
Sphere of Work

Actors are artistic professionals 
who perform on stage, television, 
or on film using their bodies 
and voices to bring the artistic 
visions of writers and directors 
to audiences around the world. 
There are many different kinds 
of actors, from stage and screen 
stars, to those who specialize in 
background or voice acting, to 
stunt actors whose work blends 
the line between acting and 
athletic performance. The success 
of elite actors, who can earn tens 
of millions for a single role and 

OVERVIEW
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can become internationally famous, creates an alluring mystique 
around an industry in which most struggle to earn a living from their 
craft and are forced to pursue acting as a part time or supplementary 
profession. In an industry known for being highly competitive, 
individuals seeking careers in acting need to be comfortable in 
competitive environments and should be passionate about acting as a 
form of self-expression and art as well as a potential career path.  

Work Environment

Depending on the job, actors may be required to perform in a wide 
variety of environments. Some acting jobs take place indoors, on a 
stage or in a studio, while other assignments may require actors 
to perform some of their work in outdoor environments. Travel is 
a common requirement for acting work, with actors traveling to 
different auditions and shoots, sometimes requiring long periods 
living and working in different destinations. Some acting roles require 
little physical exertion while other roles require strenuous and even 
potentially dangerous physical activity and stamina is important 
as both film and stage roles may require long periods of standing, 
walking, speaking, and other activities. Irregular and overtime hours 
are common for actors during the height of a production though, 
when not actively working on a film or other production, actors may 
be required to spend little time working though they may be asked 
to participate in promotional activities to advertise their most recent 
project. 

Occupation Interest

Acting is both a career and a form 
of artistic expression and those 
seeking to become actors should be 
ambitious enough to compete for 
roles and have a strong, personal 
interest in the art of performance. 
Those seeking to become actors 
should also have interest in social 
interaction and collaboration, as 
actors typically work with other 
actors, directors, and designers to 
realize a production.
 

Working Conditions: Work Indoors and 
Outdoors

Physical Strength: Light to strenuous 
work

Education Needs: None
Licensure/Certification: Required in 

some areas
Opportunities For Experience: Part-

Time Work, Understudy positions, 
Student employment

Holland Interest Score*: AE

Profile

* See Appendix A 
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A Day in the Life—Duties and Responsibilities

A day in the life of an actor can vary greatly depending on the actor’s 
specialty and the nature of a specific job. Before being cast, actors 
must participate in the casting process, which can involve studying 
potential roles, preparing for auditions, and performing in auditions 
for various roles. If an actor is cast in a role, he or she will begin 
preparing for the performance, which involves practicing lines, 
familiarizing oneself with stage directions, and doing background 
research for a role, such as perfecting an accent, memorizing a 
backstory for a character, or studying materials relevant to their 
character or the production. Those working in musical theatre or 
film may spend a portion of each day working with a musical director 
or other singers/musicians to practice aspects of the production’s 
musical components. Actors also spend time in meetings with 
directors, producers, and other production managers. During a 
production, actors participate in table readings and various types 
of rehearsals. Depending on the production, actors may also need to 
meet with individuals form the costume department as well as set 
designers, stunt coordinators, and other professionals responsible for 
determining how an actor needs to move, where they need to positions 
themselves, and the environmental variables that will be included in 
each scene. In film productions, actors may spend time filming their 
scenes, an activity that can take minutes, hours, or days depending on 
the complexity and length of the scenes and how long a specific actor 
features in each scene.

• Memorize lines and stage directions

• Participate in group readings and/or rehearsals

• Meet with directors and stage/filming managers

• Practice lines and/or stage movements with other actors

• Attend casting calls and other types of auditions

• Work with costume and set designers and consult with stunt 

supervisors

• Perform on camera or on stage for various audiences

• Meet with agents and representatives for various production 

companies

Duties and Responsibilities
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Voice-Over Artist

Voice-over artists, or voice actors, are actors who specialize in audio 
performances that may appear in commercials or in a variety of 
television and film productions. Many professional vocal actors 
practice performing in different accents or types of voices while some 
actors known for live-action roles are asked to perform in voice-only 
roles, such as in animate films or television productions.

Stunt Actor

Stunt actors bridge the line between athletic performance and acting, 
performing in action sequences either as a stand-in for an actor 
featuring in a production or as an independent character required 
to perform certain physical stunts during a performance. While 
stunt actors may be required to memorize lines and perform in roles 
similar to other actors, they also typically study the physical and 
technical skills needed for various types of performances, which may 
include driving vehicles, performing aerial stunts, or dealing with 
pyrotechnics and other practical special effects.

Actor Musician or Actor Dancer

Actor musicians are actors who also have skill in musical or dance 
performance. Some actors in this subfield specialize in performing in 
musical theater, either in live venues or on film. There are a number 
of films and television series that incorporate singing and dancing and 
specific films or television productions that are designed to showcase a 
performer’s singing and/or dancing talents. 

Background Actors

Extras are actors who work in bit parts for stage and film productions 
often appearing in the background of crowd scenes or in a variety 
of other non-speaking roles. While many beginning actors work 
as background actors before landing more significant roles in 
various productions, some actors specialize in background acting, 
supplementing other careers with occasional acting work.

OCCUPATION SPECIALTIES
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WORK ENVIRONMENT

Physical Environment

Actors may work in a wide variety 
of environments, from indoor 
sound stages to on-location shoots 
that may occur outdoors and 
even in extreme environments. 
Depending on the production, 
actors may shoot many scenes in 
different locations and may need to 
travel to different national or even 
international areas for a single 
production. Stage actors typically 
perform indoors, in theaters or 
studios. Those working in films or 
television productions that make 
use of computer generated imagery 
may need to work in special 
studios designed for motion-
capture filming or with green 
screens for adding effects later. 

Human Environment

Acting is a collaborative process 
in which the actor must work 
with a variety of other individuals 
to realize a specific production. 
Actors meet with costume and 
set specialists, stunt performers, 
directors, choreography specialists, 

script and film specialists, and other actors to practice and perfect 
their performance. Actors there need to be comfortable engaging in 
daily, at times intimate, interactions with other professionals involved 
in various productions and, those who interact well with their fellow 
actors and members of a production crew are likely to have more 
success in the industry. 

Communication Skills
• Collaborating with other actors, 

directors, writers, and stage 
professionals. 

• Delivering speeches, imitating or 
emulating emotional responses. 

Interpersonal/Social Skills
• Working with other actors, 

directors, cinematographers, and 
stage managers.

• Accepting and adjusting to 
critical interpretations of a 
performance.

Organization & Management Skills
• Studying lines and stage 

directions.
• Managing a shooting and 

rehearsal schedule. 

Research & Planning Skills
• Preparing and performing in 

auditions and casting meetings.
• Researching information 

necessary for a role.

Technical Skills
• Reading, writing, using 

equipment for special effects 
performances

Relevant Skills and Abilities
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Technological Environment

Actors may use a variety of digital technology in their work, including 
digital scripts, stage directions, and other tools to help actors learn 
and practice their parts, to working with highly complex CGI 
(computer generated image) equipment for scenes or productions 
involving computer animation. Motion-capture performance, for 
instance, requires actors to wear specialized suits during filming, 
which allow animators to change or alter the appearance of the actor 
with visual effects. In some cases, an actor may be asked to work with 
puppetry and other types of practical effects equipment.

EDUCATION, TRAINING, AND ADVANCEMENT

High School/Secondary

While there are no specific educational requirements for those seeking 
to become actors, secondary or high school students looking to become 
actors can often participate in acting/drama classes offered at many 
high schools to prepare for a future in the industry. In addition, an 
introduction to history, arts, performance, and linguistics is helpful for 
those looking to pursue acting as a career. 

Suggested High School Subjects
• English
• English Literature
• World Literature
• World Languages
• Drama
• Public Speaking
• History of Film/Art
• Dance
• Singing/Choral
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Famous First
The Screen Actors Guild (SAG now SAG-AFTRA) is one of the world’s largest 
labor unions and grew out of the 1929 actors strike conducted by the nation’s 
first actor’s union, the Actor’s Equity Association (AEA). A group of producers 
organized SAG to negotiate with studios on behalf of actors who were underpaid 
and often forced to work long hours. By 1938, an estimated 
99 percent of actors were believed to be members of the 
organization and SAG become one of the most powerful 
labor unions in the world, lobbying successfully on issues 
including pay for extras, union rights, working hours, and 
contract negotiation guidelines.

College/Postsecondary

Actors can earn degrees in the dramatic arts at 
either the undergraduate or graduate level. A 
number of colleges and universities offer Bachelor of 
Arts degrees in drama or performance and there are some institutions 
that offer masters and doctorate-level degrees in acting or related arts. 
Collegiate level education in public speaking, English, literature, and 
the history of the performing arts is also a benefit to those seeking 
careers in the field and aspiring actors might also consider training 
in another performance arts discipline such as cinematography, 
directing, stage management, and/or script and screenwriting, as a 
way of increasing their opportunities to work in the field.

Related College Majors
• Film History
• Drama
• Directing
• Choreography
• Digital Cinematography
• Cultural Studies
• Screenwriting/Script Writing.
• Master of Arts
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Adult Job Seekers

Adults looking to become actors do not necessarily need to pursue 
an education in drama or performance and can begin by searching 
for and participating in casting calls for actors in either background 
or featured roles. Some adult actors might consider auditioning for 
roles in local or community theatrical productions and many actors 
transition from working as stage or community actors to working in 
television and film roles.

Professional Certification and Licensure

There are no licenses or certification requirements for working as 
an actor though many states have specific rules and regulations 
regarding using school age or child actors in a production. 

Additional Requirements

Depending on the specifics of a role, actors may be 
required to perform certain physical or technical 
activities and so might to train in new skills for a 
specific role. For instance, an actor in a film set in 

a marine environment might need certification for diving or other 
types of skills used in marine exploration. In general, acting requires 
coordination and stamina and some acting roles might require a 
performer to gain or lose weight or to participate in a physical training 
regime for the role. Learning a role also requires excellent reading 
comprehension to be able to read and comprehend one’s lines, script 
directions, and other written materials related to a specific role.

Fun Fact
The early Christian church condemned theater, but during the Middle Ages, 
the English church used “Miracle Plays” to spread the message of the Bible 
during a time of mass illiteracy. Their success led to a number of non-religious 
productions.
Source: http://www.stagebeauty.net/th-women.html



Actor 9

EARNINGS AND ADVANCEMENT

The average member of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) earns 
$52,000 per year, but this average is skewed due to the extremely 
high earnings posted by major film stars against the vast majority 
of background, local, community theater, and part-time actors, who 
often participate in the field without earning a living wage. The vast 
majority of actors may earn less than $1000 annually and the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (BLS), estimates the average hourly wage for all 
actors at $18.80 as of 2015, with the lowest-paid 10 percent earning 
less than $9.00 per hour and the highest-paid 10 percent earning in 
excess of $90.00/hr. While the vast majority of actors work only part 
time, those able to perform in a wide variety of roles or who have 
experience that allows them to fill different roles in a production, will 
have greater success making acting into a career. 
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Metropolitan Areas with the Highest 
Employment Level in this Occupation

Metropolitan area Employment   Employment per 
thousand jobs 

Hourly 
mean wage 

Los Angeles-Long Beach-
Glendale, CA Metropolitan 
Division

14,560 3.55 N/A

New York-Jersey City-
White Plains, NY-NJ 
Metropolitan Division

8,270 1.28 $57.53

Chicago-Naperville-
Arlington Heights, IL 
Metropolitan Division

2,020 0.57 N/A

New Orleans-Metairie, LA 1,350 2.42 $22.37
Baton Rouge, LA 1,120 2.87 N/A
Albuquerque, NM 1,000 2.66 $16.37
Salt Lake City, UT 650 0.99 $16.98
Baltimore-Columbia-
Towson, MD 640 0.49 $25.92

Boston-Cambridge-
Newton, MA NECTA 
Division

630 0.36 $20.68

Washington-Arlington-
Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-
WV Metropolitan Division

460 0.19 $28.10

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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Employment Trend, 
Projected 2014–24

Note: “All Occupations” includes all occupations in the U.S. Economy. Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Employment Projections Program

Actors: 10%

Total, all occupations: 7%

Entertainers and Performers, Sports and Related 
Workers: 6%

The BLS estimates that the acting field, as a whole, will grow by more 
than 10 percent annually between 2014 and 2024, constituting faster 
than average growth in comparison to the average 7 percent growth 
for all careers in the US. Job prospects vary, however, according 
to one’s field. The proliferation of animated film and television 
productions, as well as extensive use of CGI in film, has created more 
demand for voice acting, while opportunities for stage acting and 
other types of live performance have declined. The expansion of the 
television marketplace, due to the growth of streaming television 
services, has also increased opportunities for all facets of television 
acting and production. Despite faster than average growth and an 
increase in opportunities, acting is a highly competitive field with 
many individuals competing for even small roles in a production. 
 

EMPLOYMENT AND OUTLOOK

Related Occupations
• Dancers and Choreographers
• Musicians and Singers
• Screenwriters
• Film and Video Editors and 

Camera Operators
• Producers and Directors

• Multimedia Artists and 
Animators

• Digital Effects Designers
• Announcers

Related Occupations
• Military Training Production 

Actor
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1. What was your individual career path in terms of education/training, 
entry-level job, or other significant opportunity?

When I was about 8 or 9, my mom put me into a community theater children’s 
program. The first day went horribly. Everything about the attention being put on 
me was really uncomfortable. But I fell in love with it pretty quickly. I went to a high 
school with a really good program and an excellent director who encouraged those of 
us who were good to go into this professionally. I went to Emerson College in Boston 
and got a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Acting. Right out of school, I booked a show at an 
Equity (union) theater and I just kept doing that. I made a point of trying to make this 
a profession, which usually defaults to commercial theater because that’s where you 
can make money. (The stage actor’s union is the Actors’ Equity Association.)

I supplement my income with other jobs. I work for a company coaching kids 
auditioning for college theater programs, and I teach drama and direct shows with 
high school and college-age students. I also do freelance scenic design work. 

Something I’m battling is the starving artist trope, which I’m over. It’s another reason 
I joined the union: I’m skilled and I have training and I should get paid for it.

Later this year, my husband and I are moving to New York. The thing that’s great and 
terrible about New York is that there’s a lot more work available, but there’s also a 
much larger pool of very good actors. 

2. What are the most important skills and/or qualities for someone in your 
profession? 

I don’t like saying “thick skin,” because you’re allowed to be sad if you don’t get a 
part. But you have to keep at it, so perseverance is imperative. You have to need to 
do it. If there’s something else you think you can do, you probably should. 

You have to have a good sense of self. It’s something that I’m trying to get better 
at. If you see yourself as someone you’re not, you’re going to constantly be battling 

Conversation With . . . 
NICK SULFARO

Actors’ Equity Association union member
Boston, Massachusetts

Professional actor, 6 years
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yourself and the people in the room trying to give you a job and you’re not going to 
get the job. 

3. What do you wish you had known going into this profession? 

Really practical things. I think every kid should be required to take a personal 
finance class, and part of that should focus on taxes. At Emerson, the emphasis was 
on the craft, not the job. With so much emphasis on the craft, there’s no practical 
application: how do you take that and actually make a living?

People say this a lot, but I wish I had known it was going to take this long.

4. Are there many job opportunities in your profession? In what specific 
areas? 

There are definitely more actors than there are jobs. If you’re a film actor in LA, 
it’s even harder than it is to be a theater actor in New York. In LA, there’s a lot of 
commercial work and voice-over work, a lot of smaller stuff, but even more so than 
in New York, you have to have representation to get an audition.

5. How do you see your profession changing in the next five years? What 
role will technology play in those changes, and what skills will be 
required? 

The screen acting world is enormous with the rise of made-for-Netflix shows and 
made-for-Hulu shows. Already the on-camera scene in New York is bigger.

It’s going to be harder to get people into seats and to convince them to sit in a room 
with us when there’s so much technology everywhere.

Theater performances are being filmed live and broadcast on PBS and a channel 
called BroadwayHD. It’s something I think is really great and it’s something I have a 
problem with, because theater is not meant to be filmed. The size of what you do and 
how it’s done is meant to be seen by someone who’s in front of you.

Technology also offers the chance to do interesting things in terms of style in the 
theater, really incredible things that 20 years ago just weren’t possible.

6. What do you enjoy most about your job? What do you enjoy least about 
your job? 

The people. I love that theater is a community and it’s a collaborative art form. It’s 
the only art form where you need two people. You can sing to yourself, you can paint 
for yourself, but theater has to be witnessed. There has to be an audience. I just love 
what I do. As difficult as it can be, I recognize that it’s an extreme privilege.
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What I like least is that there’s no job security—you don’t always know if you’re 
going to have a job or what kind of job you’re going to have. And the fact that I have 
to have supplemental jobs.

7. Can you suggest a valuable “try this” for students considering a career 
in your profession?

So much of what’s important in acting is knowing yourself, but also knowing other 
people. Try people watching and creating stories in your head about who is this 
person and where are they going and what are they doing? Creativity is like a 
muscle that you have to work out. Try to be an assistant director and you’ll learn a 
lot about acting by watching. Act in plays—do it wherever you can. 
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MORE INFORMATION

SAG-AFTRA 
5757 Wilshire Blvd. 7th Floor
Los Angeles, CA 90036-3600
323-954-1600
www.safaftra.org

Actors Equity Association (AEA)
165 West 46th Street.
New York, NY 10036
212-869-8530
www.actorsequity.org

National Endowment for the Arts 
(NEA)
400 7th Street, SW
Washington, DC 20506-0001
202-682-5400
www.arts.gov

Casting Society of America (CSA)
1149 N. Gower Street, Suite 110
Los Angeles, CA 90038
323-785-1011
www.castingsociety.com

Micah Issitt/Editor


