
Legislative Office 
25 Elk Street 
Albany, New York 12217 
518-436-8598 
www.nyclu.org 
 
 
Legislative Memo: Supporting Bill to Incentivize Hiring Women and People of Color to 
Direct and Write Television Shows in New York 
 
June 13, 2016 – Subject: S.5448A (Hannon)/A.3376B (Wright): An act to amend the tax law, 
in relation to eligibility for the empire state film production credit 
 
Position: SUPPORT 
 
The voices of women and people of color in television are woefully underrepresented, if not 
excluded altogether. Narratives that minimize or exclude their stories perpetuate harmful 
stereotypes that negatively impact our society. New York has an opportunity to show leadership 
in helping to solve this critical civil rights and cultural problem. S.5448A (Hannon)/A.3376B 
(Wright) will make New York the first state to incentivize television productions to hire women 
and people of color in writing and directing roles by allocating $5 million of its $420 million 
Empire State Film Production Tax Credit. The legislation allows television production 
companies to include the fees and salaries of women and minority directors and writers, who are 
New York residents, as production costs eligible for the tax credit. Such incentives will 
demonstrably increase hiring of these underrepresented groups, help New York retain its talent, 
bring jobs to New York, and improve the diversity of the storytelling we see on our television 
screens. The NYCLU and the ACLU support this legislation.   
 
Gender and racial disparities behind the camera affect how the few women and people of color in 
speaking roles are portrayed on screen. Even when they are present, they do not speak as much 
as white, male characters. Only about 28 percent of speaking characters on television last year 
were women.1 The same is true of people of color, when all racial groups are combined: 
approximately 12 percent were black, 6 percent Hispanic, 5 percent Asian, 2 percent Middle 
Eastern;2 Native Americans were essentially absent from the screen. More than half of television 
shows analyzed in this same study had no Asian speaking characters and more than one-fifth of 
them had no black characters with dialogue.3 Less than 2 percent of speaking characters on 
television are women of color over the age of forty.4 These numbers are far below women’s and 
each racial group’s proportion in the U.S. population.   
 
Moreover, television portrayals of women and people of color often are negative or based on 
stereotypes. Women, for example, are significantly more likely than men to be shown in sexy 
attire, with some nudity, or to be objectively rated to be physically attractive.5 Women are less 



likely than men to be depicted in television shows as employed, holding prestigious jobs, STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and math) jobs, or leadership positions.6 Blacks and Latinos, 
for their part, are portrayed as less intelligent, more immoral, and less admirable than whites.7  
These distorted and degrading portrayals send powerful messages to employers, teachers, law 
enforcement officials and others in a position of influence and authority.8 Equally troubling, 
repeated exposure to such media stereotypes can cause women and people of color to develop an 
unhealthy self-image. For example, research shows that the sexualization of women on the 
screen influences women’s and girls’ own self-objectification and body shame.9 One study found 
that black boys and girls absorbed similarly toxic messages: that black men are threatening and 
black women are promiscuous.10 White boys, in contrast, learn that for them, anything is 
possible.11 A 2012 study on television viewing and self-esteem amongst pre-teens found that 
watching television essentially increased white boys’ self-esteem and decreased white girls’, 
black girls’, and black boys’ self-esteem.12 
 
Gender and race disparities for television directors are stark. In the 2014 to 2015 network season 
and the 2014 cable season, white men directed 69 percent of episodes whereas men of color 
directed only 15 percent, white women directed only 13 percent, and women of color directed a 
mere 3 percent.13 Twenty-seven shows hired no women and no people of color to direct at all.14 
Getting that first break in television directing is particularly challenging, and gives white men a 
generous head start. A study of first-time hires in episodic television from 2009 to 2014 showed 
that 82 percent of first-time episodic directors during those five years were male; only 18 percent 
were female and people of color comprised only 13 percent.15 
 
The picture is not much better for television writers. Recent studies of broadcast, cable and 
streaming shows have revealed that less than one quarter of show creators are women,16 and even 
fewer are people of color.17 Looking at writing staff, women make up roughly 30 percent of 
television writers, and only 13 percent are people of color.18 Things are particularly grim for 
female writers and writers of color in late-night television.19  
 
The problem of women’s and people of color’s underrepresentation behind the television camera 
is not changing on its own. Hiring statistics have remained largely static for decades. The slight 
increases in the past few years have not been significant,20 particularly considering the amount of 
attention and lip-service that has been paid to gender and racial disparities in Hollywood of late. 
Perplexingly, even though studies prove that films and television shows that reflect the gender 
and racial diversity of the country do the best commercially,21 diversity behind and in front of the 
camera is not seriously increasing across the board.   
 
These gross inequities present a serious civil rights problem that the ACLU has called to the 
attention of civil rights enforcement agencies. Following a two-year investigation that uncovered 
blatant and rampant discrimination against women directors, the ACLU of Southern California 
and the ACLU Women’s Rights Project asked government entities to investigate the problem,22 
prompting the federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and Office of Federal 
Contract Compliance Programs to launch a wide-ranging, well-resourced, and ongoing inquiry 
into the industry’s hiring practices.  
 



Regardless of what steps the government civil rights agencies may take in the future, though, the 
industry must take significant and voluntary steps to change its hiring patterns now. 
S.5448A/A.3376B would provide vital financial incentives for networks to hire women and 
people of color to direct and write television shows in New York. Moreover, because the writers 
and directors must be New York residents, the credit will have the additional benefit of creating 
jobs and retaining New York’s rising talent.      
  
If enacted, this legislation would have a concrete impact not just on hiring, but in remedying the 
documented disparities in broadcast content. Studies have shown, not surprisingly, that when 
women and people of color are in writing and directing roles, their numbers in speaking roles 
increases.23 Having more women and people of color on screen also changes how women and 
people of color are portrayed: on more diverse shows, fewer stereotypes abound.24  
 
The NYCLU and the ACLU supports S.5448A/A.3376B, and urges the New York legislature to 
pass this legislation. 
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