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The Film and Digital Media industry has been disrupted – in both challenging and positive ways. Disrupted 
by technological change, by how and where audiences interact with content, by the critical need to diversify 
its workforce, and for more than a year, by the harsh effects of the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic. 
Nowhere have these disruptions had a deeper impact than in the epicenter of the film and television 
universe: Los Angeles County. The LA2021 Future of Creative Talent Summit has gathered some of today’s 
most innovative and high-profile voices from across the entertainment ecosystem to deliberate, inform, 
and address the future path of L.A.’s screen industries and workforces.
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In 2018, the Los Angeles County Chief Executive 
Office engaged Beacon Economics to undertake an 
analysis of the Film and Digital Media industry that 
incorporated both a strong focus on L.A. County 
and strategies for inclusive growth. Specifically, 
Beacon Economics was tasked with examining 
the implications of industry disruptions that have 
accompanied the rise of digital distribution and 
emerging online platforms.

““T he Summi tT he Summi t  represents L.A.  Count y’s  represents L.A.  Count y’s 
wide-lens strateg y and is par t of a wide-lens strateg y and is par t of a 
broader ef f or t to identi f y and act on broader ef f or t to identi f y and act on 
oppor tunit ies and challenges within oppor tunit ies and challenges within 
the screen industries.”the screen industries.”

Film and television production have long been 
at the core of L.A.’s regional economy, and in 
commissioning the 2018 report, the County 
displayed a firm commitment to maintaining the 
industry’s strength and local potency. The key goals 
of the Chief Executive Office included identifying 
priority issues for the Film and Digital Media 
industry and establishing specific action items 
for the County to consider in its drive to enhance 
and propel the industry’s evolvement, regional 
competitiveness, and inclusive, equitable growth.

After reviewing the report, the Los Angeles 
County Board of Supervisors moved on many 
of its recommendations – including developing 
and convening the LA2021 Summit. The Summit 
represents L.A. County’s wide-lens strategy and 

is part of a broader effort to identify and act on 
opportunities and challenges within the screen 
industries. It also provides the County and its 
partners a unique opportunity to showcase and 
build upon ongoing efforts designed to ensure 
L.A. County remains an innovative, global Film and 
Digital Media ecosystem.

Beacon Economics maintains that the “connections, 
venue, and exchange” the County aims to facilitate 
through today’s Summit should not begin and end 
with the event itself; rather, the Summit represents 
a high-impact snapshot of the broader exchange 
and actionable thought leadership that L.A. County 
supports and that is ongoing across the County’s 
screen industries.

Paradoxically, the devastating COVID-19 pandemic 
has also led to opportunity, bringing together 
both public and private sector leaders from across 
the screen industry ecosystem to address and 
overcome the epidemic’s damaging impacts. As 
we continue to move through the next phases of 
the crisis, and emerge from it, this collaborative 
momentum will deliver opportunities to tackle 
other challenges and make sure that L.A. County’s 
Film and Digital Media landscape remains the envy 
of the globe.

Adam J. FowlerAdam J. Fowler
Director of Research
Beacon Economics, LLC
Los Angeles, California 
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THE IMPACT OF 
COVID-19 ON  
LOS ANGELES’  
ENTERTAINMENT 
INDUSTRY



The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic was a 
generational challenge to the global entertainment 
industry, one that led to the delay or cancellation 
of up to 60% of scripted titles and to an 80% 
drop-in box-office revenue.

Addressing the subsequent economic crisis in Los 
Angeles County has largely meant addressing the 
SARS-CoV-2 virus at the center of the pandemic. 
When COVID-19 test positivity peaked in the 
County in the 2nd quarter of 2020, unemployment 
spiked and film shooting completely stopped. 
Since that time, progress in lowering the incidence 
of the disease has coincided with a return to work 
for many, including film production workers.
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FIGURE 1: 2020 WEEKLY BOX OFFICE GROSS, NORTH AMERICA
Source: Box Office Mojo. Analysis by Beacon Economics



In the most recent Otis Report on the Creative 
Economy, Beacon Economics estimates that 90,547 
direct jobs in Entertainment and Digital Media were 
lost in Los Angeles County from February 2020 to 
December 2020. These job impacts and the impacts 
on the supporting supply chains (e.g. hospitality, 
transportation, restaurants, dry cleaners, 
equipment suppliers, and retail establishments) 
resulted in a loss of $74 billion in forgone economic 
output. For an Entertainment and Digital Media 
hub like Los Angeles County, such a slowdown was 
felt economy-wide as hundreds of thousands of 
film and film-supporting workers have struggled to 
maintain their ways of life.

With the rollout of effective vaccines, and the 
County’s economy on course to reopen, legacy 
challenges remain. As of April 2021, film production 
and overall economic activity remain far below 
their pre-pandemic levels. Moreover, unfortunately, 
even a fully re-opened Los Angeles County might 
not return to 2019 shooting levels due to higher 
pandemic-driven production costs. 
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FIGURE 2: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COVID-19 AND THE LOS ANGELES ECONOMY
Source: Los Angeles County DPH, California EDD, Film LA; Analysis by Beacon Economics.
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C H A L L E N G E :  I N C R E A S E D  P R O D U C T I O N  C O S T S

Increased production costs surrounding disease mitigation (e.g. testing, cleaning equipment) loom large. 
After reviewing budget data from television and film productions, including those submitted to the 
California Film Commission as part of the Film & Television Tax Credit Program, Beacon Economics found 
that additional costs associated with COVID-19 protocols average 5.6% of total production budgets. For 
low-budget productions (budgets under $17m), the average cost of COVID compliance is $528,000.

BIG BUDGET PRODUCTIONS ($60M AND ABOVE)

$4.45M 5.1%average COVID  
compliance costs

production 
budget

MEDIUM BUDGET PRODUCTIONS ($20M – $60M)

$1.75M 6.8%average COVID  
compliance costs

production 
budget

LOW BUDGET PRODUCTIONS (UNDER $17M)

$528K 5.6%average COVID  
compliance costs

production 
budget

Source: California Film Commission, Independent Producers Budget Data; Analysis by Beacon Economics.



D I S T R I B U T I O N  O F  C O V I D - C O M P L I A N C E  S P E N D I N G  F O R  S C R E E N  I N D U S T R Y  P R O D U C T I O N S
Source: California Film Commission, Independent Producers Budget Data; Analysis by Beacon Economics.

*size of crew x number of shoot days
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C H A L L E N G E :  A N  U N E M P L O Y M E N T  S Y S T E M  W I T H  A N  U N T E N A B L E  W O R K L O A D

There has been no shortage of news headlines 
excoriating California’s unemployment insurance 
claims system. But, in fairness, as a system designed 
to handle one-fifth of the workload it received 
throughout 2020, delays were understandable.

“Labor organizations of ten had “Labor organizations of ten had 
to step in and deploy f inancial to step in and deploy f inancial 
suppor t to workers to bridge suppor t to workers to bridge 
the t ime they needed to resolve the t ime they needed to resolve 
[unemployment] delays.”[unemployment] delays.”

For many working in the Entertainment industry, 
unique challenges emerged. Early in the pandemic, 
industry workers reported that residuals from 
previous work were causing glitches in the state’s 
unemployment claims system. These residual 
earnings were accounted for as if the claimant 
had been working that week when, in fact, the 

industry was at a standstill. Labor organizations 
often had to step in and deploy financial support to 
workers to bridge the time they needed to resolve 
these delays.

Historically, state tax agencies made alternative 
payments such as residual “wages” in order 
to collect taxes on them. At the time of these 
changes, state tax agencies were trying to solve 
for individuals who might attempt to skirt the tax 
system by electing to be paid scale upfront and 
chose to take the bulk of their pay as residuals (or 
royalties, bonuses, etc.). As the state emerges from 
the pandemic and begins to revisit investment in 
the unemployment insurance claims system, there 
is an opportunity for public and private sector 
partners to find creative ways to solve the delays 
and challenges that are associated with the unique 
nature of the entertainment workforce.



C H A L L E N G E :  P R O D U C T I O N  I N S U R A N C E  G A P S

In additional to health and safety costs, production 
insurance gaps and costs are even more prohibitive 
for small and mid-size production companies. 
Independent film and television producers and 
companies are facing a severe impediment to 
filming: Most independent productions cannot 
obtain the insurance coverage needed to cover 
pandemic-related delays or cancellations. This is 
due to a broad communicable disease exclusion 
within these policies that makes it impossible 
to protect against the risk associated with 
interruptions or cancellations caused by COVID-19 
(or any communicable disease).

“It’s estimated that bet ween 250 and “It ’s estimated that bet ween 250 and 
4 00 f ilm and television projects in the 4 00 f ilm and television projects in the 
U.S.  have been U.S.  have been cancelledcancelled  because they  because they 
could not be insured.”could not be insured.”

Without an insurance policy, an independent 
producer’s ability to obtain financing or to access 
the capital necessary to commence production, 
is severely complicated or impossible.   These 
conditions are less challenging for large producers 
that can afford to absorb extra risk but are 
devastating for small and independent productions. 
It’s estimated that between 250 and 400 film and 
television projects have been cancelled because 
they could not be insured.  Other jurisdictions 
around the global, such as the United Kingdom 
and Australia, have acted quickly to erect a public 
backstop that allows smaller productions to access 
insurance coverage. Those jurisdictions have seen 
previously U.S. based production move in their 
direction, where coverage exists.
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THE FUTURE OF 
SCREEN INDUSTRIES 
IN LOS ANGELES



The COVID-19 pandemic is only the latest in a series of challenges confronting Los Angeles’ screen industries. 
Even after the epidemic subsides, this sector will continue to face crises of competition: competition for 
space in Los Angeles and competition with other regions for film production. 

Los Angeles County is currently the leading jurisdiction for film shooting with more than 5,000,000 square 
feet of sound stage space according to FilmLA’s latest inventory. That number puts it well ahead of the 
entire United Kingdom, either of the ‘Hollywood North Cities’ of Toronto and Vancouver, Georgia, and 
New  York.

FIGURE 3: SOUND STAGE CAPACITY BY JURISDICTION 
Source: Film LA; Analysis by Beacon Economics.

Occupancy rates are more concerning. According 
to the same inventory, the median Los Angeles 
sound stage was occupied 98% of the time. This 
implies that the region does not currently have the 
capacity to expand production, and that demand 
exceeds supply for filming at peak times. Even more 
troublingly, high occupancy suggests that sound 
stage rental costs are much higher than they have 
been in previous eras.
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Competing regions have had success courting 
production by building sound stage complexes. 
Facilities such as the 18-stage Pinewood Complex 
in Atlanta promise modern and accessible 
features and amenities. These are advantages 
that accumulate on top of the fiscal inducements 
and favorable exchange rates that are widely 
credited with luring production from Los Angeles. 
If Los Angeles is to add sound stage capacity, it 
will not have the luxury of doing so on ‘greenfield’ 
development sites such as Pinewood. A recent 
CBRE report argues for the conversion of industrial 
space to sound stages, and for an expansion to 
outlying ‘sub-markets’ away from Hollywood and 
Culver City. 

Studio space is not the only scarce real estate in 
the Los Angeles. Data from the 2019 U.S. Census 
American Community Survey show that 56% of 
Los Angeles County households are rent-burdened, 
using 30% or more of their income on rent. Film 
workers, like many in the County, struggle to 
find affordable housing. Such a high cost of 
living makes areas like Georgia and New Mexico 
relatively attractive alternatives for film production. 
A McKinsey report estimates that the housing 
crisis in Los Angeles reduces economic activity by 
more than $32 billion a year, possibly including 
film production that doesn’t happen because it is 
too expensive. 

“The median Los Angeles sound “The median Los Angeles sound 
stage was occupied stage was occupied 98%98%  of  the t ime.  of  the t ime. 
This implies that the reg ion does This implies that the reg ion does 
not currently have the capacit y to not currently have the capacit y to 
expand production.”expand production.”

http://cbre.vo.llnwd.net/grgservices/secure/LA%20Media%20and%20Ent%20Landscape%20Viewpoint_FINAL_DQyq.pdf?e=1618229968&h=355f96394caee3c7fa6a5525baef21c8
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/affordable-housing-in-los-angeles-delivering-more-and-doing-it-faster
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DIVERSIFYING IN 
DISRUPTION



The COVID-19 pandemic has thankfully not interrupted the movement toward social justice within the Film 
and Digital Media industry. The last decade’s #OscarsSoWhite and #MeToo movements are only the most 
hashtaggable examples of how the industry, and the creative community as a whole, have begun to accept 
the critiques of its traditionally excluded and most vulnerable members. Not to remain in online forums, 
these movements have made their way inside the institutions that they targeted. The Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences reformed its membership practices and human resources professionals across 
institutions are newly committed to ending abuse, in and out of Hollywood. Still, in the wake of these 
upheaving movements, there remains a sense that more should and could be done. Currently, there is a 
social justice mandate connected to the separate but linked issues of representation and inclusion.

FIGURE 4: EPISODIC TELEVISION DIRECTOR DIVERSITY, 2019-20 TELEVISION SEASON
Source: Directors Guild of America (DGA); Analysis by Beacon Economics.

43% Male Caucasian

23% Female  Caucasian 

22% Male Directors of Color

10% Female Directors of Color

2% Non-Reported or Other

https://www.oscars.org/news/academy-takes-historic-action-increase-diversity
https://www.contemporarystaffing.com/harassment-how-the-metoo-movement-has-changed-hr/


Groups that have traditionally been underrepresented or misrepresented are increasingly asserting their 
right to be seen and heard, and there are some early indications that their activism is bearing success. A 
2019 Annenberg Center study suggests that the number of female leads and person of color leads in top 
grossing films has been growing. A 2020 Directors Guild of America study finds that the number of female 
and black helmed shows is also growing. To ensure these trends continue, the screen industries will need 
to avoid becoming complacent after glimmers of early success.

FIGURE 5: RACE OF WRITERS OF THEATRICAL FILMS, 2011-2019

Source: Darnell Hunt and Ana-Christina Ramón, Hollywood Diversity Report 2020: 
Part 2: Television, University of California, Los Angeles, October 2020; Analysis by 
Beacon Economics.

http://assets.uscannenberg.org/docs/aii-inequality-leads-co-leads-20200103.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/icohoq67ofyhi2q/DGA%20Episodic%20Television%20Director%20Inclusion%20Report%202%2023%202021%20FINAL.pdf?dl=0


If there are to be sustained improvements in 
racial and gender equity, then the Film and Digital 
Media industry will need to ensure diversity at 
the executive level. In their McKinsey report Black 
Representation in Film and TV, Jonathan Dunn, 
Sheldon Lyn, Nony Onyeador, and Ammanuel 
Zegeye, find that 87% of TV and 92% of film 
executives are white—significantly more than is the 
case in Heavy Industry or Healthcare (82%). One of 
the report’s key findings is notable and disquieting:

“The handf ul of  Black creatives who “The handf ul of  Black creatives who 
are in prominent of f-screen, ‘above are in prominent of f-screen, ‘above 
the line’ posit ions (that is,  creator, the line’ posit ions (that is,  creator, 
producer, writer, or director), f ind producer, writer, or director), f ind 
themselves primarily responsible f or themselves primarily responsible f or 
providing oppor tunit ies f or other Black providing oppor tunit ies f or other Black 
of f-screen talent.”of f-screen talent.”
Source: Jonathan Dunn, Sheldon Lyn, Nony Onyeador, 
and Ammanuel Zegeye. Black Representation in 
Film and TV

If young workers of color have to rely on already-
successful workers of color in order to break into 
the industry, then we should expect systemic 
inequalities to continue and propagate. Lasting 
change will depend on white and male executives, 
who dominate seats of power, championing workers 
of color, women, and other underrepresented 
groups. The diversity and social justice mandate 
that has emerged globally in recent years is crucial, 
clear, and extends far beyond the screen industries. 
Leaders from across the entertainment ecosystem 
are particularly and advantageously positioned to 
create meaningful change given their influential 
and celebrated stage. And with the upheavals of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the momentum to rebuild 
better makes this moment the most opportune 
in memory. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/60ikubfq41maufz/Black-representation-in-film-and-TV-The-challenges-and-impact-of-increasing-diversity-final.pdf?dl=0



