Behind the Scenes: The Dangers of Child Acting
 
Lindsay Lohan, Macaulay Culkin, Amanda Bynes, Drake Bell, Jamie Lynn Spears, Demi Lovato, and Miley Cyrus are all familiar names. They all began their careers as child performers. Each one is successful, but at what cost? If you look at their entire trajectory – these people aren’t simply known for their fame. Mental health breakdowns, drug use, and abuse are what follow many former child stars. Several could not shake off the effects of being a child performer in Hollywood. Victimization was the outcome for their fame as children. Yet, these were people I grew up admiring as they seemingly had all the success and fame one could hope for. But this “perfect life” I thought they had couldn’t have been further from reality.
I found myself envious of young child stars such as Selena Gomez and Drake Bell because of their taste of success at such a young age. From a distance, their lives seemed so desirable – something I couldn’t help but want for myself. But this glamorized vision I once had about young child stars and Hollywood, may have simply been an illusion. Society has normalized child stardom – but should children be used in this way?
Despite the celebrities and content that Hollywood produces, it also produces trauma. “The power games and exploitation in Hollywood foment countless afflictions and addictions,” says psychotherapist Ira Israel. Hollywood isn’t simply about the craft, whether that be acting, singing, or dancing. Fame comes with it, while scrutiny and immense pressure follow that. Fame is fleeting, yet Hollywood actors often find their self-worth in this cruel industry. The battle of trying to remain relevant when this profession’s goal is to produce the next big star, or the next best gimmick can be overwhelming.
-   	- 	-
Child actors are in the most vulnerable stage of development being required to dissociate themselves to play a character. A regular child goes to school, plays outside with their friends, and mainly in environments with people their age. For a child actor, they are trying to split their time between keeping up with schoolwork and working long hours in adult environments. The two worlds are completely different. One gives a child a childhood and the other does not. Add on to this being weighed down by the pressures of attention, fame, and exploitation – this can all be detrimental to a child’s emotional well-being. 
Acting is a craft that requires psychological manipulation and dissociation from one’s identity; but a child’s brain is yet to be fully developed nor has their identity been fully formed. Performing can put emotional and psychological stress on any person, but especially a child. It is a routine task for an actor to be something other than themselves, but how can a young child do this in a healthy way? Amanda Bynes was required to play a schizophrenic as a child actor on The Amanda Show, which is arguably dangerous for a child to portray. She now suffers from bipolar disorder and has had her fair share of mental health breakdowns. While there is no way to prove any direct linkage, research shows that the demands of acting can cause mental and psychological strain. 
My participation as an actor in theater gives me an understanding of the dissociation and detachment that acting requires. The difference is that I did not begin acting until my later high school years. By that time, I felt I was mature enough in who I was to have a healthy relationship with the craft and all the challenges that it came with. However, I was not acting in a venue in which I was faced with nation-wide public scrutiny.
A child who is faced with the effects of constant judgment by the public can be damaging to their emotional well-being. These young child stars are often judged and ridiculed by the public with very little sympathy – these children are often ill equipped to handle a cut-throat industry that invites a level of attention that shouldn’t be put on a child. All children deserve to have a happy and nurturing childhood – something that is arguably stripped from young child actors when they are immersed in a seemingly toxic industry.
Society has not only normalized the child star, but also normalized child labor. Although there are child labor laws in place to protect these children, one may wonder if they are being executed in the way they should be. A studio teacher who would like to remain anonymous said, “There are gaping loopholes in the system and within laws that are being exploited by productions and producers and by individuals to save the bottom dollar.” The value of their safety and protection comes into question when allegations of abuse, harassment and mistreatment on these Hollywood sets are brought to light. 
The HBO Max documentary Quiet on Set brought to light the manipulation and abuse that was happening behind the scenes at the widely popular network, Nickelodeon in the late 90’s and early 2000s. This network was the epitome of childhood for many of the Gen Z generation – and now, as more surfaces, the fantasy behind the shows and network appears to be a lie. 
Nickelodeon has made millions of dollars off the exploitation of children. Shows such as The Amanda Show, iCarly, and Zoey 101 were all based around young children or young teens. The young actors who brought these shows to life were all under the control of showrunner Dan Schneider as he produced some of Nickelodeon's most successful shows. His success was made on the backs of children; however, the power imbalance between himself and the young actors working on his shows was exponential. Many of their careers were in his hands — he had the power to make their dreams come true, but he also had the power to take them away. Rumors spread for a long time about Dan Schneider and his alleged mistreatment and inappropriate behavior with the young actors on Nickelodeon shows. Yet it took years for something to change.
· -     -
Tactics such as NDA’s, hush money, or being threatened to lose your career are often used to silence those in Hollywood by powerful people and networks. Nickelodeon star Jeanette McCurdy spoke in her book, I’m Glad My Mom Died that the network offered her $300,000 to stay quiet about Dan Schneider and the network. She likely wasn’t the only young star to be offered hush money, but she may have been the few that didn’t accept it. Jeanette was also in a more vulnerable position than some of her costars considering she doesn’t come from a financially independent family. Jeanette’s mom depended on her income from acting for support. This made Jeanette an easy target for potential mistreatment as she was someone who had the most to lose. However, if one has $300,000 dangled in front of them in exchange for their silence – they are more than likely going to take it. There are probably many young actors who experienced abuse of some kind, but have remained silent because of that. These tactics are arguably one of the biggest ways young actors in Hollywood can be manipulated and controlled.
· -     -
The NDA’s and hush money are just one part of the problem. The tragedy that at least three child predators worked on the Nickelodeon sets with endless child actors in the early 2000s is unprecedented. A working environment can turn dangerous quickly if the team of directors, producers, acting coaches etc. are not properly background checked and monitored by child advocates. One bad seed can put an entire cast in jeopardy. In the case of Nickelodeon, somehow three known pedophiles made it through the cracks and took away the innocence of so many children. 
Quiet on Set revealed that Drake Bell, who is most known for his role on Drake & Josh, was a victim of one of these child predators. His acting and dialogue coach Brian Peck worked with young child actors such as Leonardo DiCaprio and Drake Bell. Ultimately, Peck weaved his way into every aspect of Drake’s life, known as grooming, by taking on his hobbies and creating a distance between Drake and his father who was the one person who saw through Brian and tried to keep Drake away from Peck. Drake’s mother was manipulated by Peck to let Drake spend long periods of time alone with him. This opened the door for Drake to be extremely vulnerable and unprotected. Peck sexually abused Drake when he was only 15 years old — and in Drake’s words: “Why don’t you think of the worst stuff someone could do to somebody as a sexual assault, and that will answer your question. It was not a one-time thing.” Drake was abused mentally, emotionally, and sexually by someone who should have protected him. Instead, Peck was the source of his deepest pain and trauma. While Drake can recall the abuse clearly, the rest of his experiences during that time — the success of filming one of the most popular shows on Nickelodeon, was all a blur. His success was overshadowed by his trauma. In Drake’s case, he had parents who tried to protect him — but it wasn’t enough. A predator is skilled in manipulation — they can make a child who is seemingly protected, unprotected in an instant. This begs the question — how is any child truly safe?
Hollywood puts children in adult situations, which makes this vulnerable population even more vulnerable. Quiet on Set revealed the child predators were hired by Nickelodeon because they weren’t registered sex offenders. There are so many offenders who haven’t been caught yet — and so many of them somehow end up working on Hollywood sets with young children. There are child actors whose parents aren’t involved in their careers, which makes these children more vulnerable to predators. However, Drake’s situation suggests that abusers know exactly how to manipulate their victims and their families. Quiet on Set isn’t the first documentary to address the abuse and emotional trauma of child stars and it probably won’t be the last. This has
been an ongoing issue and will continue to be if the industry doesn’t make necessary changes to ensure the safety and protection of children in Hollywood. 


