
 

Study finds film critics, like filmmakers and
casts, are largely white and male
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Films like Crazy Rich Asians, The Spy Who Dumped Me, 
BlacKkKlansman and The Happytime Murders are poised to provide a
much-needed dose of diversity to theaters this summer. But as audiences
look to critical reviews to determine if these movies are worth the ticket
price, what perspectives are available? A new study from the USC
Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism reveals that the
film reviewers are unlikely to be as diverse as the casts they are
critiquing.

The report, titled "Critic's Choice?" is the first from Associate Professor
of Communication Stacy L. Smith and the Annenberg Inclusion
Initiative to investigate inclusion among film reviewers, and examines
access and opportunity for film critics. The report uses reviews of the
100 top grossing films of 2017 posted on the site Rotten Tomatoes to
assess gender and race/ethnicity of critics, finding that reviewers are
overwhelmingly white and male.

Of the 19,559 reviews evaluated, 22.2 percent were written by females,
with 77.8 percent crafted by male critics—3.5 males to every 1 female
reviewer. White critics wrote 82 percent of the reviews and critics from
underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds authored 18 percent.

However, when the researchers examined both gender and
underrepresented status, they found that white male critics wrote
substantially more reviews (63.9 percent) than their white female (18.1
percent) or underrepresented male (13.8 percent) peers.
Underrepresented female critics wrote 4.1 percent of reviews included in
the sample.

"The very individuals who are attuned to the under- and
misrepresentation of females on screen and behind the camera are often
left out of the conversation and critiques," said Smith, founder and
director of the Annenberg Inclusion Initiative.
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http://assets.uscannenberg.org/docs/cricits-choice-2018.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/females/


 

Movie critics' demographics: Same for 'top critics'

Similar results emerged when the researchers focused on individuals
who Rotten Tomatoes has designated as "top critics." Of the 3,359
reviews by those top critics, 76 percent were written by males and 24
percent by females. Underrepresented top critics wrote 11.2 percent of
the reviews compared to 88.8 percent by white top critics. When gender
and underrepresented status were examined simultaneously, top film
reviews written by white males outnumbered those by underrepresented
females by nearly 27 to 1, as reviews by women of color amounted to
only 2.5 percent of those by top critics while white males wrote 67.3
percent. White females wrote 21.5 percent and underrepresented male
critics 8.7 percent of top reviews.

"Even among top critics, the words of white and male critics fill a
greater share of the conversation than females and people of color," said
Marc Choueiti, the study's lead author. "Re-examining the definition of a
top critic or simply casting a wider net can be the opportunity to open up
and diversify the voices heard in the critic space."

The researchers assessed the percentage of female and underrepresented
film reviewers for each movie studied, and not one of the 100 films
achieved gender-balance in its pool of critics.

The 36 female-driven movies in 2017 the team identified were similarly
imbalanced. Seventy percent of these films were reviewed by groups of
critics in which women amounted to less than 30 percent of reviewers.
Most of the 24 films with underrepresented leads were assessed by a
group of critics in which 20 percent or fewer reviewers were from
underrepresented backgrounds.

"This report reveals the absence of women of color working as
reviewers—especially on movies built around female and
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underrepresented leads," Smith said.

The authors propose several solutions for groups that work with or
educate critics. Most notably, they offer a set of target inclusion goals
for the field. "Groups should think of the phrase 30/30/20/20—this is
the U.S. population breakdown for white males, white females,
underrepresented males and underrepresented females," Smith said.

The report is the latest from the USC Annenberg Inclusion Initiative, and
the first in a series on critics.
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