 
some subscription-based platforms is likely intended to address this challenge. For workers, 
suddenly, it seems, the industrial norms that once sustained a set of idiosyncratic compen-
sation practices face unprecedented scrutiny about their effectiveness, or simply no longer 
apply.

Post-Growth Disruption in Dollars and Cents
The actual impact on individual livelihoods is hard to quantify. Piecing together the avail-
able data (adjusted for inflation) about film and television writers, for example, cumulative 
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salary earnings increased from $1 billion in 1995 to $1.5 billion in 2021. Yet, the number of 
writers who reported earnings over that same period also increased by more than 50 per-
cent, which undermines any material advantages to the average writer from the spending 
increase. Indeed, both the median and average annual salaries for television writers have 
remained incredibly stable. In 2001, the median salary was $108,000, and in 2014, it was 
$138,000, whereas the average salary was $177,000 in 1995 and $229,000 in 2021. The story is 
different for film writers: in 2001, the median annual salary was roughly the same as that for 
television writers at $105,000 but had dropped to $77,000 by 2014. The average annual salary 
for a film writer also has dropped from $324,000 in 1995 to $205,000 in 2021.43

Total residual payouts to Writers Guild of America (WGA) members paint a more reassuring 
picture. Between 2011 and 2021, total residual income increased by 48.2 percent, from $333 
million to $493.6 million, an all-time high, with streaming services now accounting for 45 
percent of that total. The additional residual income from streaming services also has offset 
the losses from other categories, like domestic syndication (−18.1 percent), basic cable (−40.8 
percent), foreign sales (−14.8 percent), and home video (−71.0 percent), to account for a 30.0 
percent net increase and 28.1 percent net increase, respectively, to television and theatrical 
residual income totals between 2015 and 2021.44

While film writers had been earning six- to seven-figure sums for film scripts since the 
1980s, they likely ceded ground to their television counterparts over this more recent period 
because of the studios’ focus on pre-existing intellectual property and reduced theatrical 
output. The accelerated television production cycle in the early 2000s not only offered crea-
tive alternatives to broadcast television and franchise film adaptation but also provided more 
earning opportunities–at least in the aggregate–for those lucky enough to engage with work. 
Indeed, the conclusions we can draw from these figures are somewhat paradoxical.

On the one hand, the data suggests a level of collective stability for the profession. Putting 
aside increases in the cost of living, wages for television writers have remained incredibly 
stable, and even though film earnings have declined, average annual earnings for both film 
and television writers would facilitate comfortable livelihoods. On the other hand, how-
ever, the data tells us little, if anything, about the sustainability of individual careers. The 
figures provide no way of knowing whether the writers who report earnings year-to-year 
are a moderately static group or (more likely) consist of a more dynamic and fluctuating 
group of earners that experience significant churn because of the temporary, short-term 
employment relationship characteristic of the industry. These figures also do not calcu-
late the impact of non-earning guild members (i.e., those without any work or wages to 
report) on annual median or average salaries. Similarly, it’s difficult to discern whether the 
increased earnings from residuals translate into meaningful income on a per-title basis or 
simply reflect the combination of increased television output and the uptick in licensing 
deals generated by the emergence of streaming platforms hungry for library content. It’s 
also critical to qualify the “Peak TV” discourse, which only refers to the total number of 
series produced. The actual number of episodes being produced has declined by 30 percent 
on broadcast television and 49 percent on cable networks, which would potentially limit the 
residual earning potential of individual titles when fewer episodes are available for reuse in 
different markets.45
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In other words, there may be a substantial amount of income in circulation today, but it’s 
unclear how equally it’s attributed to individual titles or distributed among individual stake-
holders. This interpretation aligns with arguments made by the WGA and the anecdotes 
from individual writers that circulated widely throughout the 2023 strike.46 The WGA notes 
the number of writers working only for minimum rates (i.e., with no additional premium 
based on experience) has increased more than 30 percent between 2013 and 2023. This shift 
is especially acute among writer-producers who have experienced a 23 percent decrease 
in median weekly pay over that same period, with nearly a quarter (up from just 2 percent) 
now earning only scale rates. Non-producing, often junior, staff writers also are earning 
less per job because the length of employment has become shorter, noting the industry’s 
growing preference for series with less episodes that started with cable then accelerated 
among streaming platforms. There were other complaints around compensation: contract-
ing writers to produce more episodes in shorter amounts of time, employing “mini rooms” 
that require fewer writing staff for less pay and, again, shorter amounts of time, requesting 
unpaid rewrites before paying a screenwriter’s full fee, and failing to improve minimum rates 
to keep pace with costs of living. Writers also wanted an updated residual formula to improve 
earnings from streaming services given the outsized role they now play compared to legacy 
outlets in commissioning original content and generating passive income. Additionally, as 
the Scarlett Johansson case against Disney illustrates, a smaller contingent of high caliber 
acting and writing talent has had growing concerns about the impact shortened distribution 
windows and the prioritization of streaming services over theatrical distribution would have 
on a film’s ability to accrue enough revenue to trigger profit participation payouts.

These concerns make sense. The primary modes of compensation for talent–minimum rates 
(including premiums), residuals, and (at least for high caliber talent) contingent compensation–
are struggling to function as they had in the recent past as employers are experimenting 
with different creative forms, alternative financing practices, and new distribution platforms. 
While the available data makes it hard to account for the impact on individual careers, the 
scale and sources of the industry’s different revenue streams are changing, which does pose 
consequences for the ways talent is compensated. The fundamental problem at this juncture 
is not with targeting the mechanisms through which employers look to undercut the earning 
potential of employees but with failing to address the fundamental adjustments to the eco-
nomic base of the industry over that same period, which only accelerated as streaming ser-
vices proliferated and moved more assertively into original productions from 2018. From the 
late 1990s through the mid-2010s, the amount of work available, the budgets to support pro-
jects, the global financial base of the industry, and the speculative cash invested into emer-
gent streaming services make that period look like halcyon days. Asking one agent to reflect 
on this recent history, they acknowledged,

We never should have been making the money we were making [in the late 1990s and early 2000s]. 
Right now, my clients are experiencing a significant adjustment in their assumptions [about a “fair” 
deal]. The hardest part of my job has been trying to reset expectations.47

This shift underscores the urgency of recalibrating both industry and employee expectations 
to align with the current economic realities. Only by confronting these fundamental changes 
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can sustainable solutions be developed for the future of the industry and those who make 
their livelihoods from it.

Conclusion: Time for More Radical Solutions
The challenges these changes present for scholars, advocates, and other industry stakehold-
ers are impressive because they signal a likely end to the dominant logics that have defined 
the industry’s basic performance expectations over the past three decades. It’s inevitable 
that these transformations extend to how individuals are compensated for their work, espe-
cially when the future of the film and television business looks less and less likely to promise 
the same scale and market proliferation that normalized existing practices. Deals that ended 
the 2023 strikes proffered claims by the guilds about landmark agreements, especially with 
respect to a residual formula that includes viewership figures from streaming services for the 
very first time. It remains to see how well these deals payoff for individual talent over time, 
and perhaps most critically, how equitably they payoff for writers across different shows, 
formats, genres, and runtimes. In other words, any “win” claimed by labor may amount to 
very little material gains when the reward mechanisms are better suited to different con-
ditions. Given the transformations afoot, it is perhaps time to imagine a much more radical 
solution, one that rejects “what has been done” over the past 70 years to more actively push 
for a form of reward that better accommodates the logics of a reconfigured industry.

For media industry studies, the broader call here is to exercise caution in who we cast as 
heroes and villains in our accounts of industrial change and transformation. The power 
dynamics inherent in any capitalist enterprise demand that we remain mindful of the social 
relations of production and vigilant against the ever-present tendencies toward extrac-
tion and exploitation. At the same time, the adjustments currently unfolding in the media 
industries–in both the United States and elsewhere–are so dramatic that they are likely to 
present uncomfortable realities for both management and labor in the years ahead. Our con-
clusions are potentially much richer if we engage with the industry’s problem without rein-
forcing binary frameworks or romanticized ideas of creative work, and instead foreground 
the contradictions, compromises, and creative possibilities that emerge when long-standing 
industrial logics are unsettled. This also requires a commitment to the imaginative work 
of rethinking entrenched logics–challenging inherited assumptions about industrial struc-
tures, value creation, and labor, and remaining open to alternative futures that are not yet 
fully visible within the dominant frameworks of industry discourse.

In that vein, a necessary alternative might push to rethink the industry’s boom-and-bust 
financial imperatives in favor of a more sustainable model of creative production–one that 
prioritizes long-term viability over short-term gains, values creative labor over greater mar-
gins, and resists the lure of growth metrics. Such a model must not only confront the very 
real limitations on the industry’s growth potential but also abandon the extractive logics 
that have, for too long, propped up illusions of infinite scalability and obscured the impacts 
of shifting business conditions. Without this shift, the industry risks cannibalizing the very 
creative energies on which it depends
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For labor, this alternative pathway likely means employment for fewer individuals, but an 
industry operating according to more sustainable logics should be able to ensure prosperity 
for those individuals it does employ. In this context, longer-term employment, professional 
advancement, livable and consistent wages, and artistic possibility are priorities that place 
direct limitations on the financial and creative capacity of the industry. Labor organizations, 
rather than resisting these shifts or returning to the past, could help lead the way in shaping 
an industry that is leaner, fairer, and better prepared for the demands of the 21st century. It 
might sound like a utopic vision, but history suggests that previous shifts were no less radical 
departures from established practice. The past should embolden the labor movement not to 
accept the status quo or even incremental change but to agitate for a fundamental overhaul 
of the employment relationship itself.
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