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MOTIVATIONS FOR PURSUING
AN ACTING CAREER IN PORNOGRAPHY

1 like the money, and [ can do the job. And I am young. I figure, hell,
1 am going to do it now while I have age on my side.
—Amy

In my mind, it is only prostitution if you are compromising your
principles. I believe that is true in any walk of life, whether you are
having sex or not. If you are doing something for money that you are
not comfortable with, you're prostituting yourself-

—Rita

Many people choose careers based on what the job can provide for them. Ben-
efits may include money, status and recognition, opportunities for career
mobility, and social contacts. Some are drawn to jobs that provide a sense of
freedom and independence, jobs in which they can forge their own paths, set
their own hours, and be free from rigid demands of authority. Careers in the
pornography industry offer several of the same benefits to workers as many
other occupations. Despite these similarities, however, jobs in the pornogra-
phy industry have rarely been viewed as work. Instead, most research on
pornography has focused on the effect and reception of pornographic mate-
rials once they have been produced and distributed. Numerous experimental
studies have addressed such things as gender differences in arousal,' the pos-
sible links between pornography and aggression, sexual violence, and callous
attitudes toward sexual violence,? as well as pornography’s potential influence
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on gender equality.® This research has treated pornography as a stimulus with
little consideration to its content or production.

Similarly, feminists* and legal scholars® have contributed to debates on
erotica and pornography, but have virtually ignored its production. These ana-
lysts focus on the “exploitation” of the workers (particularly women), but fail
to examine pornography as an industry and career choice, and thus limit a
broader sociological understanding of the medium.

As a form of work, pornography requires participants to enter its stigma-
tized world and, once “in,” develop strategies to maintain involvement in the
industry. The structure of the industry influences these motivations. Hetero-
sexual pornography production can be broadly divided into three categories:
“professional,” “pro-amateur,” and “amateur.” Professional companies are the
largest and most organized, typically employing between fifty and one hundred
staff members for sales, marketing, distribution, promotion, and production
scheduling. Each company releases more than twenty new videotapes per
month which feature the most glamorous and popular talent in the industry.
Budgets for professional features range from $50,000 to $150,000, averaging
closer to the lower end. In contrast, amateur companies consist of a few indi-
viduals who perform a variety of tasks, including acting, directing, sales, and
markering. Budgets range from a few hundred to a few thousand dollars, Most
commonly, amateur companies do not produce, but rather edit and market
“homemade” materials that are sent in by interested participants. Pro-amateur
or “gonzo” companies include small companies with large budgets, medium-
size companies with small budgets, and subsidiaries of professional companies.
Budgets average between $15,000 and $25,000. Unlike the specialized employ-
ees of professional companies, the staff at pro-amateur companies perform
many functions within the organization. Pro-amateur productions create a
bridge between professional and “homemade” productions by offering prod-
ucts with high production quality, relatively low cost, and known performers.

This chapter investigates the work of actors and actresses in the produc-
tion of pornography. I focus on the motivations for entering a porn career and
maintaining subsequent involvement, and I describe the ways in which motives
are influenced by two factors: actors’ gender and the type of production com-
panies with which they are affiliated.

METHODS

Data were collected in two primary sites of pornography production, Los
Angeles and San Francisco. In-depth interviews were conducted with partic-
ipants involved in all facets of production, including producers, directors, com-
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pany owners, magazine editors, agents, makeup artists, camera operators, and
actresses and actors. Interviews typically lasted between one and three hours.
In addition, observations and informal interviews were conducted on pro-
duction sets, at industry parties, and at an industry trade show.

During the course of fieldwork, I conducted interviews with nineteen
actors and thirty-one actresses currently involved in the adult entertainment
industry. The sample was drawn using a snowball technique and convenience
sampling.” I was introduced to a number of the actors and actresses through
a key informant, a director involved in the industry for more than a decade.
Initial respondents referred me to other people, and to give me a “full picture”
of the industry, the director referred me to individuals that he felt repre-
sented all aspects of the business. In addition, whenever possible, I sought out
interviews with people I met in other situations who were not connected with
this director. Both methods helped to increase diversity among the sample.

Whenever possible, interviews were taped and later transcribed. All par-
ticipants knew my role as a social scientist and were assured confidentiality.
Respondents’ length of time in the industry ranged from two to fifteen years,
with an average of four to five years. As discussed later, this average was higher
for actors than actresses. Most had acted in at least fifty videos, with the
range being between forty and six hundred (typically corresponding to years
in industry).

MOTIVATIONS FOR ENTERING THE WORLD OF PORN

Respondents were asked what jobs they held before working in pornography,
and what jobs they would likely hold if they were no longer involved in adult
entertainment. These questions often led to discussions about the benefits of
pornography over jobs in the “straight” (not X-rated) industries. In addition,
actors and actresses were asked a series of questions about their involvement
with different companies, their status in the industry, and relationships with
their peers. This information shed light on patterns of mobility and organi-
zational culture. Individuals enter the porn industry for several reasons. Five
reasons are described below.

Money

Popular beliefs maintain that the lure of “easy money” draws people, particu-
larly the young, to the world of pornography. This belief is supported by trade
and fan magazines that glamorize the industry by focusing on the lavish
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lifestyles of its members. While the industry cultivates the idea of porn as prof-
itable, income varies greatly by individual. Furthermore, rather than “easy
money,” respondents reported that most of the work is tiring, boring, and
physically exhausting.? Like prostitutes, a few make a great deal of money while
most make a modest or meager living,

While money earned from appearing in pornography videos may seem
high compared with many other jobs, annual incomes generated from porn
alone typically approximate middle-class earnings. For example, respondents
reported that at the “professional level,” actresses receive between $300 and
$1,000 for an individual scene.? The fee is based on the actress’s popularity,
experience, and audience appeal, as well as what the scene entails. Masturba-
tion and “girl/girl” (“lesbian”) scenes pay the least, while anal sex and “double
penetrations™'® generate the most money. The most common scene combines
oral sex and penile-vaginal intercourse, and pays, on average, $500. Though
the pay is high per hour, income is limited by the amount of work actresses are
offered; this money must often stretch between extended periods of no work.

In addition, particularly at the “professional level,” actresses must spend
a major portion of their income on their appearance. Cosmetic surgeries, such
as liposuction and breast augmentation, are the norm in the business, and must
be paid for out of the actresses’ carnings.'' Appearances at industry parties and
local “gentlemen’s clubs” (eroric dancing) often require costumes, which con-
sumes a portion of earnings. While actors do not have these expenses, they do
Py to support their images. Males are expected to look good and stay in shape,
and are expected to have the status symbols associated with being a porn star
(e.g., motorcycles and cars). Even the HIV testing, required every thirty days
in order to work, must be paid for out of pocket.

Women earn more on average than their male coworkers,'? Respondents
in this study reported that male talent earn approximately 50 percent less than
their female coworkers. Pornography, therefore, is one of the few occupations
in which men experience pay inequity. Furthermore, while actors often have
more individual scenes per video than do actresses (with the exception of the
star), they only rarely appear on box covers (which provide high fees). There-
fore, actors’ earnings are typically lower for the entire project. Since men in the
industry make disproportionately less than women, money alone is an unlikely
motivation for actors.

Earnings also depend on the category of porn. While money is a mori-
vating factor at the professional and pro-amateur level, participants in amateur
productions are often paid little, if anything at all. Individuals who sell ama-
teur tapes to a distributer are paid, on average, $150. The fee s paid to the indi-
vidual who sells the tape, not the participants, whose pay is unknown. When
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videos are produced by amateur companies, talent earn between $50 and $150
per scene. In addition to paying relatively low wages, amateur companies do
not have the same connections to such moneymaking opportunities as erotic
dancing and modeling, common at pro-amateur and professional levels.
Therefore, actors and actresses at the amateur level were far less likely than indi-
viduals at higher levels to cite money as a primary motivation .

At the pro-amateur and professional level, the effect of money may be a
key factor in keeping members involved in the industry even after they decide
to leave."? Accustomed to periods of time in which money is plentiful (albeit
sporadic), actors and actresses have difficulty finding jobs that offer the (per-
ceived) freedom and flexibility of porn work. This phenomenon is illustrated
by the following exchange between a husband-and-wife acting team:

Tim: A friend of mine knew the contacts for porn, and another friend of
mine really pushed me into it, and once I tried it, I got hooked into
it. I liked the lifestyle. And then I didn't like it. I went through a period
where I didn't like it, and it was too late, because I was already in it, and
I already changed my cost of living. And that’s a mistake that porn
actors and actresses make.

Keri: ‘They start off making $5,000 a month in the beginning.

Tim: They start off and bite off more than they can chew financially a
month, and then you're stuck, because most of us can't turn around
and go get a CEO job, because now we're in the $80,000 to $100,000
a year bracket. We are used to big houses and nice cars.

The inability to find jobs with similar benefits may keep participants involved
in the industry. In addition, talent may begin to “live beyond their means,” and
the need to support their standard of living serves to keep them in their jobs.

Fame and Glamour

Many respondents report that “becoming known” is a greater motivating fac-
tor to enter the industry than money. This motivation is most common at the
pro-amateur and professional levels, which have a large distribution of mate-
rials, and thus, more opportunities for recognition.' Porn stars [ interviewed
reported being photographed, applauded, and having their autographs
requested. Fan clubs offer more opportunity for stars to be admired.

Fan magazines often portray the world of porn as glamorous, and the
industry attempts to promote this image. At the pro-amateur and professional
levels, the release of high-budget feature films and videos (“glamour pieces”)
are often accompanied by black-tie parties in highly visible settings (e.g.,
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hotels or convention centers). A key component of these parties are the hordes
of photographers from fan, trade, and entertainment magazines who serve as
paparazzi for the industry. The mixing of glamorization and advertisement is
best exemplified in a recent billboard erected over a busy street in Los Ange-
les featuring the “contract girls”* of a large company. Other examples include
the two domestic award shows each year hosted by the industry (a third is
hosted abroad). Tickets to these black-tie affairs typically cost $100 apiece.
While the focus of these ceremonies is often on high-budget features, amateur
productions are also honored. The opportunity for “fame” is therefore avail-
able to participants at all levels.

Several actresses, actors, producers, and directors commented that the
desire for fame was a desirable trait in talent because enthusiasm for their work
increases as popularity and recognition grows. In contrast, if talent is only moti-
vated by money, they are often left frustrated or bored. As one actor argued,
“If you are doing it for the money, you won't last long.” Production companies
similarly assume that interest in money is evident to viewers and disrupts the
fantasy that the talent really enjoys their work.

When contrasted with the “straight” (not X-rated) entertainment indus-
try, porn offers a relatively quick and easy means to earn public recognition.
Acting in the straight industry is typically characterized by few opportunities,
high competition, and waiting for “luck” or “big breaks.”'s Straight actors and
actresses often audition for hundreds of parts just to win a few. In contrast,
someone aspiring to be a porn star, if attractive enough, can sign up with an
agent and appear in a video within days. And fame tends to come quickly in
pornography.

Fame and recognition are sought by both actresses and actors. Though
actresses attract considerably more attention in adult publications, there are
fewer actors overall in the industry, so they become familiar and casily recog-
nized. But while this motivation is not determined by gender, the concept of
“fame” varies between the sexes. For females, being famous includes not only
being recognized and supported by the industry, but also being desired by view-
ers, which is much less true for male actors, since the viewers are largely het-
erosexual males.

Freedom and Independence

Research into the motivations of many other types of sex workers suggests that
individuals often become involved in the industry because of their low socioe-
conomic status and restricted opportunities. For example, in their study of
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MOTIVATIONS FOR PURSUING AN ACTING CAREER IN PORNOGRAPHY

table dancers, Ronai and Ellis"7 argue that women who work in gentlemen’s
clubs have fewer resources and opportunities than other women. Other expla-
nations for why sex workers enter the trade include poor schooling or job train-
ing, broken homes, poverty, sexual abuse, and few opportunities to make
money legitimately.'

By contrast, a number of my respondents reported that they turned to the
adult industry because it offered them what they wanted in a job, namely flex-
ible hours, good money, and fun. It is not blocked opportunity but an under-
standing of the often inflexible and demanding nature of conventional work
that motivates entry into pornography. Porn is appealing because it offers more
flexibility and independence. Joanna, a native of France and an experienced
actress, said,

Ijust can’t work in an office. I flip out — I get sick after two weeks. With this,
I get to travel and have freedom. I got to come to the United States. I have
enough money to take a vacation whenever I want. I just took two weeks off,

although I am trying to save money.

Other respondents claimed that they were drawn to the ease of the work. As
Kurt explained, “I might be on set from 8 A.M. to midnight, but I dontdoa
goddamn thing. They pay me to show up, read a book, flirt with girls, and
fuck. As far as that goes, it’s cake.”

A sense of freedom and independence is supported by the structure of the
industry itself. While a few dozen actresses and two actors hold exclusive
contracts with professional companies,'? most talent work as “freelancers” or
under non-exclusive contracts, in which they guarantee a company a set num-
ber of days each month. Not being held to a contract allows talent to select jobs
and projects that best fit their schedules, interests, and preferences. As Dane
explained, not being under an exclusive contact can also increase overall earn-
ings, because a person is free to work on more projects and spends less time on
production sets:

The reason I accepted a contract is because they are not keeping me exclu-
sively.... I have a guarantee that’s just about as big as a normal contract, but
I can still work around, and my hours are less. I don't stick around for dia-
logue and bullshit, I just show up and ba-da-bing, 'm done, like, in three
hours. In a contract where I am doing a feature, [ sit around for ten, twelve
hours. If you spread $500 over twelve hours, it’s not as much as if you spread
$500 over three hours. Logically, it makes a lot of sense to be non-exclusive.
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Producers benefit from this freelance system as well by being able to select par-
ticipants on a project-by-project basis. Only a few well-publicized stars are
needed under exclusive contracts to promote the company.

While porn offers freedom and flexibility in comparison to most other jobs
of equal pay, there are certain requirements for being regarded as professional
and competent. In order to assure future projects, actresses and actors in all cat-
egories are expected to arrive on time, have all necessary paperwork available
(identification and HIV test results),?” be sober and cooperative, and be willing
to stay overtime. Being labeled a “flake” is detrimental to a career, and includes
everything from forgetting appointments, being uncooperative, and being
unable to perform the requirements of the job (for men). Therefore, while the
work is unconventional, some aspects of the job are typical to many industries.

Becoming a quasi-professional is possible only at the professional and pro-
amateur level. The reasons for this are threefold. First, amateur productions
specialize in “new,” “different,” and “never before seen” talent, leaving little pos-
sibility for repeat projects. Second, amateur productions attempt to capture
“real” and “authentic” sex, and will not typically hire anyone with a “name” or
with experience in the industry. Finally, because amateur productions pay so
little (relatively) and are seldom linked to other money-making avenues (such
as stripping), it is unlikely that someone could survive financially at this level.
Therefore, these participants are motivated by individual interest and oppor-
tunity, not a desire for flexible employment, This interest, however, is created
by the freedom the industry offers. Many respondents reported that once they
made the decision to enter the industry, the doors were open to them.

Opportunity and Sociability

At the amateur and pro-amateur levels, individuals typically find their way into
the industry via friends, lovers, and co-workers. For example, amateur com-
panies rely on actors and actresses to invite their friends to participate in a pro-
duction. Agents are rarely involved with amateur productions because their fees
would be too low, but “talent scouts” are used to refer reliable talent (scouts are
typically paid $25 to $50). The opportunity to enter pornography therefore
often comes from other participants. This avenue of entry applies to both
women and men.

Once in the industry, it is easy to make connections that foster sustained
contact with the business. On low-budget productions, for example, actresses
and actors are often friends, and are brought onto a project specifically because
of these relationships. On set, new relationships are formed, which in turn lead
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to additional projects. On professional sets, stars are given the opportunity to
select their co-stars. Having these social ties is therefore critical for success. In
addition, these relationships sustain interest and enthusiasm when other moti-
vating factors, such as the lure of money, diminish.

As in many other careers in deviance, once in a subculture, friends and
social networks typically become limited to individuals who ate also part of the
subgroup. Being part of a stigmatized group fosters these relationships. In the
porn business, industry parties and less formalized social gatherings provide
opportunities to socialize and network. Networking is as vital in porn pro-
duction as it is in “straight” industries. These partics thus serve to make con-
tacts, form alliances, and provide opportunities to “be seen.”

In addition to opportunities via friends, lovers, and acquaintances, other
sectors of the sex industry provide an avenue into the world of porn. For
women, erotic dancing presents an opportunity to enter the porn industry.
Dancers are often informed that they can make more money stripping if they
appear in a few pornographic videos, and if a dancer has established a name for
herself, she may be recruited by the porn industry. Based on her physical attrac-
tiveness and name recognition, a dancer may be offered both an exclusive con-
tract and her pick of directors and co-talent.

If stripping can lead to porn, the reverse is true as well. It is rare for a big-
name actress not to “dance” (strip) at least periodically. Dancing provides an
opportunity to increase recognition and fan appeal, and thus, to make oneself
more “profitable” to the industry. When an actress “headlines” (a featured
appearance) at a dance club, the owners advertise that they have a porn star per-
forming, which in turn draws larger crowds. Bigger crowds and increased inter-
est results in higher tips for dancers and more business (and thus more profit)
for the clubs. Therefore, actresses, club owners, and porn companies all stand
to benefit from this symbiotic relationship.

Porn companies, particularly those offering semiexclusive or exclusive
contracts, often encourage actresses to dance in order to advertise the company.
Larger companies retain booking agents for their dancers so that arrangements
and pay negotiations are handled “in house.” In addition, videotapes in which
the dancer has performed are often made available for sale. When state laws
prohibit such sales, “one-sheets,” advertisements for videos with photographs
taken on the set, are made available to the customers.

Increased recognition, however, can have negative effects on an actress’s
career. Porn companies are continually searching for “fresh” faces in order to
appeal to both new and old viewers. Actresses who are “overexposed” in
videos, magazine layouts, and dancing appearances are assumed to be unable
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to offer much appeal for viewers since their images become too familiar.
Therefore, although publicity is mandatory for a profitable career, it is often
a reason for limited company interest. The ingredients for having a successful
career are the very things that can end one.

Because magazine spreads and dancing opportunities are far more avail-
able for women than for men, actors are not vulnerable to overexposure, and
as a result, their careers in porn commonly last twice as long as women's. As one
actress explained:

Gitls have a shelf life of nine months to two years, unless you are different.
Like me, I am Asian, so it helps. Men stay forever. It is different for a man.
If he can perform, he can stay in. There are guys that have been in the busi-
ness ten or fifteen years.

Furthermore, as Levy? found in the “straight” film industry, popular success-
ful actresses are younger on average than their male counterparts, suggesting
the beauty norms held by both producers and audiences, in both the straight
and adult industries, actors are able to age, while actresses are replaced by
younger, newer talent.

Being Naughty and Having Sex

A number of my respondents reported that porn offered them a chance to snub
the prevailing norms of acceptable sexuality. Few careers offer the same stigma
as appearing on screen engaging in what most people consider a private act.
While porn undoubtedly attracts exhibitionists, it s also a vehicle for people
who wish to violate, challenge, and refute social norms. This phenomenon is
particularly relevant for women, as the double standard offers more stringent
norms for female sexual expression, whose violations carry additional sanctions.
Male stars in many ways embody sexual norms that equate masculine sex with
prowess, adventure, and detachment. A humorous comment by Dane evinced
the link berween male sexuality and porn: “[An actress] asked me if I had ever
thought of being in the adult industry. I am an American male and I have seen
porn—of course I have [thought of being in the industry).”

One company in the study catered to and profited from this desire to be
“naughty.” The owner-director sought actresses and actors interested in being
“bad.” As he argued, talent interested in money were rarely interested in sex,
while those who desired fame were “used up” before they achieved it. Being
“naughty” could easily be captured on film and would be appealing to view-
ers who want to see “real sex” (i.c., not acting). Interestingly, working for this
producer offered actresses and actors an additional opportunity to be “naughty”
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since this particular company was marginal even within the industry (due to
personnel, content matter, and geographical location).

In the course of violating social norms, porn offers the opportunity to have
sex. Although it is widely assumed that the actresses are “acting” (at least to
some degree), many respondents claimed that there was some sexual pleasure
in their jobs. Being with “nice” and “gentle” guys was mentioned as increasing
arousal. Several also reported that girl/girl scenes were more arousing or erotic
because of the interpersonal dynamics between female participants.”* While
female arousal is often exaggerated or faked, it is undeniable that males are
obtaining erections and ejaculating in front of the camera (typically con-
structed as “enjoying” sex). Even when filming soft-core versions,” scxual
activities are rarely simulated. Furthermore, most scenes end with external ejac-
ulation as a means to suggest that the sex was real. Not surprisingly, most actors
cited “getting laid” as a primary motivation for entering a porn career. Once
in the industry, sustaining an interest in sex is critical for a successful career.
Experiencing sexual problems (inability to maintain an erection or control ejac-
ulation) is the fastest way to end an acting career. As one actor, Chuck,
explained:

If you are the new guy, the first scene is usually no problem. If you have prob-
lems in the second scene, don't count on a third and fourth. At first it is fun
because it is new. One day you realize it's work. Some guys can't continue.

A vested and sustained interest in “getting laid” is therefore a primary moti-
vation for male actors in all three categories of pornography production.

Being part of the porn world offers sexual opportunities for interested par-
ticipants off set as well. While many respondents reported that they were in
monogamous relationships outside of work, single participants and those
involved in swinging reported many opportunities for sex as a result of being
involved in the industry. In addition to these opportunities, individuals
involved in norm-violating subcultures are likely to hold nontraditional atti-
tudes toward sex and sexuality, and thus be drawn to an arena in which they
can exercise these interests. For example, because girl/girl sex is a staple of main-
stream productions, actresses have ample opportunity to explore such rela-
tionships, which may carry over into private behavior.*

MOTIVATIONS FOR REMAINING IN PORNOGRAPHY

Actresses and actors can be divided into those who are forging a career in the
adult entertainment industry and those who drift in and quickly out of the
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