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Examining the Past and Arguing the Future of Fields of the Entertainment Industry in Terms of 

the American Workforce 

The first image to come to mind when the concept of a “job” is posed is not often the 

excitement of Broadway theatre, unpredictability of online video, or stigma of adult film. What 

usually accompanies the thought of a “job” are water-cooler chats and cubicles, with the only 

excitement being the euphoria of clocking out for the day. However, the amount of media the 

average American consumes may skew this concept. In 2009, Americans watched an average of 

151 hours of television a month, and an hour of advertisements (Farrell, 43) with 16.9% of the 

entire state of Utah owning a subscription to an adult film website (Edelman, 9). Today, tickets 

for the Broadway musical Hamilton have been resold for thousands of dollars in secondhand 

markets (Isherwood, 35), and, according to the College Board stimulus material “A World 

Without Work”, over 400,000 hours of YouTube videos are uploaded every day (Thompson, 12). 

To accompany the demand for quick and constant entertainment, the entertainment industry has 

been flourishing. These changes have also started bleeding into the overall workforce, causing 

the future of entertainment to come into question. The American job market has incredible 

influence on the culture and economy of the entire world, so it is very important to examine any 

possible shifts in its future. By predicting how entertainment will intertwine with the workforce 

in the future, possible consequences can be assessed. This paper will first analyze the cultural, 

economic, and ethical factors surrounding the entertainment industry, then present an argument 

supporting the balance between conventional business and easily accessible entertainment. 

When the pop culture magazine “Entertainment Weekly” was first launched in 1990, 

many were skeptical as to its potential success. The concept of a magazine whose entire purpose 
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was to comment on pop culture seemed like a fallacy. Critics told the editor “People like TV. But 

they don't want to know how it's made…. I give you six months.” (Harris, 2). Preliminary stories 

were consistent gambles, as news was received by snail mail, not twitter. However, the 

publication is now in its 27th year and has seen much success. This was not the first time that 

America was being introduced to culture through the media, however. According to the 

peer-reviewed Journal of Popular Culture, between 1948 and 1990, the amount of money spent 

on advertising in magazines increased by 6,326 million dollars, and television networks received 

29,073 million in advertising money in 1990 (Cusic, 2). Advertising dollars are one of the main 

ways that the entertainment industry supports itself, especially free forms of entertainment such 

as online video. Popular video sharing site, YouTube, attributes almost all of its revenue from 

advertisers trying to make a name online. Supplementing with paid subscription services, 

YouTube content creators are able to maintain a stable income by simply making monetized 

videos. Time magazine reports that the popular video “David After the Dentist” featuring a 

young boy who is loopy from dental anesthetic has raised over $40,000 in merchandise and ad 

revenue after reaching 33 million views (Fletcher, 1). Conventional businesses and the 

entertainment industry have a symbiotic relationship, with the businesses gaining revenue from 

the exposure that advertising provides, and the entertainers making a living off of the advertising 

dollars. This bond will only grow stronger in the future, according to former NBC co-chairman 

and Golden Globe winning executive producer Ben Silverman, who stated in 2008 that 

connecting television with corporations is the way of the future, as well as creating online 

content to go along with a show (Whitney, 1). In this depiction of the future of entertainment, 

broadcast and advertising will meld together into one entity through extremely subtle targeting 
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and marketing, meaning that any given show could by trying to sell something to its viewers at 

any point. However uninspiring that may seem, the revenue generated by advertising might be 

the only thing that could keep an industry so constant and easily accessed financially afloat, and 

may allow content creators to expand their horizons and take on projects full-time, without the 

time constraint of having a job outside of their online persona. Maintaining this relationship 

between advertisers and content creators requires that both exist, so under this theory, a world 

where everyone is a creator, such as one discussed in the stimulus material “A World Without 

Work”, in which “The demise of the formal economy could free many would-be artists, writers, 

and craftspeople to dedicate their time to creative interests—to live as cultural producers,” 

(Thompson, 12), is not necessarily feasible.  

Free entertainment may rely on advertising to pay its bills, but other forms of media, such 

as professional theatre and dance, demand lavish pricing due to the commitment and talent that 

they require; however, ethical issues with this dedication may cause an upset in these fields. 

Professional dancers and stage actors must dedicate both mind and body to their roles, with only 

one mistake costing them their part, eagerly snatched by an understudy. Adam Smith’s excerpt 

from the stimulus material provided by College Board, “The Wealth of Nations” describes this 

factor in determining wages. He concluded that the variables that may affect a job’s pay rate 

include the percentage of people who are qualified to do the job, the consistency of employment, 

and the schooling and dedication that are required to be qualified for a position. Though Smith’s 

analysis was written in 1904, the principles of the determining pay can still be applied to the 

worlds of dance and theatre today, as well as more conventional forms of employment. In this 

work, apprenticeship is used as an example of compensation for education, which is comparable 
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to the fact that only 8 percent of applicants are accepted into Juilliard according to their website, 

and even after being accepted, applicants must take years of expensive classes to graduate. Even 

then, an injury may bench an actor or dancer for a season, or even the rest of their careers. The 

inherent risk of performing is most likely one of the factors that draws consumers to shows, 

walking away satisfied after a seamless performance. An issue with this, however, is the 

psychological effects that result from the quest to become seamless. Often actors and dancers are 

reduced to only one of their skills in order to create uniformity and mastery, which can be 

psychologically troubling and cause performers to search for other options. Reed Kelly, a former 

cast member of Wicked, is an example of this phenomenon. He studied at Juilliard, and worked 

for Radio City before deciding to take up choreography because of the limited experiences that 

ballet could provide him, and the extreme discipline that ballet required. As well as John Byrne, 

who also left dance to choreograph for celebrities, citing the constant judging of the dance world 

and the monotony of only pursuing one facet of his studies as reasons to leave (Looseleaf, 46). In 

addition, in the digital age, where free content reigns supreme, and some of those most interested 

in theatre are not able to see as many shows, these industries may not be able to stay a staple of 

the entertainment world. High-priced and extravagant stage shows may be substituted for more 

easily accessible and crowdfunded companies such as Starkid, who post all of their shows on 

YouTube for anyone to watch for free. With performers leaving left and right to pursue less 

intensive careers, and high prices preventing many from seeing the shows they love, or instead 

pirating them online, the future for elaborate performance seems bleak. The compensation that is 

required in exchange for the conditions and stress that performers is too much for many of its 

biggest fans, which may cause the stage to become an electronic one, or at least less grandiose. 
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Although adult film is not considered one of the most conventional forms of 

entertainment, its share in today’s market requires that it also be examined. A study conducted 

by Harvard Business professor Benjamin Edelman determined that in 2006, consumers spent 

over $12,000 million dollars on different forms of adult entertainment, and, although these 

numbers are slightly dated, the growth in popularity of the internet, one of America’s largest 

sources of adult film, would indicate these numbers to even be under-representing the revenue of 

the adult film industry (211). It is certain that today’s Americans are very driven towards 

spending their leisure time on activities such as television viewing, and yes, watching adult film. 

The College Board source material titled “A World Without Work” by Derek Thompson even 

references this idea in discussing unemployed people and how they spend their time. “By and 

large, the jobless don’t spend their downtime socializing with friends or taking up new hobbies. 

Instead, they just watch TV or sleep,” (10). Though this source only references television, it is 

safe to infer that due to the evident popularity of adult content, much leisure time is spent on 

these sites as well. Though the popularity of adult content is easily seen, the factor of the cultural 

implications of its success, and economic barriers that may face it need to be considered. Adult 

performer “Stoya” discusses the oddest taboo in an industry surrounded by it: pay. Variances in 

price based upon the studio, actors, and even type of scene make it difficult for new actors to 

know where they stand. On top of that, the expenses of testing and treatment of STIs and 

mechanical injury make the industry even more expensive and physically taxing. Because of the 

large range in payment, as well as the many external factors, free adult content seems like an 

economic gamble (72). However, even though free adult content is easily accessible, the average 

paid subscription to an adult film site is $25 a month, and provides access to many features 
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including higher resolution, other forms of content such as “chat rooms”, and extended versions 

of free content. These subscriptions usually renew automatically, and with the average visitor to 

these sites viewing content 7.7 times a month, continuous membership is nearly guaranteed 

(Edelman, 212). Because of these strategies, adult film will most likely remain free at the base 

level, with access to higher quality and newer content locked behind a subscription, as opposed 

to paying for the content as the consumer views it, as with DVDs or pay-per-view services. In 

addition, as popularity of adult film rises with consistent internet use, adult content may find its 

way into other media more easily. 

The acceptance of entertainment as a major facet of American culture has been a process 

lasting over a century, and using economic and cultural analysis to predict its future not only 

provides insight into the future of American culture, but also the economy that supports it. With 

conventional businesses supporting entertainment through millions of dollars of ad revenue, a 

future of exclusively art employment is not realistic. However, the rise of new types of content 

and ways of funding it may lead the way to a modern renaissance of fan-funded and easily 

accessible entertainment, as indicated by the success of YouTube and online adult content. The 

issue with that future, however, is that it may result in a loss of some of the more traditional arts 

such as high-production-value theatre and dance. The strain that is placed on those involved, 

combined with the high prices needed to see such shows, may cause them to only be supported 

by purists of art, and possibly be forced to seek new ways of distributing content, and greater 

embracing technology. That being said, the wonderful thing about art is that it has been known to 

defy all odds, and to change the world, as opposed to changing because of the world. The future 

of entertainment lies in the hands of the entertainers of the future, as well as those who fund 
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them and nurture them, and though economics and cultural analyses can provide insight, the true 

nature of entertainment requires it formulate its own future. 
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