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When the Stage Manager Survey started in 2006 at the University of Iowa, one of its original goals 
was to examine variations in stage management and to seek out regional innovations.  This was 
prior to the rise of social media and a “smaller world through technology.”  Yet although 
technology has allowed more access, it has not necessarily offered better communication.  There 
are multiple online groups and forums, but when a stage manager publicly expresses frustration 
with a particular event/tool/practice, a far-too-common response is not to offer alternatives, but to 
offer corrections and explain why the original post was wrong.  Perhaps because we are often 
asked to defend our decisions to our casts and producers, stage managers can be prone to 
express our preferences as best practices or, worse, the only correct way to operate.   

I would therefore encourage you to use this sixth edition of the Stage Manager Survey to examine 
the trends and see where there is consensus and where there is a range of opinions and practices.  
A risk of a ‘smaller world’ is that we will become homogenized in our ideas and therefore devalue 
innovation. At the same time, I also hope that this study will show stage managers that others 
encounter similar obstacles and that they do not have to face those challenges alone. 

I would like to thank the Stage Managers’ Association (http://www.stagemanagers.org) for their 
continued support of the survey: we reached a new high of 296 SMA members participating in the 
2017 study. I would also like to thank forums such as the SM Network (http://smnetwork.org) for 
promoting the survey over the past decade.  The biggest group of participants for this study since 
the beginning has been members of Actors’ Equity Association (www.actorsequity.org), the 
professional union of American actors and stage managers. I especially want to thank David Levy, 
AEA’s Social Media Manager, for promoting the survey: we recorded an all-time high of 667 Equity 
members participating in 2017. Equity does not define its 51,000 members by whether they work 
exclusively or primarily as stage managers, but its 2015-2016 Theatrical Season Report (http://
www.actorsequity.org/docs/about/AEA_Annual_15-16.pdf) noted that 17,834 AEA members 
worked in 2015-16 and, on average, 936 members worked on SM/ASM contracts each week. 
Among the AEA members participating in the study, 98% reported earning income from stage 
management in the past twelve months. The timelines of the AEA report and this study do not 
directly overlap, but it could reasonably be argued that this study surveyed between a quarter and 
a third of all active AEA stage managers. 

While this study will never fully represent all of the beliefs and practices of all American stage 
managers, it hopefully will allow us to examine our agreements and disagreements, appreciate our 
differences, and perhaps gain a glimpse of our future.  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S E C T I O N  I :  S T A G E  M A N A G E R  D E M O G R A P H I C S  

In 2017, we recorded full responses from 1,775 stage managers.  Identifying the full participation 
of the Stage Manager Survey can be difficult as participants are not required to answer every 
question and not all participants complete the final comments section of the survey.  It should be 
noted that 2,008 people consented to participate in the study.  We are reporting a response 
group of 1,775 because that is the number who answered the tenth question in the survey and 
therefore appeared prepared to answer all questions.  But some questions, such as a later 
question about career satisfaction, only received 1,502 responses.  In this report, we will primarily 
use percentages but we will also note how many stage managers responded.  For instance, the 
chart for career satisfaction will list (n=1502) where “n” is the number of responses. 

Since this report is not claiming to represent all American stage managers and individual 
questions have different sample sizes, we are not reporting the margin of error or the confidence 
level of each question. But, if we estimate the number of American stage managers to be 
approximately 7,000 (and quite possibly less), then the overall study has a confidence level of 
approximately 95% with a margin of error of 2% when detailing the field as a whole. 

Some questions have a much smaller response rate by design. As those who have taken this 
survey over the years can attest, this study has grown in size as we are continually adding new 
questions.  In response, this year we introduced a ‘veteran path’: if you responded that you took 
any of the previous versions of the Stage Manager Survey, you skipped the following six topics: 

•  Separate calling & blocking scripts 
•  Handwritten vs. typed cues 
•  Name of the announcement prior to calling a cue 
•  Allowing crew members to take their own cues 
•  Use of cue lights 
•  Name of cues using projections and video 

We created this path to reduce participation fatigue and ensure that more stage managers 
answered the later questions.  We received both positive feedback about the length (“it feels 
shorter this year”) and better response rates for the final section of the survey.  We selected these 
six topics as responses were least likely to have changed since 2015.  In 2019, we will rotate other 
questions in case the loyal survey takers have changed their practices over a four-year period. 

This survey ensures anonymity for the individual. While we do track trends for larger groups, e.g. 
the 1,021 stage managers who took the survey for the first time (n=1755), we do not report data 
from groups smaller than 10 as it might inadvertently reveal an individual. We did ask several 
demographic questions of all participants as part of our longitudinal study of the profession.  

The survey was open to anyone who has served as stage manager or assistant stage manager for 
at least 3 dance/opera/theatre productions in the United States. When asked to identify their 
current occupation, 911 indicated stage manager, 350 were assistant stage managers, 70 were 
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apprentices or interns, 264 were students, 104 were teachers, 59 were unemployed, 16 were 
retired, 321 held other positions in the arts, and 178 listed “Other.” It was possible for participants 
to select more than one occupation, given the trend towards multiple sources of income. Later 
sections of this report will isolate the responses of just the current stage managers and assistant 
stage managers: 1,261 participants.  Participants were also asked how many weeks they had 
worked in a stage management role in the previous twelve months (n=1254): 

Figure 1: Weeks Served in a Stage Management Role 

The survey was designed primarily for stage managers working in Theatre, but many stage 
managers work in multiple arts disciplines for a variety of employers. We asked in which genres 
the survey participants had worked most often over the past two years: 

Figure 2: Most Common Art Forms/Genres of Stage Management Work in Past Two Years 

0 
Weeks

1-2 
Weeks

3-10 
Weeks

11-20 
Weeks

21-30 
Weeks

31-40 
Weeks

41-52 
Weeks

ASM 33% 7% 17% 19% 13% 7% 5%

SM 19% 7% 25% 19% 13% 8% 9%

PSM 32% 5% 17% 13% 11% 9% 11%

Responses

Non-Profit Theatre 1461

Commercial Theatre 666

Theatre for YA (N-P & Commercial) 596

Dance 429

Opera 294

Cirque/Cirque-style 72

Circus 42

Performance Art 259

Industrials 161

Events 729

College/University 721

Other 146
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The most common answers for the “Other” category were music concerts, immersive theatre, 
comedy shows, improv, high school productions, summer camps, benefit events, and theme parks. 
Participants who reported working in Theatre (n=1667) were then asked whether they worked 
primarily on Musicals (27%), Straight Plays (40%) or an equal split between the two (32%), showing 
an increasing trend to work on both musicals and non-musicals. For stage managers who reported 
working in Dance (n=393), 20% reported working primarily on Ballet, 49% reported Modern 
Dance, 23% reports a mix of classical and modern, and 7% reported working on other dance 
genres such as Contemporary, Immersive, Jazz, Burlesque, Folk/Cultural, or a mix of genres. 

Participants also reported the number of different producers for whom they had worked in the 
past year [Figure 3, n=1391]. The number of employers did not vary by more than 2% from the 
2013 and 2015 surveys. A new question in 2017 asked how many new producers had the 
participants worked for in the previous 12 months [Figure 4, n= 1381]. 

Figure 3: Number of Employers Over Past 
Twelve Months 

Figure 4: Number of New Employers Over Past 
Twelve Months 

Participants were asked the percentage of their annual income that was earned through stage 
management and the results were nearly identical to 2015. We also asked a new question about 
average pay per week, given the anecdotal stories about the increasing pay divide between union 
jobs and non-union jobs.  Figures 5 & 6 (n=927) shows the percentage of annual income, divided 
by membership in AEA and non-union, and Figure 7 (n=920) shows the average weekly pay along 
the same divisions. Comparisons were not made with other unions (SAG-AFTRA, AGMA, AGVA, 
etc.) as participants could identify as a member of more than one union and so the data sets were 
not distinct. Please note that not all survey participants chose to share financial data.  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Figure 5: In the Past 12 Months, Percentage of 
Stage Management Income: AEA 

Figure 6: In the Past 12 Months, Percentage of 
Stage Management Income: Non-Union 

 
Figure 7: Pay per Week on Most Recent Project (Percentage) 
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Survey participants also shared the number of years they have worked in stage management 
[Figure 8, n=1584] and their ages [Figure 9, n=1528]. The 2017 survey recorded a larger 
percentage of older stage managers than previous years: 46 participants (3%) reported being 
61-70 years old and another 11 participants (1%) reported being 71 years old or older. Figure 10 
demonstrates that years of experience and age are not directly linked. 

Figure 8: Years of Experience Figure 9: Age 

Figure 10: Experience Levels Divided by Age Brackets 

Age SMs by 
Age Group

<1 Year 
Experience

1-5 Years 
Experience

6-10 Years 
Experience

11-25 Years 
Experience

26-50 Years 
Experience

Under 21 114 6% 85% 9% -- --

21-25 394 3% 80% 16% 1% --

26-30 371 -- 27% 63% 8% --

31-40 339 <1% 8% 27% 64% <1%

41-50 114 -- 5% 10% 64% 22%

51-60 108 -- 6% 8% 27% 59%

61-70 46 -- 2% 2% 17% 78%

71+ 11 -- -- -- 18% 82%
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Participants identified their state of residence [Figure 11, n=1524], indicating participation from 48 
states. As has been the case in every survey conducted, the state of New York had the strongest 
representation with 307 responses, but responses have increased significantly from other states, 
including California (173), Illinois (126), Texas (58), Massachusetts (54), New Jersey (54), and 
Florida (51). When asked about the past two years of work, 53% of surveyed stage managers had 
worked in only one state/district/US territory (1 SM from Puerto Rico responded). Yet 25% had 
worked in two states, 11% had worked in 3 states, 4% had worked in 4 states, and 5% had worked 
in 5 or more states.  Nearly a quarter of survey participants (365 stage managers or 24%) reported 
working primarily outside of their state of residence over the past two years. In addition, 95 
survey participants reported being currently on tour. 

Another common belief, at least in one part of the country, is that most stage managers have 
worked in New York City at some point in their careers.  Out of 1,523 responses, 13% currently 
work in NYC and another 24% have worked in NYC in the past, leaving 63% having never worked 
in the Big Apple. Interestingly, of states with at least 10 survey participants, the following had at 
least a fifth of their representatives with NYC credits on their resume: California, Connecticut, 
District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Iowa, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nevada, New 
Jersey (74%), New York as a state (90%), North Carolina, Ohio, Oregon, Tennessee, and Texas.       
 

Figure 11: State of Residence for Survey Participants [Map created with mapchart.net] 
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The Stage Manager Survey also tracks trends in stage management training and education. Figure 
12 shows the highest level of SM education completed (n=1584), showing a slight increase in 
MFAs (2015 Census of Americans with graduate degrees: 12%) and a slight decrease in BFAs. 
Figure 13 shows stage management training (n=1584), and a new question about access to the 
arts is displayed in Figure 14 (n=1584). The “Other” training experiences included observing SMs 
while working in other positions and stage managing with guidance from a mentor.  

Figure 12: Highest Level of SM Education Completed (Percentage) 

 

Figure 13: Stage Management Training (Can Indicate More than One Category) 
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Figure 14: Access to the Performing Arts as a Child (Can Indicate More than One Category) 

Twenty percent of survey participants reported serving as an apprentice/intern within the past two 
years. Figure 15 (n=314) shows how much, if any, money they earned each week through these 
training programs (2 participants reported paying the producer in order to apprentice). Of the 209 
people who held paid internships in the past two years, only 16% reported earning overtime. 

Figure 15: Weekly Payment for Most Recent Internship/Apprenticeship in Past Two Years 
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The survey also seeks to confirm the anecdotal reports of stage managers starting over at the 
Production Assistant position when entering new job markets. Of the 1,565 stage managers who 
responded to this question, 35% of the 2017 participants reported taking a PA position even 
though they had professional credits in another community, compared to 34% of those surveyed 
in 2015. Many participants shared opinions similar to the following unedited comments: 

•  I strongly believe that PA positions should be available to AEA SMs.  However, I do believe 
there should be reasonable distinction between the allowable duties of a PA vs. ASM. 

•  Good way to meet new stage managers and get in with new companies but they definitely 
take advantage of how little they have to pay. 

•  When producers use PA positions to hire experienced stage managers it makes me angry 
and I want AEA to put a stop to it. 

•  They're really important for making contacts, getting sub positions, and learning new things. 
They should be paid at least minimum wage, including appropriate overtime. 

•  In my experience, especially when they're on for the run of the show, a PA is an extra ASM 
who doesn't get the benefits of union membership. 

•  I wish that there was a more consistent definition of what a PA did. 

•  Equity SMs are taking these extremely low-wage jobs without any benefits just to gain 
access to Broadway and Equity is looking the other way.  It is my number one gripe with 
Equity.  I personally turned down PA positions for this reasons and it was therefore very hard 
to get a Broadway position. 

•  Necessary, producer's [sic] keep them underpaid, they create a barrier between people who 
are independently wealthy (parents/family) of SM earnings who can be a PA for time to enter 
a market, and those who can and must take lower market positions to pay bills. 

•  It was the best decision I have ever made. I was able to grow my toolkit while watching and 
working with multiple stage managers on different productions. The theatre paid me a fair 
wage and overtime and also taught me what it was like to be in rehearsals for one production 
while finishing out another in performances. 

•  I have worked as a Production Assistant numerous times on commercial Broadway 
productions, commercial touring productions, or out-of-town commercial tryouts. Due to a 
2017 change in law, PAs are now classified as non-exempt employees, meaning they are to 
be paid hourly - including overtime pay at a rate of 1.5x the normal pay rate for anything 
above 40 hours/week. This is ultimately a great thing, for those of us working as PAs to climb 
the ranks of commercial stage management in NYC. Our paychecks are closer to a living 
wage. Unfortunately, many producers/GMs are trying to find ways around this law, such as 
limiting the number of hours PAs are permitted to work or alternating hours amongst 2 or 
more PAs to avoid overtime pay.  
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Since its creation, the Stage Manager Survey has tracked the shift in stage management from a 
male-dominated to a female-dominated profession. In the 2006 survey, 66% of participants were 
female.  Female representation rose to 68% in 2009, rose to 70% in 2011, fell to 69% in 2013, and 
rose to 73% in 2015. But these previous studies were based on a binary definition of gender with 
the 2015 survey being the first to expand the number of gender categories. Of the 1,525 stage 
managers who shared their gender identity in 2017, 1,073 identified as female (70%), 396 as male 
(26%), 36 as non-binary (2%), 6 as Agender (<1%), 8 as Other (<1%, most commonly gender fluid, 
transgender male, and genderqueer), and 6 preferred not to answer.  Figure 16 (n=1505) 
illustrates gender identities by age category; Agender, Other, and Prefer Not to Answer are not 
included as the sample size is less than ten in any age category. In the original 2006 survey, men 
made up 48% of all participants over age 40; in the 2017 survey, men comprised 41% of 
participants over age 40. This change suggestions an overall shift in the stage management 
population rather than a steady gender division occurring at later ages. 

Figure 16: Male/Female Gender Ratios by Age Brackets 

Survey participants were asked to identify their race/ethnicity based on the categories provided 
by the U.S. Census (Latinx does not yet appear on the Census). Figure 17 (n=1525) shows both SM 
survey responses and the 2014 Census. Although Pacific Islander appears as a zero percentage, 5 
survey participants selected this category. A total of 5% of surveyed stage managers identified as 
Hispanic/Latino(a), compared to 17% of the national census. 
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Figure 17: Race and Ethnicity 

 

The racial diversity of those surveyed did not increase since 2015; on the contrary, stage managers 
identifying as White increased from 90 to 91%. Moreover, the highest percentage of participants 
identifying as White (94%) were in the Under 21 age category, which suggests that efforts to 
increase racial diversity among early career stage managers are not producing results. If the Under 
21 demographic is removed, then total percentage of White stage managers returns to 90%. The 
race/ethnicity of participants were even more varied by gender identity: 92% of female stage 
managers identified as White whereas 88% of male stage managers identified as White. 

This is the third edition of the survey to include questions about whether participants identify 
themselves within the LGBTQIA community. In 2013, 27% identified within the LGBTQ community; 
in 2015, 30% identified within the LGBTQ community; in 2017, 35% identified within the LGBTQIA 
(expanded designation) community. National polls suggest that the American LGBTQIA 
population runs between 4% (2015 Gallup Poll) to 12% (GLAAD). 

Among the 1,495 stage managers who answered these questions, 49% of male stage managers 
identified themselves within the LGBTQIA community versus 27% of female stage managers. 
Within the group of 524 stage managers who identified as part of the LGBTQIA community, 88 
participants (17%) reported feeling “unsafe in a theatrical community”due to their sexual 
orientation, showing an increase from 10% in 2015.  

The biggest increase in any response in the 2017 survey was recorded in a question about 
discrimination. All survey participants were asked about discrimination and 53% of 1504 stage 
managers reported identity discrimination having negatively affected their careers (5% chose not 
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to answer this question). This discrimination rate jumped from 27% in 2015 and 22% in 2013. The 
major question is how much of this doubling of reported discrimination is due to an increase in 
discrimination versus an increase of stage managers choosing to report discrimination. The most 
cited identity discrimination was by gender: 37% of participants reported this category of 
discrimination affecting their careers. Gender discrimination was cited by 13% of male 
participants, 52% of female participants, 45% of non-binary participants, and significant numbers 
of participants who identified as Agender, Other, or chose not to identify a gender (data sets too 
small for accurate percentages). Among the 1,504 participants who answered this question, 
identity discrimination was also identified by sexual orientation (5%), race (4%), disability (2%) or 
Other (5%).  The most common forms of discrimination identified in the Other category were 
weight, religion, and age. While these percentages may appear low, the populations within the 
larger survey sample that they represent are also smaller.  For instance, while only 4% of surveyed 
stage managers reported racial discrimination, this percentage increases to 28% of surveyed Asian 
stage managers and 39% of surveyed African-American stage managers. The 2017 survey did not 
include a question allowing participants to identify themselves as having a disability; this omission 
will be corrected for the 2019 survey to measure the reporting of discrimination based on 
disability. 

Comments on workplace discrimination included the following: 
• On occasion, I have been mistaken for a lesser position based on race or gender while a 

white male has been assumed to be my boss. 

• When we toured in the US South and abroad we encountered racial discrimination. 

• Many producers and directors prefer female stage managers. When I was younger, I was 
frequently rejected by veteran female stage managers who told me young men lacked the 
maturity to be stage managers. 

• Theatre has lots of young people staffing it. So, they like to hire their peers. 

• Everything from are you ok / why aren't you smiling, to people becoming concerned that I 
need to “relax.” 

• I have also not been offered a job because I couldn't physically move scenic units due to a 
knee injury. 

• As I have gotten older, my health has been questioned and unlawfully used against me. 

• Ageism due to being in my young twenties. While I respect and understand that I still have 
plenty to learn about my field, older actors, production members, and other theater personal 
will deliberately question and undermine my position specifically due to my age. 

• I experienced a significant increase in discrimination when I became a parent. 

• In the past I have been discriminated against based on my physical appearance. I have been 
overlooked for work for which I was more qualified, and a more physically fit and attractive 
SM was hired in my place. 

• I've had directors/designers refuse to use correct pronouns and have had more than one 
theatre company change my pronouns in my bio for the website/program. 
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While not as extreme a change as the discrimination question, another significant change over the 
years of the survey has been on a set of questions focused on relationships and family status. 
When asked if they were married, in a civil union, or had a domestic partner, participants 
answered in the affirmative in the following percentages by year of the survey: 

Figure 18: Married, Domestic Partner, Civil Union - Percentage by Survey Year 

When the responses from participants under age 21 are removed, the overall response rate climbs 
to 27% for married, domestic partner, or civil union, which is still considerably less than the 31% 
reported in 2015.  A 2014 Bureau of Labor Statists report found that 50.2% of Americans 16 years 
or older were married; a 2016 Statista study reported that 60.25% of American adults are married 
(Both reports are unclear how they count domestic partners and civil unions). Another 15% of the 
1,523 stage managers who answered this question listed their status as being in a long-term 
relationship. 

Of the 380 survey participants with spouses or legal partners, 39% reported that their partners 
also work in theatre and another 20% reported that their partners had formerly worked in theatre. 
All survey participants were asked about children: 10% of 1,500 surveyed stage managers have 
children or dependents under the age of 18, a slight increase from 2015. Among the 522 
participants who identify as part of the LGBTQIA community, 4% reported having children/
dependents under age 18. By gender, 7% of male stage managers and 11% of female stage 
managers reported having children.  Among the 145 stage managers with children, regardless of 
gender or LGBTQIA identity, 87% are married or within a civil union or have a domestic partner 
and another 5% are divorced. 
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S E C T I O N  I I :  C A L L I N G  T E C H N I Q U E S  

One thing has remained constant over the six editions of the Stage Manager Survey: we cannot 
agree whether or not to use separate calling and blocking scripts. This year we only asked the new 
survey particispants (n=933) this question, but they nearly matched the numbers from previous 
surveys: 58% prefer separate scripts over a combined script compared to 56% from the 2015 
survey.  Another constant split has been the preference for handwritten cues in promptbooks: 
both the 2017 study (n=1123) and the 2015 noted a 59% preference to write cues by hand.  The 
only surprise is that fewer stage managers in 2017 prefer to type cues: 11% compared to 15% in 
2015.  The middle ground remains stickers/flags being preferred by 28% of participants. 

Some stage managers predicted a decade ago that calling scripts would migrate to digital 
devices, but this evolution has yet to occur on a large scale. Despite reports of stage managers 
experimenting with digital calling books since the turn of the century, only 27% of surveyed stage 
managers have done so. Perhaps more telling is that of the 451 participants who have tried digital 
calling scripts, only 23% recommend or strongly recommend the practice.  Many stage managers 
reported making a physical back-up copy or only using it for dance projects. The users of digital 
calling scripts, whether on a laptop, tablet, or similar device, made the following observations: 

• In the fast paced world of large events, it is essential to be able to make adjustments in the 
moment. 

• Longer to set up, easier to adjust cue placement, looks cleaner, harder to make specific 
notes. 

• I prefer it, I don’t need an extra light when I do this and I don’t have to worry about turning 
the page for quick cues. I always have a backup on another device and a hard copy. 

• Difficult for eyes to adjust back to stage constantly. 

• Because of not having to turn a physical page I found it more difficult to memorize the cues.  
In a paper script I can usually memorize what page a cue is on. 

• Easiest option when calling a non scripted show (i.e. Dance show) when majority of cues are 
called by time code, not by movement. 

• It's great, but turn it on airplane mode so there are no distractions. 

Other calling technique questions that have appeared on multiple surveys have been the name for 
the announcement prior to calling a cue [Figure 19, n=931], whether single or double 
announcements are used [Figure 20, n=888], and whether you expect verbal confirmations of your 
cue announcements.  In 2006, 76% of surveyed stage managers called their announcement a 
Standby; this name continues to grow in popularity with each survey cycle: 
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Figure 19: Announcement Prior to Cue Figure 20: Both Cue Announcement & Warning? 

 

Figure 21: Do You Expect a Verbal Confirmation of Your Cue Announcement? (Percentage) 
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We continued narrowing the range of preferred names for calling projected image cues (n=1561): 

Figure 22: What Do You Name Projections and/or Video Cues? 

Other popular cue names included Vx, VQ, VDO, and “Sound” if run through Q-Lab. The survey 
then asked about if and when stage managers choose to not call specific cues (n=884): 
 

Figure 23: Do You Allow Crew Members on Headsets to Take Their Own Cues? (Percentage) 
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The main reasons cited for allowing crew to take their own cues were designers serving as their 
own board ops, emergency scenarios, manual dimmers on followspots, safety advantages for crew 
to be off headset, and a better visual vantage point for the crew member. In a surprising decline, 
only 67% of surveyed stage managers (n=885) have also used cue lights for signaling crew 
compared to 74% just two years ago. 

Since so many cues are based on music, two new questions were added in the 2017 survey about 
the practice of reading music. Many stage managers list “read music” on their resumes, but just 
how comfortable and how well trained are they? What does it mean to be proficient in reading 
music?  Figure 24 (n=1775) tracks comfort level in reading music and Figure 25 (n=1779) tracks 
formal musical training. There are a variety of ways to learn to read music, but many stage 
managers learned by performing an instrument or taking voice lessons. 

Figure 24: Comfort Level in Reading Music Figure 25: Training - Musical Instrument/Voice 

Sometimes the stage manager doesn’t need to call a cue because the SM is also running the 
equipment. Among 1,518 stage managers, 57% of those surveyed reported running their own 
light board at some point in the past two years, an increase from 53% two years ago. Another 
increase was the percentage of stage managers who were paid extra for this additional job 
responsibility: from 17% in 2015 to 24% in 2017 (another 11% reported that they ran the light 
board on a production in which the SM position was unpaid). In the past two years, those who 
were paid extra received the following compensation (n=201): 
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Figure 26: Pay Per Week to Run the Light Board (Percentage) 

Some of the “Other” responses included rates as high as $200/week, flat rates of $30-50 per 
performance, or earning higher than minimum salaries, so additional duties were included. 
Another factor that could influence whether a stage manager runs cueing equipment is the 
location of the calling station [Figure 27, n=2271 (multiple responses allowed)]. 
  

Figure 27: In the Past Two Years, Where Did You Call Shows? (Percentage) 

Other calling locations included back of house, near mixing consoles, outdoor spaces, balconies, 
immersive performance environments, and mobile calling - calling cues on the move. Given the 
increasing variety of locations for stage managers to be positioned during performances, the 
question arises whether stage managers still wear “show blacks” if they are not in direct line of 
sight with the audience.  Figure 28 (n=1449) identifies the frequency in which stage managers and 
assistant stage managers have worn “show blacks” in the past two years based on their work 
location.  Each location had an “N/A” option if the survey respondent had not worked in that 
capacity or location. 
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Figure 28: Frequency of Wearing “Show Blacks” in Past Two Years 

Lastly, many cueing questions assume that the calling stage manager created the show’s calling 
script. Yet 60% of surveyed stage managers have taken over cue calling responsibilities from 
another stage manager. This frequency is a return to the 2013 numbers after a drop of 8% in 2015. 
Overall, the amount of training time for the handover has remained relatively constant (n=1035). 

Figure 29: Training Time for Taking Over Calling an Existing Production 
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S E C T I O N  I I I :  T E C H N O L O G Y  F O R  S TA G E  M A N A G E R S  

Two new questions were added based on a debate about whether stage managers still used 
traditional communication tools in light of new communication technologies.  Figure 30 shows 
which tools stage managers have ever used versus currently use (n=1770) and Figure 31 examines 
who distributed contact information on the participants’ most recent production (n=1775). 
 

Figure 30: Technologies/Techniques to Distribute Group Information to Performers 

Figure 31: How Was Company Contact Info Distributed on Most Recent Production? 
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A group of technology questions has appeared on multiple editions of the survey inquiring when 
and where stage managers use communication technology.  Despite a general increase in 
communication technology being reported with each survey cycle, tablet use is actually on the 
decline in both rehearsals and performances. 

Figure 32: Technology Use in Rehearsals (Total Responses) 

Figure 33: Technology Use in Performances (Total Responses) 
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If technology is becoming more widely used by stage managers, are producers providing this 
equipment?  Figure 34 (n=1522) displays producer-provided technology. “Other” technologies 
included cameras, iPods and other media players, speakers, scanners, and laminators. 
 

Figure 34: Has Your Most Recent Producer Provided Your Technical Equipment? 

Overall, there was a range of comments about technology use in rehearsals and performances: 
•  If it's cleaner and faster for the person who needs it, so be it. 
•  During rehearsal, I find it appropriate for the ASM to be working on a device, but I prefer 

the stage manager to keep that work for breaks and after rehearsal - I feel like a tablet or 
laptop can shut them off from being connected to the performers. 

•  I feel my phone needs to be on so I can be accessible... I don't like to use my laptop during 
rehearsals because it physically and mentally separates me from the actors and team, but I 
have it available in case I need to reference something. 

• Very useful.  Especially when all documentation is on a cloud service like Dropbox.  I have all 
the information I need readily available on my iPad, including plans, drawings etc.  No need 
to carry a big binder around with me. 

• I love using technology it is so useful. I can update paperwork with the other ASM, type up 
reports as we go, it eliminates a lot of the error that occurs when you wait until the end of an 
8-hour day. 

• For outdoor theater, it's good to keep an eye on weather! 
• I tend to work the old-fashioned way in rehearsal: paper and pencil. But I do transfer all 

notes to electronic format after rehearsal. 
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While the number of software applications for stage managers has increased, the adoption rate for 
individual programs/apps remains low.  

Figure 35: Stage Management Software/Applications 

Some of the “Other” software that received votes included Showflow, TagNotate, QLab, 
Callboard & Co, ShoFlo, Notability, and FileMaker.  TagNotate received 10 votes; the remaining 
Other software titles received only single digit votes. Interest in new stage management apps/
software remained steady from the last survey: among 1676 stage managers surveyed, 36% 
reported being Very Likely or Likely to try new software. Figure 36 shows which components most 
appeal to stage manager in new SM software. 
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Figure 36: What Features Would You Find Useful in a SM Application? 

Some of the other features that stage managers are seeking include run sheet updates, tracking 
actor conflicts, tracking script changes, attendance management, and AEA reference information. 

Opinions varied widely on the creation of stage management-based software: 
• I prefer pencil and paper. Software is time consuming, frustrating, and distracting. 
• Would love something fully comprehensive. Seems like you have to download a multitude of 

single-function apps: one app for scheduling, one app for blocking, one app for line notes, 
etc. Having an all-in-one would be great. 

• I have found that when I try to get designers and other creative staff to use a suite of 
products to schedule there is always inevitably one person that cannot understand it or has 
technical issues with it, forcing me to have to do extra leg work to get them on the same 
page as the rest of the team. Therefore, it does not save time or make it any more efficient. 

• As an ASM I do things based on my SM's preferences, so it would depend on if they 
supported the technology. 

• I'm a playwright in addition to being a Stage Manager…Line-note tools may seem like a 
worthy idea, but how can the software be developed in a way that isn't just making 
egregious digital copies of protected scripts? 

• QLab is quickly becoming an SM calling/cuing standard. Why does it not appear in this 
survey? [It was not originally designed for SMs, but we will include it in future surveys.] 

• The theatre I work at does not generally support the idea of stage management technology/
software. 

• The learning curve is often too steep when gearing up for a new production. 
• I am not a huge fan of being buried in my phone/computer.  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S E C T I O N  I V :  E M P L O Y M E N T  

First Love: For over half of all survey participants (55%), stage management was their first career (it 
should be noted that an additional 16% reported that they were currently students). Another 16% 
came from other theatre professions but no other industry (business, sales, hospitality, etc.) saw 
more than 7% as starting points for stage managers. For those currently looking for work, know 
that 486 survey-takers (31%) hold positions in which they hire SMs, ASMs, Interns, or other stage 
management positions.  And despite rumors to the contrary, the number of applications received 
for each job may not be as high as one might expect (n=465): 

Figure 37: Average Number of Applications Received for Stage Management Positions 

The unemployment rate for stage managers over the past twelve months remains 19%, the same 
as the 2015 study. The survey asked where stage managers found work [Figure 38]. Besides the 
survey listings and simple word-of-mouth, other job notice sources include Opera America, the 
Minnesota Playlist, Theatrical Index, StageJobsPro (now Mandy Theatre Professionals), and 
HigherEdJobs. The League of Chicago Theatre was added to the graph after 24 SMs wrote it as 
Other. We asked separate questions about which social networking sites stage managers use to 
promote themselves and their producers [Figure 39. *Note: Use of Facebook to promote 
productions recorded 1258 responses] and whether participants had ever been contacted for 
stage management jobs via social networking sites [Figure 40, n=1568]. Over half of surveyed 
stage managers (58%) reported being approached with job offers or interview requests through 
social media or their own website.  
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Figure 38: Sources Used to Find Stage Management Work 

Figure 39: Social Media Usage to Promote Yourself or Promote Your Production 
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Figure 40: Ever Been Contacted for Interviews/Job Offers through these Websites? 

In 2015, the Stage Manager Survey began studying salary negotiation by asking participants in 
how many of the last three stage management jobs did they attempt to negotiate their pay.  In 
2015, 8% tried to negotiate on all three jobs and 33% had tried for at least one job; they were 
rewarded for their efforts as 24% were always successful and another 69% were successful in at 
least one of the negotiations.  Only 51 (7%) of 692 stage managers who reported in 2015 that 
they tried to negotiate were unsuccessful.  

In 2017, another 8% attempted negotiation on all three jobs, 7% for two jobs, and 19% for one 
job, for a total of 34% attempting on at least one job (n=1541).  This also means that 1018 stage 
managers (66%) had not attempted to negotiate. For those in 2017 who attempted to negotiate 
(n=521), 29% were always successful, 51% were sometimes successful, and 20% were not 
successful in any of their three attempts.  Figure 41 (n=1521) divides this data by gender and 
Figure 42 (n=415) shows how much more the stage manager earned through negotiations. 

Figure 41: Frequency of Negotiation and Negotiation Success by Gender 
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Figure 42: Additional Pay Earned through Negotiation 

Salaries were not the only issues discussed in negotiations: 

Figure 43: Have You Negotiated for Items Other than Salary on Stage Management Jobs?  

The most common “Other” categories being negotiated were start dates, pets in company 
housing, cell phone reimbursement, prep time, comp tickets, extra pay for laundry, vacation and 
personal days, and per diem.  
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Each edition of the Stage Manager Survey asks participants about union/group membership. 
Other categories included EMC and Canadian Actors’ Equity Association. 

Figure 44: Union Membership 

Among the 667 Equity members, 50% joined the union on a SM contract and another 45% joined 
as an ASM. Only 5% joined AEA on an Actor or an Actor/ASM contract. Actors’ Equity Association 
expanded the ways of joining the union through their EMC program in October 2017 (and 3 
surveyed SMs already joined), so a question was added to track those entry points (n=664). 

Figure 45: Method of Joining Actors’ Equity Association 
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Among participants who are not Equity members, 33% plan to join the union at some point and 
another 44% were unsure. Most current AEA members joined in their twenties, though six 
members joined in their fifties and another joined in their sixties (1%). 

Figure 46: Age of Stage Manager when Joining Actors’ Equity Association (Percentage) 

Another new question for Equity members was about minimum salaries.  We asked participants 
whether they were offered more than union-minimum salaries in any of their last three AEA 
contracts.  The percentages declined slightly partly as not all AEA members have worked on at 
least 3 contracts (659 had worked on at least 1 contract, but only 615 had worked on at least 3 
contracts). We then divided this data by gender. 

Figure 47: AEA Members Earning More than Union-Minimum Salaries 

All AEA Members Male AEA Female AEA Non-Binary AEA

Most Recent 
Contract 31% 35% 29% 20%

2nd Most Recent 
Contract 24% 31% 22% 25%

3rd Most Recent 
Contract 24% 30% 22% 0%
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In examining this gender wage gap, we must also consider age as the survey found that AEA 
stage managers in their 20s and 30s received above minimum 28-29% of the time compared to 
stage managers in their 40s through 60s, who received above minimum 31-38% of the time. And 
this study has shown that older stage managers tend to more likely identify as male. 

In addition to their stage management work, many survey participants earned income from other 
sources [Figure 48, n=1443] while 46% of participants reported no work other than stage 
management. The survey also asked about the educational roles that many stage managers have 
taken on in addition their other stage management duties over the past two years [Figure 49]. 

Figure 48:  Apart from Stage Management, How Else Do You Earn Income? 
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Figure 49: In the Past Two Years, Have You Taught or Led Any of the Following? 

The final section of the survey asked about work/life balance, time off, health and wellness, and 
general career satisfaction. In 2017, the work/life balance levels (n=1499) decreased significantly: 
in 2015, 9% were very satisfied and 42% were satisfied. It must be also noted that even these 
dissatisfaction levels may be underreported as that some stage managers who are very dissatisfied 
with their work/life balance may not be inclined to take a 15-20 minute survey. 

Figure 50: How Satisfied are You with your Work/Life Balance? 
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The comments received in 2017 about work/life balance included: 
• Having no work/life balance is why I decided to stop doing more than 1-2 productions a year. 

Being able to spend time with loved ones is too important for me to waste by doing shows I 
may not care so much about. I only agree to do the shows I want to do now, as opposed to 
the shows I am offered but have no passion for. 

• It’s essential for me, or I would not be able to maintain this work. It makes me a better SM. 
• Life has always taken a back seat to work. 
• I'm mostly a stay at home mother of 2 young children, and I wish I could afford to work more, 

but daycare costs more than what I make so it's not worth it to work. 
• The major difficulty I've found with work/life balance is actually not so much the quantity of 

hours you have to work, but when they fall - working on the weekends and evenings makes it 
extremely difficult to have a life outside of work, since you're working at the all the times 
when non-theatre activities  are scheduled, and you're pretty much always working when 
non-theatre friends are free. 

• This theatre schedule is what we signed up for and we have to maximize the time we have 
with friends and family.  We must protect our one Day Off, and give that one day of our life 
outside of the job. 

• Regardless of your tolerance for stress, chaos or change, you need to practice self-care in 
order to be at your best. 

• I left my stage management job because I wanted a better work/life balance. It has only 
helped marginally because I now have a job that I do not enjoy which makes it harder to 
enjoy the time outside of my job. 

We have limited the data results on vacation time [Figure 51, n=1061] to current SMs, ASMs, and 
PA/Interns, as students and teachers skewed the overall findings with their academic calendars. In 
general vacation time has declined since the 2015 study. 

Figure 51: How Much Vacation Time Did You Take in the Past 12 Months? 

Page  36

More than 4 Weeks
7%

3-4 Weeks
11%

1-2 Weeks
25%

Less than 1 Week
12%

No Vacation Time
45%



2017 National Stage Manager Survey

A majority of the 1506 surveyed stage managers (65%) frequently drive to work, but 25% and 5% 
regularly choose the healthier options of walking and bicycling, respectively, on their job 
commute. Figure 52 [n=1497] shows how much fast food, caffeine, and alcohol stage managers 
reported consuming each week. [*Note: Participants reported eating fast food 2-4 times a week 
586 times]. Recent studies have found that the average American eats fast food for three meals a 
week and consumes 300 mg of caffeine (approximately 3 cups of coffee) a day. Alcohol 
consumption varies greatly, with 60% of Americans consuming no alcohol or less than one drink 
per week, but another 20% consume more than 15 alcohol drinks per week. 

Figure 52: Fast Food/Caffeine/Alcohol Consumption in a Regular Work Week 

The final survey questions were about overall job satisfaction and likelihood of leaving the field in 
the near future. When asked how likely a participant was to leave stage management in the next 
five years: 8% were very likely and another 10% thought it was likely that they would exit the field 
in this timetable, which matches the 2015 report. When narrowed to just those survey participants 
who listed SM or ASM as their current occupation, “very likely” lowered to 5% and “likely” 

Page  37

How many times do you eat fast food?

How many caffeinated beverages?

How many alcoholic beverages?

0
1

2-4*
5-7

8-10
11-14

15+

0
1

2-4*
5-7

8-10
11-14

15+

0
1

2-4*
5-7

8-10
11-14

15+

Stage Managers

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450



2017 National Stage Manager Survey

lowered to 8%. Figure 53 shows the primary reasons for leaving stage management among those 
most likely to leave the profession. The majority of “Other” reasons were based on higher pay in 
other fields, increased competition from stage managers willing to work more or be paid less, 
discrimination, changing interests, demands of raising children, and a desire for new challenges. 

Figure 53: Contributing Factors in Decision to Leave Stage Management 

Despite the drop in work/life balance satisfaction, overall job satisfaction remains high: over 70% 
of the survey participants listed that they were very satisfied (22%) or satisfied (51%) with their 
careers. Factors contributing to career satisfaction and dissatisfaction included: 

•  Pride in the work. Working with good people who I respect. 
•  When I am working with a company that respects the stage manager as a vital part of the 

creative team, then I am more satisfied. 
•  Networking and the ability to meet tons of cool people! 
•  I’m trying to reach the next step in my career and take another jump. I'm always trying to 

grow and move forward. 
•  I enjoy the work I do, the product, and the people I work with. I continue to work my way up 

the ladder and get better and better gigs, and grow professionally. 
•  It is such a rewarding career. 
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C O N C L U S I O N  

A national study of this magnitude is only possible through the generosity of the hundreds of 
stage managers who volunteered their time and responded with candor about what is, and is not, 
working well within our field. The participants donated a collective 500+ hours to provide the data 
in this survey. We would also like to thank Elon University for providing access to the Qualtrics 
software necessary to run a survey of this magnitude. The survey and its mailing lists are managed 
by SM-Sim, LLC (www.sm-sim.com), owned by David McGraw, who now teaches at Elon University. 

If you have any questions about the data or would like to know how a subgroup (such as an 
experience level or demographic category) responded to a particular question, or would like to 
make a recommendation for a future survey, please e-mail info@sm-sim.com with “SM Survey” in 
the subject line. We begin each survey cycle by making corrections and improvements based on 
your suggestions. If you would like to participate in future surveys, please join our mailing list at 
http://smsurvey.info.  The next survey will be conducted in November 2019. 

We are very proud that this study has been examined and discussed by stage managers not only 
in the United States but around the world.  Several Canadian stage managers contacted us during 
the course of the 2017 survey about how a Canadian version could be created. Due to some of 
the specific regional terminology, payroll structures, and union practices, we agree that country-
specific surveys yield the most useful information rather than a more generalized survey.  As the 
lead investigator, I am also proud to share that I have received Fulbright Specialist status until 
March 2020, which means that funding is available if stage managers in another country would like 
2-6 weeks of consultation to create your own study. 

Our work requires us to focus on the day-to-day management of our productions.  But for our field 
to thrive, we also need to periodically step back and view the big picture.  We hope this study will 
spur conversations and change.  There is so much that we can learn from each other. 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International License. You are free to share or post this report for noncommercial use as long as 
you provide a link to http://smsurvey.info. If you wish to use any portion of this report for 
commercial use, please contact David McGraw at davidjmcgraw@sm-sim.com.
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