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Abstract

This paper builds an empirical and theoretical model to analyze how
the financial goal of risk reduction changed the insides of Hollywood’s star
system. For the moviegoer looking at Hollywood cinema from the outside,
the function of the star system has remained the same since the 1920s:
to have recognizable actors attract large audiences to Hollywood’s biggest
and most expensive productions. The composition of this system is, how-
ever, sensitive to many historical changes in the business and culture of
cinema.

If the evolution of Hollywood’s star system is shaped by broader so-
cial factors, risk reduction would be a key factor after 1980. This paper
uses Internet Movie Database (IMDb) casting data to analyze how the
star system was a factor in this period of risk reduction. Film casting
assists risk reduction when a star system is built on controlled repetition.
Repetitive casting – choosing the same people to star in a series of films
– is a form of control because repetitive selection is the inequality of op-
portunity by another name: if an in-group is internally repetitive when
alternatives exist, an out-group is repeatedly excluded.

There are two key conclusions to the analysis of the IMDb dataset.
First, casting repetitiveness/inequality in the blockbuster era of Holly-
wood (1980-present) is low compared to Hollywood’s “classical” studio
system (1930-1948). Second, the historically low repetitiveness/inequality
can be misleading if we ignore sector characteristics such as firm size and
level of theatrical distribution. While it appears there are fewer barriers to
being cast in any American film, a long career in blockbuster Hollywood is
still reserved for Hollywood’s elite. Within the top-tier, whether measured
by size of distributor or number of opening theatres in theatrical release,
Hollywood relies on repetitive casting. Conversely, the actors excluded
from the top tiers of Hollywood cinema are finding their on-screen careers
to be increasingly precarious.

As this attempt at risk reduction is driven by the largest firms in Hol-
lywood, the theoretical part of this paper will identify the role of capitalist
power in the formation of a star system. Capitalist power, in this case, is
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speaking roles in Batman Begins: Mark Boone Junior as Arnold Flass, Linus
Roache as Thomas Wayne, Larry Holden as district attorney Carl Finch, Colin
McFarlane as Gillian B. Loeb, and Emma Lockhart as Young Rachel Dawes.

Table 1: Example of casting data from IMDb

Year Title Title ID Actor Actor ID
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Christian Bale 288
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Michael Caine 323
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Liam Neeson 553
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Katie Holmes 5017
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Gary Oldman 198
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Cillian Murphy 614165
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Tom Wilkinson 929489
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Rutger Hauer 442
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Ken Watanabe 913822
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Mark Boone Junior 95478
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Linus Roache 730070
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Morgan Freeman 151
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Larry Holden 390227
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Gerard Murphy 614283
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Colin McFarlane 568801
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Sara Stewart 829815
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Gus Lewis 1600560
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Richard Brake 104114
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Rade Serbedzija 784884
2005 Batman Begins 372784 Emma Lockhart 1439087

2.2 Actor, as a category of people
Throughout the paper, the use of “actor” as a single noun signifies any person
who, regardless of gender, was cast to act in an American motion picture. For
the purposes of performing a gender-based analysis future research, I will be
using the compound nouns of “male actor” and “female actor”. The gender-
based analysis can be built with meta-data in the IMDb dataset.

2.3 Widest releases
The website boxofficemojo.com provides variable types to help us look at the
evidence of casting repetitiveness/inequality. The website’s opening theatre
data from 1983 to 2019 is used to analyse casting trends in wide-released films.
In this realm of Hollywood cinema, where budgets are big, advertising dollars are
spent, and actors have lengthy promotional tours in magazines and television,
career building – giving an actor a leading role in a wide-release film – is a
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Figure 3: Inequalities within casting and film distribution

Source: IMDb.

3.1.2 The consumer experience of casting inequality

So far the paper has produced tables and figures about the inequality that exists
independently of consumer attention. Regardless of whether someone watches
the films or not, the roles have been cast, the films have been produced and
distributed, and other working actors have been excluded from these opportu-
nities.

What about consumer perceptions of this inequality? Perceived inequality, as
I define it, is the casting inequality that is experienced by an individual watching
only a sample of films from a larger population. For example, a consumer that
watches five films with entirely different casts of actors will implicitly perceive
a Gini index of zero.

Perceived inequality in casting is often a product of Hollywood’s power to
influence consumer behaviour. While our habit is to imagine that a consumer is
neoclassical in temperament, and that barriers to free consumerism are low, a
consumer’s access to a wide variety of films is strongly affected by unequal access
to films, especially in theatrical distribution. In the case of Hollywood’s major
distributors, a key strategy is to put each film on one of two tracks: wide release
distribution (i.e., saturation booking), or platform distribution. A wide-release
film starts its lifecycle with a big theatrical release. A platform release often
begins in theatres but, regardless of whether it has a theatrical release or not,
the growth in attendance for a platform release is beholden to word-of-mouth
consumerism. Theatrically, this type of film has a small, selective opening in
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