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Gendered inequality regimes and female labour market 
disadvantage within the New Zealand film industry

JOCELYN HANDY and LORRAINE ROWLANDS

Abstract
This article uses Joan Acker’s concept of gendered inequality regimes to analyse women’s labour market dis-
advantage within the Wellington film industry. Interviews with thirteen female, and eleven male, freelance film 
production workers suggest that structural conditions, industry norms and collective practices within the industry 
mean that workers need to show total flexibility and commitment. This makes it difficult for workers to success-
fully combine work with family responsibilities. This issue affects women disproportionately as cultural norms 
emphasise women’s domestic and nurturing responsibilities. In consequence, women, though not men, with 
young children are perceived as riskier and less desirable employees. Industry prejudices against women with 
children adversely affect the employment prospects and work/life balance of all women. Childfree women need to 
prove their reliability and loyalty by dedicating themselves to the industry to a greater degree than their male col-
leagues. Consequently, women’s ability to combine a successful film career with other social roles is more limited 
than men’s and the schism between women with children and childfree women is perpetuated.
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Introduction
This article uses Joan Acker’s (1992; 2006; 2009) concept of ‘inequality regimes’ to examine 
the ways in which the organisation of work within the New Zealand film industry disadvantag-
es female freelance film production workers. Acker’s conceptual framework has become one 
of the dominant approaches to analysing systemic inequalities within organisations and has 
been used to study a wide range of organisational contexts (Proctor-Thomson, 2010). How-
ever, there is still relatively little research examining gendered inequality regimes within the 
film industry, despite a growing body of empirical data documenting women’s absence from 
senior positions, lower pay and higher withdrawal rates from the industry (e.g. French, 2014; 
Lauzen, 2014).
 Acker (2006:443) defines inequality regimes as sets of ‘loosely interrelated practices, pro-
cesses, actions, and meanings that result in and maintain class, gender and racial inequalities 
within particular organisations’.  She suggests that many facets of organisational life which ap-
pear on the surface to be non-discriminatory working conditions or practices, designed to sim-
ply facilitate effective organisational functioning, also have the less apparent effect of privileg-
ing some organisational groups and disadvantaging others. Acker’s approach to organisational 
analysis requires researchers to consider not only the structural features of specific institutional 
and organisational contexts but also the everyday practices and discourses which create, ra-
tionalise and hide inequalities. In contrast to some social theorists (e.g. Giddens, 1984) who 
suggest that structure and agency are so interwoven that they cannot be separated analytically, 
Acker treats structure and agency as analytically distinct, with structure preceding agency. She 
suggests that people entering organisations frequently encounter various types of inequality 
regime and find their choices and actions circumscribed by the organisational context they 

24



Female disadvantage in NZ film industry  25  

Women’s Studies Journal, Volume 28 Number 2, December 2014: 24-38.  ISSN 1173-6615
© 2014 Women’s Studies Association of New Zealand  Hosted at www.wsanz.org.nz/

inhabit. Women may therefore have full or partial awareness of the structural conditions, op-
portunities and constraints they face and still be confined by these circumstances into choosing 
actions which help reproduce gendered inequities within the workplace. 
 One of the key arguments which Acker makes is that the ostensibly genderless abstraction 
of the ‘ideal worker’ is actually embodied, with some organisational roles and behaviours im-
plicitly associated with stereotypically feminine characteristics and others with stereotypically 
male characteristics. These stereotypes tend to support male occupancy of more prestigious 
organisational roles and sustain a range of, often unrecognised, biases in organisational struc-
tures, cultures and practices.
 The main difference between men and women is, of course, reproduction and many fem-
inists have argued that gendered social conventions concerning family responsibilities help 
frame women as less desirable workers (Kelan, 2009; Spade and Valentine, 2010).  Acker ar-
gues that traditional models of fatherhood emphasise men’s public roles as workers and finan-
cial providers. This enables men to prioritise work commitments without compromising their 
identities and role obligations as fathers. From an organisational perspective, childless male 
workers and male workers with children both conform to the ideal of the independent worker 
unfettered by constraints on work availability or commitment. In contrast, normative expecta-
tions of motherhood emphasise women’s nurturing responsibilities. Acker acknowledges that 
the strict divisions of labour and care which traditionally characterised male and female roles 
within the nuclear family have loosened but argues that women are still expected to focus on 
family more than men and to identify more fully with the parental role. From an organisa-
tional perspective, women with children therefore deviate more from the abstraction of the 
ideal worker than men with offspring. Women without children conform more closely to this 
ideal, however during their childbearing years there is always the possibility that women will 
change categories and become mothers. Childless women are therefore potentially more devi-
ant than men simply because of their gender. Consequently, women often need to sacrifice 
family relationships to a greater degree than males in order to prove their commitment (Wood 
and Newton, 2006). While this strategy can lead to success, women who prioritise their careers 
may still experience disadvantage because they cannot fully integrate into male dominated or-
ganisational regimes (Ashcraft, 2013).
 A large body of empirical research supports Acker’s theoretical claims (e.g. Bryant and 
Jaworski, 2011; DiTomaso, Post and Parks-Yancy, 2007; Eveline and Booth, 2002).  Until 
recently, most of this research had been carried out in traditional organisations with clear 
organisational and career hierarchies, clear job descriptions and a stable, permanently 
employed labour force (Britton and Logan, 2008). This set of organisational arrangements has 
been overturned within the ‘new economy’ labour market which is increasingly characterised 
by job insecurity, networking and short-term, project-based labour (Bakker, 2010; Williams 
Muller and Kilanski, 2012).  The effect of these developments on gendered inequality within 
organisations has been the subject of considerable debate. Advocates of these developments 
suggest that the demise of long-established organisational forms and emergence of self-created 
career trajectories within more flexible organisations helps to increase individual agency and 
choice by liberating people from the constraints of traditional organisational structures  (Sullivan 
and Baruch, 2009; Tam and Arthur, 2010). In contrast, feminist critics of these developments 
suggest that the shift towards more flexible labour markets may have amplified gender based 
inequality by creating increasingly precarious and competitive employment and dismantling 
legal frameworks and forms of collective organising specifically designed to challenge gender 
based inequality regimes (Castilla, 2012; Christopherson, 2008; Fernandez-Mateo, 2009; 
Gill, 2002; Murray and Gollmitzer, 2012). For some writers, the increasing prominence of 
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individualist models of workplace success or failure, which emphasise individual talent and 
merit, may also contribute to gendered inequality regimes by focussing attention on individual 
choices and actions and minimising awareness of the structural conditions and collective 
practices which influence these activities (Dawson, 2012; Eikhof and Warhurst, 2013). 
 The various creative industries have been identified by many writers as sites where the new 
workplace realities of precarity and individualism have become well established and are seen 
by some as exemplars of emerging employment patterns within society (Banks and Hesmond-
halgh, 2009; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2011; Lindgren, Packendorff and Sergi, 2014; Smith, 
2010; Ursell, 2006). Gender inequality within the creative industries is therefore an important 
issue in its own right but may also be an indicator of future patterns of gender discrimination 
within a wide variety of other industries which are implementing increasingly precarious and 
individualistic employment patterns. 
 Banks and Milestone (2011) suggest that the precarious labour market conditions found 
within most creative industries and the extreme commitment expected of workers are inimical 
to family life. They draw upon Beck’s (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) analysis of individu-
alisation to argue that the ‘ideal’ creative industries worker is a single individual, unhindered 
by obligations to either people or place and totally committed to their work. 
 Work conditions within the creative industries could, theoretically, be incompatible with 
family life without creating gendered environments which treat men and women differently. 
Proponents of individualism such as Giddens (1991) and Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) 
argue that traditional gender roles are becoming less distinct as new economic models based 
on individualism and precarity gain prominence within modern economies. They suggest that 
the rise of individualism within society has diminished traditional role expectations and norms 
concerning women’s reproductive status and social responsibilities and given both women and 
men more freedom to choose their social roles. From this perspective, men and women work-
ing within the creative industries could accept the primacy of paid labour to an equal degree, 
have similar expectations concerning work and family roles, be perceived and dealt with in a 
gender-neutral fashion by organisational powerholders and have similar support systems fa-
cilitating or hindering work/family balance. Theoretically at least, working conditions within 
the individualised workplace could be inimical to the family unit without having gendered in-
equality regimes in place.
 The alternative argument, put forward by various feminist writers, suggests that the ideal of 
the ‘autonomous worker’ which dominates most creative labour markets is simply an intensi-
fied version of traditional, masculine, representations of the perfect worker (Crump, Logan and 
McIlroy, 2007; Gill and Pratt, 2008; Eikhoff and Warhurst, 2013). This perspective suggests 
that traditional cultural norms concerning gender are still enacted within the creative indus-
tries, ensuring that men and women within these industries are differentially affected by the 
highly individualised labour market conditions within them (Adkins, 2004; Fernandez-Mateo 
and King, 2011; Wee and Brooks, 2012). 
 Empirical research examining a wide variety of creative industries from a gendered per-
spective supports this argument, showing that creative workplaces are often highly gendered 
environments where discourses of self-actualisation, egalitarianism and flexibility help to ob-
scure structural conditions, cultural norms  and collective practices which frequently reproduce 
some quite traditional patterns of gender discrimination and disadvantage (Bielby, 2009; Gru-
gulis and Stoyanova, 2012; Holgate and McKay, 2009; Perrons, 2003; Taylor, 2011). 
 The film industry is one of the most intensively researched creative industries. A growing 
body of research documents the highly insecure and competitive labour market conditions ex-
isting within the film industries of most Western countries (Christopherson, 2008; McKinlay 
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and Smith, 2009). These conditions create problems for all production workers within the in-
dustry but seem to impact women more severely than men. Statistical data from a wide range 
of international surveys reveals entrenched gender disparities within film production. Follows 
(2014) surveyed the gender distribution of film crew on the 2000 highest grossing Hollywood 
films produced between 1994 and 2013, examining the top 200 films produced each year. His 
data show that women comprised just under 23 percent of film crew and were heavily con-
centrated in the less prestigious and traditionally female areas of costume, wardrobe, makeup 
and casting. Technical specialities were heavily male dominated, with 95 percent of camera 
crew and electricians being male and visual effects and post production editing over 80 per-
cent male. Senior creative roles were also male dominated, with women comprising less than 
five percent of directors, only 11 percent of writers and 20 percent of producers on top films. 
Follows’ research also revealed that women’s marginal position within the film industry has 
changed little in the last 20 years. 
 Similar results are consistently reported by the annual Celluloid Ceiling report produced by 
the Centre for the Study of Women in Television and Film (Lauzen, 2014) and by studies of the 
Canadian (Coles, 2013) and Australian film industries (French, 2014). Census data from Skill-
set, the British sector skills council for the creative industries, shows that women working in 
film are less likely than their male colleagues to have children and more likely to abandon their 
careers after having children. The Skillset data show that 40% of male film production workers 
in Britain have dependent children living with them compared to only 14% of women. Female 
film production workers are also more likely to leave the industry around the age of 35, fre-
quently citing the difficulties of combining work and family as a key reason for their decision 
(Skillset 2009; 2010). 
 It is unsurprising that women have more difficulty than men combining successful careers 
in the film industry with family responsibilities. Working conditions within the industry are 
clearly incompatible with family commitments and have been shown to create continual work/
life balance conflicts which tend to impact women more than men (French, 2014). Howev-
er, many women in the film industry choose to remain childfree in order to avoid the career 
penalties commonly associated with motherhood (Antcliff, 2005; French, 2014). If the lower 
success rates and higher dropout rates of women are simply due to the difficulties of combin-
ing gendered patterns of family responsibility with working conditions within the industry, 
childfree women should be perceived by industry colleagues as very similar to male work-
ers in terms of reliability, commitment and employability. If however, the more complex sets 
of interlocking structural conditions, cultural norms and collective practices underpinning the 
gendered inequality regimes described by Acker continue to exist in the industry, then women 
without children will also experience gender based discrimination within the workplace.
 The film industry utilises a production system of project based network organisation in 
which diverse teams of highly skilled freelancers are assembled for limited time periods and 
disbanded when their part in a production is completed. The network organisation producing a 
film therefore consists of a range of different companies, sub-contractors and freelancers who 
interact for brief, highly intensive, periods of work. The smooth functioning of this system 
depends on clear and well-established status hierarchies and organisational roles and strong so-
cial networks between workers (Antcliff, Saundry, and Stuart, 2007; Bechky, 2006; Daskalaki, 
2010). This facilitates the formation of flexible work groups comprised of people who have col-
laborated on a range of projects and share collective memories, skills and group norms. Collec-
tively these groups form ‘latent organisations’ which can reassemble into smoothly functioning 
units at short notice (Ebbers and Winjberg, 2009). Once contracted, workers in these teams are 
expected, by both employers and colleagues, to be totally committed to projects and to accept 
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long, unpredictable and antisocial working hours and substantial travel as normal aspects of 
their work (Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2010; Lee, 2012; Randle, Leung and Kurian 2007).
 From a purely economic perspective, a project-based production system using a freelance 
workforce is well suited to the uncertainties of film making since it enables teams to be assem-
bled and dismantled quickly and flexibly and limits entrepreneurs’ fiscal responsibilities to-
wards the labour force. The entirely project-based structure of the contemporary film industry 
does, however, tend to entrench gender inequalities within the industry. Eikhoff and Warhurst 
(2013) point out that the short-term character of project employment creates a ‘revolving door’ 
work environment which amplifies the effects of gendered advantage and disadvantage. Deci-
sions about hiring are made more rapidly, more informally and more frequently than in more 
bureaucratic organisations, and people in positions of power tend to rely heavily on reputa-
tion, personal recommendation, or their past experiences working with someone when assem-
bling project teams. Social networks and their associated social capital are the key mechanisms 
through which these informal hiring processes operate and are crucial to both learning about 
work opportunities and being chosen for work. While women generally develop work-related 
networks which are as large as men’s they tend to acquire less prestigious networks. This oc-
curs for a variety of reasons such as women’s exclusion by members of higher status groups, 
feeling uncomfortable within these groups, or having limited time to socialise with and cul-
tivate influential networks. One effect of having less prestigious networks is that women are 
often disadvantaged at the hiring stage of projects (Grugulis and Stoyanova, 2012). The cumu-
lative effect of this is that women may eventually become objectively less skilled candidates 
because they have been unable to build up the range of contracts necessary to create a sought 
after portfolio of expertise and experience.
 The New Zealand film industry utilises the freelance, project-based production system found 
throughout the western film world. Research findings from other countries are therefore rel-
evant to our understanding of gendered inequality regimes within the New Zealand film indus-
try. Conversely, the findings of New Zealand research will help illuminate issues affecting the 
film industry elsewhere. The aim of this research was to explore male and female freelance film 
production workers’ understandings of, and responses to, working conditions within the New 
Zealand industry, focussing specifically on the ways in which cultural norms concerning moth-
erhood and family responsibility affect women’s careers within the Wellington film industry. 

Research design

Structural characteristics of the Wellington film industry
The Wellington film industry is small by global standards and is heavily dependent on over-
seas funding. This creates large fluctuations in the amount of available work and the industry 
can move rapidly from a situation where experienced freelancers find work relatively easy 
to obtain to one where workers are competing for scarce employment. The industry is non-
unionised with strong resistance to unionisation coming from international film studios, local 
film producers and the New Zealand government. Current legislation means that benefits such 
as holiday and sick pay, parental leave, workplace superannuation and the right to bargain 
collectively over pay and conditions are unavailable to film workers who are classified as self-
employed contractors rather than employees. 
 The industry is dominated by a few key individuals with established reputations and proven 
ability to secure international financing. The small size of the industry ensures that social net-
works and ‘latent organisations’ within the industry are tight knit and limited in number. The 
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maintenance of strong networks and a good professional reputation is therefore essential to 
securing repeat employment. 
 Although women comprise around 40 percent of Wellington’s freelance film production 
workers they have made limited inroads into technical areas such as sound, lighting and cam-
era or post-production engineering and are predominately employed in traditionally female 
occupations such as hair, make-up and administration (Statistics New Zealand, 2012). While 
women occupy some quite powerful administrative and creative positions within the industry 
the highest echelons remain male dominated.
 While the Wellington film industry differs from the film industry in some other countries in 
terms of size and the particulars of New Zealand employment law the core model of insecure, 
competitive, project-based labour is essentially similar to the model of film production within 
most Western countries. The findings of this study are therefore relevant to our understanding 
of both the specifics of the New Zealand film industry and gender issues within the film indus-
try in other countries.

Participants
Participants were accessed through the authors’ personal connections with industry insiders. 
These contacts then facilitated access to a wider group through their personal and professional 
networks. The 13 female and 11 male participants were selected to provide a gender balanced 
and diverse mix of film production workers within the Wellington film industry. Nine produc-
tion workers who had recently left the industry were included to provide insights into their 
reasons for leaving the industry (see Table One for participant details). In order to safeguard 
participants’ anonymity, all participants are referred to by pseudonyms and details which could 
identify specific individuals have been omitted from the transcripts.
 Participants were interviewed individually in non-work locations. All interviews lasted over 
an hour with several exceeding two hours. Interviews were loosely structured and were de-
signed to explore participants’ subjective experiences of working within the Wellington film 
industry.  Twenty-one interviews were carried out as part of a more general study of film pro-
duction workers’ experiences (Rowlands and Handy, 2012). These interviews covered a range 
of topics including entry into the industry, working conditions, cultural norms, networking and 
social relationships, intrinsic rewards of film-making, work-life balance, training and career 
development, gender issues and exit from the industry.  
 Three additional interviews with female participants were carried out after the first set of 
interviews had been transcribed. These interviews focussed entirely on gender issues and were 
designed to clarify themes which had emerged during the earlier interviews. Gender related 
issues covered in these interviews included working conditions and motherhood, work-life bal-
ance, childcare, and industry attitudes towards hiring and working with women. All interviews 
were recorded and transcribed by the authors.
 A three-stage thematic analysis of the data was carried out for this study. In the first stage 
each transcript was examined individually to identify key gender related themes for that re-
spondent. In the second stage the key themes from all female participants were compared and 
contrasted with key themes from all male respondents to identify commonalities or discrepan-
cies between female and male accounts. Finally, the emergent themes from the entire data set 
were analysed to interpret the ways in which structural conditions within the industry, gen-
dered cultural norms concerning parental responsibility, and individual practices designed to 
minimise risk interacted to create and maintain gendered inequality regimes. 
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Findings

Structural conditions, cultural norms and collective practices
All participants acknowledged that working conditions within the Wellington film industry are 
inimical to family life. However, most male participants saw the industry as gender-neutral. 
The comments of Ned, a freelance model maker in his early fifties, are typical of male partici-
pants’ views:

I think the film industry is a genderless industry – everybody is screwed equally. You don’t have to be a 
woman to get a harder time than a man. The way we run the industry you can’t have family life – there is no 
work-life balance. Everybody is contract so you’re either working 150 percent or you’re not working at all, 
that’s the balance. 

For men, the perception of the industry as gender neutral was often justified by citing their own 
difficulties combining work and family life. All male participants with children acknowledged 
that their partners took primary responsibility for childcare and running the household. Despite 
this, all gave graphic examples of the work-life balance problems they experienced and the 
detrimental impact which prioritising work could have on their family life. For male partici-
pants the problems they recounted related primarily to the financial insecurity of contract work 
and psychological difficulties shifting from work-related to family oriented modes of function-
ing. Surprisingly, male participants’ clear recognition of the relationship between the working 
conditions within the industry and their own work-life balance problems tended to obscure 
their awareness that women often made different and more difficult choices, frequently leaving 
the industry because they could not combine work and family or remaining childless in order 
to succeed.
 Female participants were more likely to see the industry as gendered, however the exam-
ples they gave all centred on work related issues such as networking, pay bargaining or male 
dominated power structures. While all female participants were cognisant of the difficulties 
of combining film work and motherhood, the dilemma was framed as an issue of individual 
choice rather than a consequence of gendered inequality regimes within the film industry. The 
analysis supplied by Juliet, a senior producer in her early 40s who had left the industry around 
eighteen months earlier when pregnant with her first child, typifies the rationale many women 
gave:

It’s a slightly sexist industry. Power in the industry is definitely held by men at the top and women may have to 
work a bit harder to gain authority.  But I don’t think the industry discriminates against women themselves – if 
you’re willing to give up on family you can potentially make it. A lot of the roles are very organisational and 
women do them really well – but what you see is that most of them drop out if they have children because it’s 
not a family friendly industry.

Juliet’s response, like that of most other female participants, identifies the problems within the 
industry but rejects the idea of gendered inequality and frames the solution as an individual 
choice between family and career. This preserves the normative ideal of the autonomous film 
worker while obscuring the essentially masculine model of work and family relationships un-
derpinning it. 
 Framing the ideal film worker as unencumbered by family responsibilities ensured that 
women with children were categorised as less desirable workers. The preference for child-free 
workers was clearly gendered, with mothers regarded as less reliable workers because they 
were presumed to be more likely than men to undertake caring roles which were incompatible 
with total work availability. Many organisational practices, including crucial hiring decisions, 
tended to favour male workers. Melissa, a child-free producer in her early forties explained:
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There are three genders in this industry, men, women without children, and women with children. A male 
without children and a male with children and a female who is definitely without children are probably equiva-
lent. A female with children is different and is definitely seen as more of a risk.

The practical implications of this perspective were highlighted by Patrick, an art department 
head, when explaining his reluctance to employ women with children: 

I’ve had situations where there’s been a woman and she’s got young children and you’ve got a nanny or child-
care ... but its ‘can I come in at 8 rather than seven because I’ve got to take the child to ...’ and you say ‘fine 
as long as it doesn’t interfere with your work’. But sometimes you have to say ‘look sort it or I’ll have to let 
you go and get someone who can be here’. Being a mother usually means more than being a father so it creates 
more problems.

Similar sentiments were expressed by Juliet, describing past hiring decisions she had made:
I think female workers with children are potentially less reliable – that’s the reality. I think most employers – 
having been in that position myself – are more likely to employ the male because you’ve cut a high risk factor 
out. When I’m trying to think of people for roles I’ll say ‘well they’ve got the skills for this role but they’ve 
got children and their husband’s doing this so they’re probably not workable’. You’ve got to remember it’s 
your reputation on the line as well as theirs.

The accuracy of participants’ assertions concerning the unreliability of mothers is a disputable 
point. The exigencies of parenting may well conflict with the demands of filming at times but 
this is not necessarily a gendered issue. However, in these exemplars the assertion of parental 
unreliability is not applied to fathers but has generalised to all women with young children. 
This creates a context where women with dependent offspring automatically become catego-
rised as deviant and risky workers, unable to conform to the requirements of a work environ-
ment demanding total commitment. 
 Eikhof and Warhurst (2013) suggest that the high pressure, short-term and project-based 
model of production underpinning the film industry amplifies the risks of hiring decisions for 
both organisational power-holders and job applicants. Within this research senior freelancers 
were well aware that they needed to engage high calibre, reliable subordinates in order to safe-
guard their own reputations and therefore tend to choose known freelancers who they had 
worked with previously. This subtly disadvantaged all women because they were less centrally 
established in these, primarily male, social networks and were therefore more likely to be over-
looked or perceived as a more marginal appointment. This problem was exacerbated when 
women had children as they were even more likely to be excluded from key social networks 
and also had family responsibilities which were perceived as impacting negatively on their job 
performance. This perception is clearly highly anxiety provoking for more senior freelancers 
who are faced with the possibility of damaging their own careers by hiring or recommend-
ing women who they fear may turn out to be unreliable workers. Given these circumstances 
it is unsurprising that both men and women in positions of power within the industry tended 
to choose the option which they perceived as less risky and hire males or childfree women in 
preference to women with young children.  

Women’s choices
The individualised, precarious and highly competitive nature of employment within film pro-
duction created an organisational context which both male and female respondents saw little 
opportunity of changing. Women’s options were therefore limited to two main alternatives. 
One was to opt out of the industry in order to have and raise children. A second strategy was 
to conform to organisational norms concerning the primacy of work by remaining childfree 
or, less frequently, by hiding the effects of family life on work commitments. For many par-
ticipants, these choices were ones which, while deeply personal, were heavily influenced by 
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structural conditions and practices within the industry. Framing these decisions as their private 
choices gave women a sense of agency and control but also ensured that they took personal 
responsibility for their actions and that they were seen by others as having made their choices 
freely. This reinforced the stereotype that many women naturally prioritise family over careers 
and diverted attention from the need to organise the work environment differently. 
 Within this research several female participants had left because of the difficulties of com-
bining work and family. Susan, a childless art department assistant in her mid-thirties, had 
recently decided to leave the industry because she perceived many other women having prob-
lems combining film work and family life. While she clearly recognised the gendered nature 
of the industry and the subordinate position of women her reply also emphasises women’s 
agency, highlighting their freedom to choose whether or not to remain within the industry:

It’s a male run industry and it is hard. Most females will be in production and they become known as the pro-
duction spinsters. First in every morning, last out every night. They are very good at their job (but) it replaces 
all those relationships that they have to give up on … ‘I’m not going to have kids, I’m not going to bother 
having a partner’ and that’s why they bury themselves in work. Well that’s an individual choice but it’s not my 
cup of tea....

Other participants left the industry after having children, sometimes because they recognised 
the difficulties of combining parenting and film work and made a conscious decision to leave, 
sometimes because work opportunities dried up after they became mothers. Several female 
participants noted that senior women who worked in organisational roles where they needed 
to co-ordinate staff and activities had more problems remaining in the industry than women 
working in less prestigious, female domains like make-up or hairdressing where people could 
substitute for each other more easily. Women in these more senior roles are often highly edu-
cated and skilled and are faced, in their mid-thirties or early forties, with finding new careers. 
As Juliet explained:

I did think about going back into producing because that’s my background. But the people that (X) surrounds 
himself with work absolutely horrendous hours and I don’t know that I want to make that sacrifice – you 
wouldn’t see your family grow up or spend time with your children. So no – I can’t see myself going back. 
But that raises the problem of what to do next. I’m faced with retraining and starting near the bottom again in 
another industry and that’s not really something I want to do.

Juliet also identifies the long hours and high commitment culture of the industry as a sig-
nificant work/life balance issue but again frames her decision to leave as a personal choice, 
although she would clearly have preferred to remain within the industry if working conditions 
were different.
 Women with children who remained within the industry needed to conform to the industry 
ideal of the autonomous worker in order to be successful. As Melissa observed:

The females who are high up in X’s empire don’t have children – with the exception of one who has two chil-
dren and two full-time nannies.

Women with less financial resources often experienced considerable problems arranging suit-
able childcare. Several female participants pointed out that long hours, possible location shoot-
ing and the intermittent availability of work made it difficult to use conventional day care or 
after school facilities or to employ nannies on a regular basis. This problem was exacerbated 
because many workers had partners who also worked in the industry and had equally prob-
lematic work schedules. Some participants had tried shared parenting systems where only one 
parent worked at a time but such systems inevitably meant that the ability of both partners to 
work simultaneously on prestigious, long-term, productions such as The Hobbit, was compro-
mised. Consequently, couples often decided to prioritise one career and women’s careers were 
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frequently subordinated to their partners. Emma, a sculptor with one child, who was married to 
another film production worker, explained: 

I was working 13 hours a day and really missed my daughter. I don’t really do work for films anymore because 
I choose to work from home. Working for (x) I can work as few hours or as many hours as I can manage as 
long as I meet the deadline for the project. It’s important to keep in touch to get referred for a new project 
though and I’m not very good at that so the work is drying up a bit. 

In contrast to male participants, who did not perceive themselves as having to make a choice 
between their careers and having a family, several female participants felt that they needed 
to remain childfree in order to succeed in the industry. Women who remained childfree could 
succeed but rarely attained the top echelons of power or the same acceptance as their male col-
leagues. Once successful, these women tended to conform to dominant practices within the in-
dustry and joined their male colleagues in treating women with children as less reliable work-
ers. The strategies these women used to defend their own positions thus tended to reinforce, 
rather than challenge, gendered inequality regimes within the industry.
 Childfree women also framed their decision to focus primarily on their careers as a personal 
choice, although several women highlighted the industry pressures influencing their decision 
and the emotional costs of this strategy. Hilary, a production manager in her mid-thirties, ex-
plained:

At this point I have ruled out having children as an option and what’s interesting to notice is the other women 
in the industry who have made the same choices. I call them film widows. They’re married to their work; they 
have very little else … the other term for it is Brides of (x) – yeah, you know we’re all Brides of (x) and to be 
honest with you I fit in the genre and it is really scary. 

The terms ‘production spinsters’, ‘film widows’ and ‘Brides of (x)’ were used by several par-
ticipants, both male and female, to describe highly skilled women who had risen to key pro-
duction roles by being totally work focussed. While such women were often admired for their 
drive and dedication they were also criticised, particularly by male participants, for their in-
tense work involvement, which was perceived as making them difficult colleagues. Michael, 
an assistant director in his late forties, commented:

Women, for some reason, seem more prone to becoming film widows, where their whole life becomes the job. 
First in at 6am in the morning and they will still be working away at 12pm at night … and what happens when 
you are in a job that is totally consuming is it becomes all your life and you start expressing your emotional 
life through the job. They become difficult to work with because it’s not actually about the job; it’s about their 
emotional state.

Other workers’ attitudes towards these women become understandable if conceptualised as a 
response to job insecurity. In order to succeed, childfree women often embraced the industry 
ideal of the dedicated and autonomous worker more intensely than other workers. This is clear-
ly threatening to other workers as it may make their own commitment to the industry seem 
inadequate and jeopardise their occupational security. Within a work environment character-
ised by collective activities, the extreme work ethic of the dedicated worker may also increase 
pressure on other workers, ratcheting daily performance demands within an already highly 
pressured environment. The strategies used by individual women to overcome discrimination 
may therefore help entrench practices which make competition between workers more intense 
and help maintain gendered inequality regimes. 
 In conclusion, the interview data suggests that female freelance production workers are dis-
advantaged by motherhood regardless of their parental status. Participants’ comments show 
that women who are mothers are regarded, by both males and females, as less reliable work-
ers, unable or unwilling to give the total organisational commitment expected of film industry 
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workers. In contrast, women who remain childless are criticised for problems created by their 
perceived over-identification with work and their failure to embrace family life. Ultimately, 
gendered social conventions continue to define all women as flawed workers unable to suc-
cessfully enact the film industry ideal of the individualised and committed freelance produc-
tion worker.

Discussion
This research explored the psychosocial dynamics contributing to the creation and mainte-
nance of gendered inequality within the Wellington film industry, revealing the ways in which 
traditional cultural norms concerning parenting impacted on women’s careers within the in-
dustry. The findings support Acker’s earlier research into gendered inequality regimes within 
organisations and show that patterns of gendered discrimination continue to exist within the 
New Zealand film industry. Female film production workers in Wellington entered an environ-
ment in which the ostensibly gender neutral image of the dedicated and autonomous freelance 
worker concealed an array of structural arrangements, cultural norms and organisational prac-
tices which privileged male workers and disadvantaged women.  
 Inequality regimes may exist without being consciously or deliberately created and main-
tained by more powerful groups within organisations. Within this research the highly individu-
alistic culture of film making contributed to the maintenance of inequality regimes by increas-
ing the anxieties which freelancers at all levels had about maintaining job security within a 
highly precarious labour market. Many writers (Blair, 2001; Lee, 2012) have pointed out that 
the structure of film making ensures that freelance production workers see themselves as con-
tinuously responsible for creating and maintaining their careers through their own actions and 
choices. The power of individual agency therefore becomes exaggerated within the industry 
and many problems which have their roots within the wider structural context become rede-
fined as the individual’s personal responsibility or choice. This creates high levels of ambiva-
lence and uncertainty within the workforce and leads to risk avoidant behaviour on the part 
of more senior members of the profession. Once women become defined as either unreliable 
because they are mothers, or difficult to work with if they are childfree, it becomes logical to 
avoid employing specific women because of their perceived risk to job security and organisa-
tional functioning rather than because of any deliberate and conscious desire to discriminate 
against women as a category of worker. 
 The intense individualism of the film industry also means that women’s choices, which are 
heavily influenced by working conditions within the industry, become disconnected from their 
structural roots. Both male and female respondents emphasised individual agency and choice 
when describing women’s career strategies. While women within the industry clearly do have a 
considerable amount of agency it is apparent from the data presented here, and from other stud-
ies of the film industry, that women’s choices are often made as a response to conditions that are 
definitely not of their own choosing. Female film production workers need to self-regulate their 
fertility to a greater extent than males in order to succeed within an industry which demands un-
limited commitment from the workforce and perceives parenting as a primarily female activity. 
Conversely, women with children are often faced with practical problems and prejudices which 
leave them with few alternatives but to self-select out of the industry. The ideology of personal 
choice obscures the ways in which the structure and culture of the film industry excludes wom-
en and ensures that women’s lack of career progression is seen as their personal responsibility 
rather than a consequence of gendered inequality regimes. This has adverse consequences for 
both men and women as it entrenches organisational practices which exclude all workers who 
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want to combine their work and personal lives in a more balanced manner.
 Lauzen (2014) has accused the Hollywood film production industry of ‘gender inertia’ and 
suggested that Hollywood power holders, who are overwhelmingly male, have little genuine 
interest in improving women’s position within the industry. Lauzen (2014) argues that the large 
proportion of women who quit the film industry in their mid-thirties limits diversity and de-
prives the industry of a large pool of fresh ideas and highly skilled and experienced workers. 
While this is undoubtedly true, this pattern of withdrawal also gives the industry a hardwork-
ing and committed female labour force who conveniently dispense with themselves when they 
no longer serve the industry’s needs. Similar patterns have been observed in other industries 
and function to reinforce male dominance of the upper echelons of many organisations (Ca-
husac and Kanji, 2013). Industry attitudes and practices are therefore unlikely to change sim-
ply because large numbers of highly skilled women regularly leave the industry.
 Acker (2006) notes that organisational change programmes designed to minimise inequality 
often fail or achieve limited gains. She suggests that failure often occurs because change pro-
grammes only address some aspects of the complex array of loosely interconnected, but deeply 
entrenched structures, practices, norms and sectional interests which create and maintain in-
equality regimes. Combating gendered inequality regimes within the film industry is therefore 
likely to require a range of interventions rather than a single panacea. These need to address 
both structural features of the industry and the highly individualistic ethos of film work. The 
findings of this research suggest that gendered inequality regimes within the Wellington film 
industry were partly created and sustained by attempts to reduce real and perceived risk at both 
the organisational level and the individual level. Targeting interventions at the minimisation 
of risk would therefore be one strategy for starting to dismantle gendered inequality regimes 
within the industry. This could be done in various ways ranging from collective employment 
conditions which give workers a stronger rationale for seeking common ground to subsidies 
for films which employ specified percentages of women. 
 Within New Zealand, government policy concerning the film industry is currently framed 
primarily in economic terms (Prince, 2010). Where creative industries policy does consider 
film production workers it tends to portray the industry as offering self-actualising and desir-
able work experiences rather than highly precarious working conditions. This perspective is re-
grettable as appropriate government intervention through both legislative and policy initiatives 
could make a considerable difference to working conditions within the industry. A less pre-
carious working environment, which provided both men and women with more security and 
lessened freelancers’ very real anxieties about securing employment would benefit both men 
and women and diminish the need for the defensive employment practices which contributed 
so strongly to the reproduction of the gendered inequality regimes observed in this research.
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Table One: Participant details

Gender Age Marital status Years in industry Work areas
Male 
=11

Mid-
30s-50+

8 partnered
3 single
6 with dependent   
children
3 childless

7-30 years
8 still in industry, 
3 left within past 
year

Model making, special effects, 
artist dept, dialogue coach, 
design engineer, assistant 
director, director

Female 
=13

Mid- 
20s-50

8 partnered
5 single
5 with dependent 
children
7 childless

3-20 years
7 still in industry, 
6 left within past 
two years

Makeup, sculptor, designer, 
producer, casting supervisor, 
production manager, transport 
co-ordinator


