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This paper investigates the timing of labour strikes in Hollywood. The occurrence of strikes, such as the
WGA and SAG-AFTRA strikes in 2023, can make sense when we have the hindsight to piece together the
historical details of what created rifts between labour and management. But was 2023 a particularly frag-
ile year for contract negotiations to break down with two of Hollywood’s creative labour unions? If labour
demands were reasonable, why did studios refuse to agree with them? And if Hollywood studios are prof-
itable, what makes management see the demands of labour as something “unreasonable”?

This paper uses multiple sources of empirical data to analyse the historical trends of strikes in Hollywood
between 1950 and 2023. Strikes in Hollywood — particularly by the WGA and SAG-AFTRA — have common
political economic roots. They tend to occur when the profits of major Hollywood studios are in a type of
danger zone: when the differential profits of Hollywood are stagnating or declining. Differential profit is a
relative measure of performance. Differential profit can be found in any situation where a firm or set of
firms holds a better stream of income than what others hold. For example, differential gains still occur
when a firm loses profit at a slower rate than others. In the case of the Hollywood studios, differential
profit is measured against the largest firms in other business sectors.

The paper argues that relationships between management and labour in Hollywood are strained by the
appearance of these danger zones of differential profit. When the differential profit of Hollywood’s major
studios falls, the studios are pressured to increase their profits through aggressive methods such as cost-
cutting. Data from 2006 to 2022 demonstrate that acts of cost-cutting hurt creative labour significantly
more than studio management. As employment in arts, design, and entertainment occupations stagnated,
management occupations increased in size around the 2008 WGA strike, as well as during the years before
the 2023 WGA and SAG-AFTRA strikes. Management occupations also had higher wage and salary in-
creases than arts, design, and entertainment occupations.

The paper also argues that alternatives to the aggressive approaches of increasing profits are unlikely to
appear in the current business conditions of Hollywood film distribution, even with the growth of stream-
ing media. With few exceptions, Hollywood studios since the 1980s have built a delicate system of risk
reduction, which is disrupted by injections of green-field spending and investment. In other words, the
major studios currently prefer stagflation over growth, a preference that creates managerial aversions to
new employment, significant increases in compensation and other financial benefits in the next collective
agreement.
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Table 1: Strikes in Hollywood, longer than 1 week

Players Year, start Duration (weeks)
Actors 1952 10
Actors 1960 6
Writers 1960 21
Writers 1973 14
Actors 1980 12
Writers 1981 12
Writers 1985 2
Writers 1988 22
Commercial actors 1988 3
Commercial actors 2000 24
Writers 2007 14
Writers 2023 21
Actors 2023 17
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Figure 1: Building a measure of differential accumulation for the Hollywood
film business

Sources: Compustat and annual reports for operating income of Columbia, Disney, Fox,
Paramount, Netflix, Universal, and Warner Bros. Compustat for operating income of top 500
firms per year, ranked by largest market capitalization.



James McMahon
The political economic roots of Hollywood strikes, 1950-2023 SCMS2024

60%

Income perHollywood firm
Income pertop 500 firm

Differential income =

40%

20% -
[0]
(o))

S 0%A
ey
o
S
o

-20% +

-40% -

-60%

T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
Date

Percent change of differential operating income per firm, 5-year avg.

O Hollywood strikes [SAG-AFTRA, WGA, DGA]
(radius proportional to number of weeks)

Figure 2: Hollywood’s differential profits and the occurrences of major
labour strikes

Sources: Compustat and annual reports for operating income of Columbia, Disney, Fox,
Paramount, Netflix, Universal, and Warner Bros. Compustat for operating income of top 500
firms per year, ranked by largest market capitalization.
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Figure 3: Hollywood’s differential profits and the occurrences of the labour
strikes in 2023

Sources:  Annual reports for operating income of Columbia, Disney, Fox, Paramount,
Netflix, and Warner Bros. Compustat for operating income of top 500 firms per year, ranked by
largest market capitalization.
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Figure 4: Hollywood’s Stagflation Index

Sources: National Association of Theatre Owners and boxofficemojo for average US The-
atrical Ticket Price. FRED Economic data for time series on US motion picture employment:
1929-1948 “Full-time and part-time employees: Domestic private industries: Services:
Motion pictures” (B4266C0A173NBEA); 1948-1987: “Full-time and part-time employees:
Domestic private industries: Services: Motion pictures” (J4266C0A173NBEA); 1987-2000:
“Full-time equivalent employees: Domestic private industries: Services: Motion pictures”
(J4366C0A173NBEA); 1998-2022: “Full-time and part-time employees: Domestic private
industries: Information: Motion picture and sound recording industries” (N4254C0A173NBEA).
The series J4366C0A173NBEA and N4254C0A173NBEA are spliced at 1998, where the 1998
value of former series, 428 (thousand), normalizes the values of the latter.
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Figure 5: Is stagflation leading indicator of Hollywood’s differential profits?
Sources: Compustat and annual reports for operating income of Columbia, Disney, Fox,

Paramount, Netflix, Universal, and Warner Bros. Compustat for operating income of top 500
firms per year, ranked by largest market capitalization. Figure 4 for sources of Stagflation Index.

0.8

OLS regression

0.7 9 Dep. var: Differential operating income per firm, 5-year avg.
Indep. vars: Const.; Stagflation Index, offset n years

0.6 1
0.5

0.4 1

R2

0.3

0.2

0.1

0.0

where R? > 0.4
T T T T

0 5 10 15 20 25
offset, n years

Figure 6: R? values: stagflation ~ differential profits

Sources: Compustat and annual reports for operating income of Columbia, Disney, Fox,
Paramount, Netflix, Universal, and Warner Bros. Compustat for operating income of top 500
firms per year, ranked by largest market capitalization. Figure 4 for sources of Stagflation Index.
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Figure 7: What do bosses do? Stagflation and the growth of management

Sources:

Figure 4 for sources of Stagflation Index.
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Figure 8: Management v. Artists during periods of stagflation

Sources:

Figure 4 for sources of Stagflation Index.

OWES for mean hourly wage, Man-

agement Occupations (11-000) and artists (Actors (27-2011), Producers And Directors (27-2012),
Editors (27-3041), Writers And Authors (27-3043), Film And Video Editors (27-4032))



