
Cand. Merc. Program
IMM International Marketing and Management

Co-Production Efforts between China and US: 

Globalisation, Soft Power and Cultural Relevance  

in the movie industry
An exploratory study of Dalian Wanda’s acquisition of  

Legendary Entertainment

Gianmaria Maggioni

Date of submission: 15th of September 2017

Supervisor: Kristina Vaarst Andersen

80 Pages and 165942 Characters

�  of �1 139



Co-Production Efforts between China and US: Globalisation, Soft Power and 
Cultural Relevance  
in the movie industry	 1

0. Abstract	 6

1.0 Introduction	 7


1.1 The Philosophy behind Cinematography	 8

1.2 Contemporary Landscape	 8

1.2.1 Chinese Landscape	 9

1.2.2 American Landscape	 11

1.3 Shifting the Paradigm	 11

1.4 Dalian Wanda Group	 12

1.4.1 Chinese Financial Situation	 13

1.5 Legendary Entertainment	 14


2.0 Research Problem	 16

3.0 Theoretical Framework	 18


3.1 Defining Soft Power	 18

3.2 Soft Power through Movies	 18

3.3 Soft Power in China	 19

3.3.1 Steps Toward a Cultural Centrality	 20

3.3.2 Complications Regarding Chinese Soft Power	 21

3.4 Keane Cultural Timeline	 22

3.4.1 Cultural Timeline Stages	 23

3.4.1.1 Standardised production	 23

3.4.1.2 Imitation	 24

3.4.1.3 Collaboration	 24

3.4.1.4 Trade	 25

3.4.1.5 Clusters	 25

3.4.1.6 Creative Communities	 25

3.5 Co-Productions	 26

3.5.1 Benefits of Co-Production	 27

3.5.2 Costs of Co-production 	 27


4. History of China and US Film Relationship	 29

4.1 Motion Pictures in the Early 1900s	 29


�  of �2 139



4.2 The Quota System Introduction	 29

4.3 Sino-American Joint Ventures	 30

4.3.1 Cinematic Imports	 30

4.3.2 Division of Box Office Revenues	 30

4.4 Present Day	 31

4.5 Going Forward	 32


5.0 Methodology	 33

5.0.1 The Onion Model	 34

5.1 Research Philosophy	 35

5.1.1 Ontology	 35

5.1.2 Epistemology	 36

5.1.3 Axiology	 37

5.2 Research Approaches	 38

5.2.1 Inductive Approach	 38

5.3 Research Strategies	 39

5.3.1 Single Case Study	 39

5.4 Time Horizons	 41

5.5 Research Design	 41

5.5.1 Secondary Data	 42

5.5.2 Primary Data	 43

5.5.3 Search for Interviewees	 44

5.5.4 Interview Technique	 45

5.6 Data Coding	 45

5.7 Reliability and Validity	 46


6.0 Analysis	 48

6.1 Analysis of Research Question 1	 48

6.1.1 Overview of the Chinese Economy	 48

6.1.2 The Chinese Plan	 49

6.1.3 Soft Power through the Co-Production of Movies	 52

6.1.4 Issues with Chinese Movies Co-Production	 53

6.2 Analysis of Research Question 2	 55

6.2.1 Chinese Production Company Background	 56

6.2.2 American Production Company Background	 57


�  of �3 139



6.2.3 Fake Co-Production	 57

6.2.4 Contemporary Landscape and New Regulation	 58

6.2.5 Difference in Taste	 59

6.2.6 Future Outlook	 60

6.3 Analysis of Research Question 3	 61

6.3.1 Background Information	 61

6.3.2 Reasoning Behind the Acquisition	 62

6.3.3 Legendary Entertainment Before the Acquisition	 63

6.3.4 Legendary Entertainment After the Acquisition	 64

6.3.4.1 Communication Problems 	 65

6.3.4.2 Culture Change	 66

6.3.4.3 Digital Media	 68

6.3.5.1 Chinese Influence	 69

6.3.6 Dalian Wanda	 70

6.3.7 The Road Ahead	 72


7.0 Discussion	 73

7.1 Discussion on China’s Relationship with the US and Hollywood	 73

7.1.1 Tensions between China and the US	 73

7.1.2 Tensions between China, US and Production Companies	 75

7.2 Discussion on Cultural Influence, Knowledge Sharing and International Success	 77

7.2.1 Tensions between Government Intervention and Creativity	 77

7.2.1.1 Preferences of the Chinese Population	 79

7.3 Recommendations for Legendary Entertainment	 80

7.3.1 Managerial Implications	 81

7.3.1.1 Communication Issues	 81


8.0 Limitations	 83

9.0 Conclusions	 85


9.1 Further Research	 86


10. Bibliography	 88

11. Appendix	 111


11.1 Appendix A: Interview Questions 	 111

11.2 Appendix B: Interview Transcript	 113

11.2.1 Interview Transcript Jordan Byers	 113


�  of �4 139



11.2.2 Interview Transcript Rima Yazbeck	 119

11.2.3 Interview Transcript Omar Khan	 120

11.2.1 Interview Transcript Tommie Curran	 135

�  of �5 139



0. Abstract

During the 17th National Congress of the Communist Party, it was announced that China, 
among other endeavours, would address the soft power gap by focusing on cultural 
production. The Central Committee realised that the country was lacking in global cultural 
relevance and crafted a series of strategies to maximise the country’s advantages and 
neutralise the disadvantages in the cultural field. Among all the cultural options I could 
have chosen, cinema was regarded as the most influential. Moreover, the co-production 
model represented the most advantageous strategy for Chinese movie industry to catch up 
with American movie industry and, in turn, achieve global cultural relevance in the process. 
Dalian Wanda Group, a Chinese conglomerate, took a step further and, to improve its 
entertainment division, acquired Legendary Entertainment, an American production 
company. 

With this project I wanted to acknowledge the importance of the acquisition, as it stands as 
the first instance of a Chinese company buying an American movie production company. 
This is part of a bigger trend of Chinese investments in Western countries. It can be 
interpreted as a signal of a shift of power in the global entertainment industry and could 
very likely pre announce a larger shift in the world order.
 
The thesis begins with the analysis of soft power relationships at a global level, then 
proceeds with an overview of the co-production environment at an industry level and 
concludes with a focus on the last iterations of co-production endeavours at a firm level.
The researcher’s contribution lies in the clarification of the connections between China’s 
soft power objectives, the intensification of co-productions and the rationale behind Dalian 
Wanda’s acquisition of Legendary Entertainment.
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1.0 Introduction

In the world and in the US in particular, cinemas continue to attract more people per year 
than theme parks and sports combined, as they are the most affordable entertainment 
option available to the public (MPAA, 2017). In 2016, 718 movies have benefitted from a 
theatrical release, a number that has increased steadily, up 18% from 10 years ago 
(MPAA, 2017). These 718 movies are released in one or more of the 40400 screens 
across the U.S. (MPAA, 2017). Movies released in cinemas, in turn, reach the 70% of the 
American population every year and the average moviegoer buys 5.3 tickets per year 
(MPAA, 2017). These numbers paint a healthy picture of the state of the seventh art’s 
significance in the global entertainment landscape, but during the last years the growth 
has marginally slowed: 2017’s total box office revenues are predicted to be flat compared 
to 2016. In particular, premium seating and concession revenues will not increase enough 
to offset the decrease in box office tickets sold (Sheikh, 2017). Even more worryingly a war 
to shorten the nine-week theatrical window has begun (Lieberman, 2017).
 
Netflix and other streaming services have waged war on the traditional model of the nine-
week cinematic window and are chipping away parts of the profits of the producing 
companies (MPAA, 2016). Recently, Disney announced its own plans of starting a 
streaming service and started pulling its movies from other services (Castillo, 2017). 
Furthermore, despite strong box office estimates for the biennium 2017-2018, Credit 
Suisse has downgraded the outlook of the entire cinema sector (Sheikh, 2017). Among all 
major Hollywood studios, only Disney seems to be able to weather the storm and tamper 
the losses with its stock expected to keep rising in the near future (Meyers, 2017).

Finally, the rise of China as major world power promises to test the established global 
order, with respect to movies. This year, Chinese box office has yielded poor results, until 
last month when “Wolf Warriors II”  became the top grossing movie ever in China and the 
uncontested winner of the Summer black out period (Tartaglione, 2017). At certain times of 
the year the State Administration of Radio Film and Television (SARFT) bans screening of 
all foreign movies to boost domestic movies revenues. The movie did not only break all 
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record at the domestic market, but, for the year, it was the highest grossing movie released 
in a single market (Tartaglione, 2017). Analysts interpreted the success as a confirmation 
of the endless potential of Chinese audiences and the inevitability of Hollywood’s 
continued pursuit of co-production with Chinese partners (Frater, Tartaglione, et al., 2017).
 
Meanwhile, Chinese companies are trying to buy their way into the global cinematic 
landscape and the Western world is assisting to the first wave of creative companies being 
bought by its eastern counterparts.

1.1 The Philosophy behind Cinematography
Ricciotto Canudo, an Italian theoretician, in his seminal manifesto called “The Birth of the 
Sixth Art” (1911) and the even more academically acclaimed “Reflections on the Seventh 
Art” (1923), defines cinematography as the synthesis of all the precedent six art forms. 
They were classified by the idealist philosopher Hegel, in “Lectures of Aesthetics”  (1818), 
nominally: architecture, music, painting, sculpture and poetry; the sixth art, dance, was 
added by Canudo itself in the first manifesto from which it derives its name.

More than a century later the movie landscape has changed substantially, but the 
principles that govern filmmaking have endured the test of time. Movie production is still a 
concerted effort that requires the cooperation of a vast number of people with different 
skillsets (Hoskins et al., 1997). Arguably, in this increasingly interconnected contemporary 
world (Castells, 2008), the production of a movie is a task that depends on a significant 
number of agents from various parts of the world that work together, combining their 
expertise to fit in a bigger picture (Hoskins et al., 1997).

1.2 Contemporary Landscape
According to estimates of the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), in 2016 the 
international box office accounted for more than 70% of the total box office. The total box 
office is the sum of all the international box offices plus the domestic one. Since the above 
mentioned figure is in line with the one posted in 2015 that highlights a consolidated trend 
(MPAA, 2017). In particular, the report highlights steady growth in the Asian continent. 
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Although in 2016 the Chinese box office has lost one point percent over 2015 (MPAA, 
2017), an Ernst & Young report predicts that by 2020 the US box office market will be  
consistently overcome by China (E&Y, 2016).

The figures speak volumes about the waning centrality of Hollywood and the up-and-
coming realities of Asia. China, in particular, is singlehandedly shifting the conversation 
with the sheer number of its population (Rapoza, 2017). It is making Hollywood producers 
retool movies in order to increase their appeal to the Chinese audience (Beech, 2017). For 
example, actors that will fare well with a targeted audience are being casted and entire 
scenes are reshoot (Osnos, 2010). That happened for the movie “Red Dawn”, where the 
ethnicity of the antagonists have been changed to appease the Chinese authorities 
(Osnos, 2010). Matt Singer, the editor-in-chief of Screen Crush, states that nowadays 
“Movies have to be made as sensitively as possible so as to not offend any particular 
country” (Brook, 2014). As David Hancock Head of Film and Cinema at IHS Screen Digest 
notes: “They’re making films that have fairly universal ideas and themes, they’re not really 
culturally specific” (Witonsky, 2016). In order not to offend anyone’s sensibility, producers 
craft movies that do not propose a strong point of view. Arguably, the disposition of 
producing companies to bend their creative people original vision to appease a particular 
section of the world population, hinders the overall quality and independence of the 
creative work of all the people working in the cinema business (Tsui, 2017). In turn, that 
could spurn some unplanned fallback in the US home market, where cinema ticket sales 
are already falling (MPAA, 2016).

On the other side, movie producing is a business, and it has to follow wherever the market 
is leading. It would be ingenuous to paint a picture of movies being just a creative 
endeavour, completely detached from the economic realities of the companies financing 
them.

1.2.1 Chinese Landscape
In order to protect the national movie industry, China has traditionally adopted a yearly 
quota system that limits the number of foreign movies it allows to screen (Carrol, 2013), at 
the moment the quota is set to 34 per year (Frater, 2017). And, to make matters worse, the 
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foreign companies are limited to net just 25% of the total box office profits, in opposition 
with the usual 50% split between the cinemas and the producers (Evans, 2016).

As a direct consequence, a phenomenon that can be traced back to internationalisation 
through co-production emerged. Accordingly, Hollywood producers responded by 
aggressively pursuing coproduction’s strategies with Chinese local production companies. 
Co-productions do not count against the film quota limit and allow foreign producers to 
keep up to 43% of the profits (Carrol, 2013).

The moment in time that can be marked as the starting point for the shift in Chinese 
national policies in respect of co-production of movies is 2007, during the 17th National 
Congress of the Communist Party. There, the former general secretary of the party, Hu 
Jintao, announced a renewed effort in the internationalisation through movie co-production 
in order to curb China’s lack of global cultural relevance (Jintao, 2007). Since 2007 these 
co-producing efforts have changed the movie landscape in China. They gave Chinese 
production companies the opportunity to broaden their reach to the Western world by 
integrating Western’s best-practices. These best-practices were established by leading 
Hollywood producing companies and they were introduced to Chinese producing 
companies less-advanced workflows (Peng, 2015). 

The shift in power is apparent when taking into consideration the recent prominence of 
Chinese cultural ideas in international formats (Keane, 2016). i.e. the movies “Warcraft” 
and “The Great Wall”, some of the last movies produced by Legendary Entertainment after 
being acquired by Dalian Wanda. They present Chinese elements throughout and, 
although being American-led in terms of language used, casting and creative production, 
are primarily geared toward a Chinese audience.

Dalian Wanda is one among several Chinese conglomerates highly subsidised by state-
owned banks (Cendrowski, 2015). In the later paragraphs it will be shown the strong ties 
between certain company actions and previous government decisions. i.e. the 
governmental attempts to redress the “Cultural trade deficit” (Keane, 2007).
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The next National Congress is set to start the 18th of October of 2017 (Frater, 2017). The 
general secretary and president, Xi Jinping, could confirm the enduring support of the 
direction the country has taken the last ten years or could steer the country in a new 
direction. For now, it is apparent that Xi Jinping will maintain his leadership (Frater, 2017). 
The Party published a standard public statement that says that the congress will promote 
“A moderately prosperous society, deepen reform, advance rule of law, and strengthen 
strict Party governance” (Xinhua, 2017).

1.2.2 American Landscape
Hollywood, in turn, is at the receiving end of China’s conduct. The US ticket sales are 
stagnating and just the proliferation of 3D, Imax and more expensive types of ticket is 
preventing a decrease in total box office revenues (MPAA, 2017). However, that is not a 
sustainable strategy, at a certain point, the production companies will incur in diminishing 
returns. A part of the moviegoers will get priced out, and there will be reduced numbers in 
total attendance (Richeri, 2016). American production companies are increasingly 
depending on film export revenues to cover the growing production costs of a blockbuster 
(Richeri, 2016). 

Still, to this day, the relevance of American movies is near absolute, at the global box office 
in 2014, 2015 and 2016, at least 17 of the top 20 highest-grossing films were Hollywood 
productions or US-led co-productions (EAO, 2015 & 2016). Whereas the movie exports 
business is strong and growing, the import is a fifth in size, totalling just $3.2 billion, 
compared with the $16.3 billion of the exports (MPAA, 2016). Due to a decline in relevance 
onto the world stage, the American companies are shifting their approach to more subtle 
ways. Hollywood is curtailing China’s impact by deploying resources toward producing or 
co-producing movies that will appeal a more diverse audience in promising growth markets 
(Richeri, 2016). 

1.3 Shifting the Paradigm
China has acted in a forward thinking way by trying to advance in its position as a creative 
country instead of a producing country (Wen, 2016), where its global economic presence 
is already peerless. China is trying to develop some sort of “Cultural soft power” (Xiang, 
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2013). Soft power, a persuasive approach to international relations, will be extensively 
treated in the theoretical framework chapter. However, Western researchers are still on the 
fences regarding the results of their aspiration, Shambaugh for one, believes it is yet 
facing a soft power deficit (Shambaugh, 2013).

Until recently, Chinese producers and investors were not experts in the international 
markets due to government’s intervention in every step of the producing process (Keane, 
2016). Now, things are gradually changing and the projects they are undertaking are riskier 
and more creatively relevant than ever (Keane, 2016). To confirm the shift in focus, a 
Chinese scholar analysed a series of speeches and official comments made by China’s 
policy advisors that demonstrate China’s increased willingness to export its world views 
through the media and communication sectors (Sun, 2015). China’s newfound ambition is 
not to be mistaken for a success in the present endeavours: the above mentioned Chinese 
scholar, Sun (2010) has also stated that “China’s ongoing global ambitions are a mission 
impossible” (Sun, 2010). In 2012, for reference’s sake, only 2% of cultural exports were 
coming from the media (Li, 2016).

Shambaugh (2013) weighs in by stating that: “We witness a large and growing number of 
China’s cultural activities abroad – but very little influence on global cultural trends, 
minimal soft power, and mixed to poor international image in public opinion 
polls” (Shambaugh, 2013). That further reinforces the notion that China is willing to invest 
in the media market, but it has yet to develop mainstream appeal due to its troubled record 
of censorship and cultural relevance. 

1.4 Dalian Wanda Group
Dalian Wanda is a Chinese conglomerate founded in 1988 by Wang Jianlin, the richest 
man in China, according to Forbes’ China Rich List (Forbes, 2016). The company made its 
initial fortune in the real estate business and, at the moment, it is the country’s largest 
commercial real estate developer (Forbes, 2017).

In order to diversify the company’s portfolio, in the last years, Dalian Wanda entered in the 
entertainment and tourist businesses to capitalise on China’s growing middle class 
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(Wanda, 2017). It started by launching a series of theme parks that were supposed to rival 
Disney in mainland China (Barboza & Barnes, 2016). Then, it followed by planning to build 
a mega studio complex in Qingdao (Maddaus, 2016). Notably, it also involved acquiring 
the second biggest US cinema chain AMC Theatres, the US producing company 
Legendary Entertainment and UK Odeon & UCI Cinemas (Lieberman, 2017), among other 
acquisitions.

At the moment, Dalian Wanda is in an uncertain position, possibly for the first time in its 
history. The founder’s strategic vision centred around theme parks is failing and part of  
Dalian Wanda empire is being dismantled to pay off its outstanding debt (Bradsher, 2017).
In August 2017, Wanda announced it was selling $9.3 billion worth of assets to another 
Chinese property developer, Sunac China, in a deal including 76 hotels and 13 theme park 
projects(Wee, 2017). Such move was reframed by the company as a broader shift to a so-
called asset-light strategy, where Wanda would own less properties and collect the 
majority of revenues from management fees (Bradsher, 2017).
Moreover, Chinese banking regulators put six of Dalian Wanda’s overseas acquisition 
deals under scrutiny (Sun, 2017), reviews in the form of loan checks and other financials 
measures will be conducted to confirm the economic sustainability of the deals (Yu, 2017).

The decline of Dalian Wanda’s fortunes and other Chinese conglomerates alerted 
American lawmakers as well. The Committee on Foreign Investment in the United Stated 
(CFIUS) is now increasingly paying attention to deals made with China and are currently 
blocking some of them (Mozur & Kang, 2017). In Dalian Wanda’s case, first there was the 
investment in Paramount that was spurned by the studio itself (Li, 2017). Then the 
acquisition of Dick Clark Productions (Tseng, 2016), the deal fell through because Wanda 
“Failed to honour its contractual obligations” (Boehly, cited in Lieberman, 2017).

1.4.1 Chinese Financial Situation
The Chinese government, which was once a precious ally in Dalian Wanda’s climb to the 
top of the ladder of influential Chinese companies, is now cracking down on the ever-rising 
rivers of debt that companies are creating with their acquisitions (Bradsher, 2017). 
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In order to create far-reaching conglomerates that could take on the global economy, the 
Chinese government supported a number of tycoons with cheap debt provided by state 
bank (Bradsher & Wee, 2017). Subsequently, the tycoons begun to spend the money by 
acquiring foreign companies, often overpaying for them, and build their empires in the 
process (Bradsher & Wee, 2017).

What was born out of this misguided economic policy are aptly called “Gray rhinos”, 
defined as visible problems in the Chinese economy that are ignored until they start 
moving too fast (Bradsher & Wee, 2017). More specifically, the Communist Party’s banking 
commission is concerned that these companies’ level of outstanding indebtedness could 
jeopardise the stability of the Chinese financial system as a whole (Wee, 2017).

1.5 Legendary Entertainment
Legendary Entertainment is an American company based in California, founded by 
Thomas Tull in 2000 (Forbes, 2017). In 2016 Dalian Wanda Group, acquired it for more 
than $3.5 billion (Kaiman, 2016). To this day it is the largest acquisition of a US production 
company by a Chinese firm (Yuanyuan & Dongjie, 2016).

Legendary became prominent in 2005 with the production of director Nolan’s “Batman” 
movie trilogy, in collaboration with Warner Bros. However, since its beginning in the movie 
business it has expanded its effort on a number of ventures such as the Geek & Sundry 
and Nerdist Industries Digital Networks, Legendary Comics and, starting 2011, it created a 
Legendary Television Department.

The reasoning behind Dalian Wanda’s acquisition was explained by Wang Jianlin during 
the signing ceremony: “Wanda’s businesses will encompass the full scope of film 
production, exhibition and distribution, enhancing Wanda’s core competitiveness and 
amplifying our voice in the global film market” (Yuanyuan & Dongjie, 2016). With this 
acquisition, Wanda has become a global movie company with holdings at every step of the 
production process. Given that in 2012, among other acquisitions, Dalian Wanda bought 
the cinema chain AMC, Legendary Entertainment can advance its dream of becoming a 
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major company with a strong partner in the biggest projected market in the world (Ernst & 
Young, 2015). It was not a sudden move by Legendary Entertainment to search for 
Chinese partners, its strategy dates back to 2011, when Legendary Entertainment founded 
Legendary East, a joint venture with Huayi Brothers (Finke, 2011), another Chinese 
production company, with the objective of co-producing movies by circumventing the 
Chinese authorities quota.

At the time of the sale, the plan was to integrate Legendary Entertainment into Dalian 
Wanda’s film division, then create a holding and sell its shares on the Shenzen stock 
market, but it was halted due to a volatile situation that would not have benefitted the 
investors (Ford & Masters, 2017). Although Dalian Wanda stated that it did not want to 
interfere with Legendary Entertainment, at the start of 2017, made Legendary 
Entertainment founder and CEO Thomas Tull resign due to frustrations over the 
development of new movies and the poor box office reception of the movie “The Great 
Wall” (Ford & Masters, 2017). This radical shift, in addition to the setback regarding the 
fusion of all Dalian Wanda’s movie holdings, is now viewed under the light of financial 
strain (Ford & Masters, 2017). To curb some of the suspicions, Wang Jianlin stated on the 
record that he intends to invest $5 to $10 billion for overseas projects each year (Chow, 
2017).

One critical aspect is that Legendary Entertainment does not own a move distribution 
channel, during the years it has partnered with Warner Bros and Universal to release its 
movies (Abrams, 2011 & Faughnder, 2013). Legendary has agreements with the two 
companies extending throughout 2019. At this time, there have not been talks over a 
continuance of the relationship or starting a joint venture within the umbrella of the Dalian 
Wanda Group. That is probably due to the ongoing search for a new CEO (McNary, 2017). 
Until a comprehensive strategy is released to the public, the situation inside Legendary 
Entertainment remains uncertain.
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2.0 Research Problem

After an overview of the set of problems of the movie industry, I identified one area of 
interest and purposefully crafted the main research problem:

RP: How can movie’s co-productions help China achieve its objectives regarding global 
cultural relevance?

The research problem wishes to emphasise how movie production is an integral part of 
China’s efforts to bridge the soft power gap compared to the US. Through movies, China 
intends to follow the American path and gain a degree of cultural influence around the 
world. In this context, a review of past literature on soft power, movies co-production and 
steps required to reach cultural relevance will guide the researcher’s analysis. 

Therefore, the research problem can be broken up in three parts. First by examining the 
strategy of Chinese policymakers to bridge the gap in cultural relevance. Secondly, by 
analysing the movie producing landscape at an industry level, recounting the history of 
Sino-American co-production and the contemporary environment. Lastly by tying it all 
together, in the Dalian Wanda-Legendary Entertainment case, that exemplifies much of the 
topics debated in the two previous questions and adds an interesting layer of implications 
for the future.

Thus, the first research question can be formulated as:

RQ1: How and why is China advancing its political agenda by increasing its collaboration 
efforts in the movie business? And what are the modalities employed?

Soft power is a subtle way to improve a country’s position in the order of the world. How a 
country can increase its attractiveness through medias and, specifically, in the movie 
industry is the aspect the first research question is most concerned about. To answer the 
question, I have looked for an academical overview of soft-power and empirical evidence 
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in the historic movie business relationship of the two countries and, more specifically, in 
their co-production background. China is the focus of the first research question because, 
arguably, the US has already reached the pinnacle of global influence and now it is 
managing the dominant position.

RQ2: How are Chinese and American production companies, trying to overcome their 
different objectives in order to reach true and successful co-production?

Although China and US’ production companies are becoming increasingly reliant on each 
other, how can they develop best practices by working together while they challenge each 
other for cultural preeminence is the aspect the second research question is concerned 
about.

RQ3: How is Dalian Wanda dealing with the complexities inherent in acquiring an 
American production company, namely Legendary Entertainment?

In the last research question, all the previous general considerations are boiled down to a 
practical case involving an American producing company being bought by a Chinese 
conglomerate. I am going to analyse the challenges both companies are facing to achieve 
their different agendas through a common strategy. And argue for the reason why this 
could be the next step for China in order to catch up to the Asian competition first and 
possibly the US next.
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3.0 Theoretical Framework

3.1 Defining Soft Power
Joseph Nye, in his seminal book “Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American 
Power” (1990), coins the term soft power and describes it as a “Nation’s capacity to exert 
influence through foreign policy, political values and culture” (Nye, 1990).

There are three main areas in which a country can gain soft power: political values, culture 
and foreign policies. Although China is active in all three domains, the focus for this project 
is on soft power achieved through cultural influence.

3.2 Soft Power through Movies
Since the invention of the motion pictures medium in the XIX century, there was always a 
vested interest in companies to produce and then commercialise a movie. Other than the 
economic benefits, there are fringe benefits in capturing at first, and retaining during time, 
the imagination of the audiences around the world. In this section, the thesis is going to 
delve in all these aspects but the economical ones.

Nye (2012) states that: “In an information age in which credibility is the scarcest resource, 
the best propaganda is not propaganda” (Nye, 2012). Expanding on this concept, Nye 
means that, in order to achieve an optimal level of attractiveness, it is not enough to build 
infrastructures, such as movie studios, cinemas etc., a system that transfer skills has to be 
put up in place. In this system the first step is to attract skilled workers and convince them 
to work with the hosting country and transfer their knowledge.
 
In this light, historically it became clear for the American media industry complex that 
movies were the cultural product with the biggest capacity of generating attention all 
around the world (Geltzer, 2016). On the other side of the ocean, in China, this lesson has 
been received and processed accordingly. The state-owned China Film Group, in its 
position as the monopolist over Chinese distributions rights of Hollywood’s movies, has 
reaped huge profits from them. Subsequently, it has redistributed the profit surplus to 
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stimulate the domestic industry with the hope of developing a big enough impact and, in 
turn, to impact the world in a similar way (Makinen, 2016). 
 
At the same time, Chinese movies that praise the history of China probably hurt China’s 
soft power reputation more than fostering it (Keane, 2016). Usually a movie is critically 
acclaimed if it draws attention to the repressive regime and critically panned if it promotes 
the government, because it is considered propaganda (Keane, 2016).

3.3 Soft Power in China
In the last 30 years China has become the “Most geopolitically significant development of 
this century” (Keane, 2013), China has also tripled its share in the global economy and 
sextupled its absolute economic size (Australia in the Asian Century, 2012). There is no 
doubt that China is an economic powerhouse and it is rapidly approaching the US level of 
importance in the global economy. 
 
The place where China has yet to make significant strides is influence in the global stage, 
it plans on becoming a “Strong Cultural Nation” (Li, 2014) through the improvement of its 
soft power reach. Although spending around $10 billion on soft power initiatives 
(Shambaugh, 2013), China is still a consumer of Asian culture (Chua, 2012). The Chinese 
government does not like to realise its lack of cultural power. Especially taking into 
consideration the historical attractiveness of China during the Middle Kingdom that created 
the lasting impression of an advanced culture (Keane, 2016). More recently, in 1988 the 
president’s policy advisors were already writing that “Cultural power is an important 
national power and is an important component of comprehensive national power” (Zhang, 
2010).

China is trying to rebrand itself with a “Charm offensive” by enhancing its soft power 
through a no-profit called China Public Diplomacy Association (Claassen, 2015), the 
establishment of Xinhua, a global news service and the Confucius Institutes (The 
Economist, 2017). In a series of moves intended to supplant the Washington consensus 
with the Beijing consensus (Kurlantzick, 2013). The Chinese government has introduced 
various regulations to support and develop cultural industries, or as they call it “Pillar 
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Industries”, for example Can Wu, the Minister of Culture stated that: “We aim to establish a 
batch of world-famous cultural brands” (Can Wu cited in Shambaugh, 2013).

It is worth noting that some scholars believe this is destined to fail due to the media and 
internet censorships and its distaste to tolerate “Cultural ambassadors” (Keck, 2013). As 
Peng Kan (2012) states: “The major reason China fails to export its cultural products, is 
that Government organisations and enterprises are the main force behind the exports. […] 
But these organisations and enterprise cannot promote satires through official 
communication channel. But cultural products without entertainment value rarely become 
popular in overseas markets” (Peng, 2012). The state-led soft power initiatives are 
believed to end up in utter failure due to the lack of popular involvement.

3.3.1 Steps Toward a Cultural Centrality
Nye (2012) advises that “The development of soft power needs to be a zero sum game. All 
countries can gain from finding attraction in one another’s cultures. But for China to 
succeed in this, its politics must unleash the talents of its civil society. Unfortunately, that 
does not seem about to happen soon” (Nye, 2012). As in the precedent paragraph, even 
the inventor of the term soft power is critical in the effectiveness of Chinese policies, given 
that the policies are not directed at increasing the population’s engagement level in 
China’s mission to increase its relevance.

Recently, the Chinese government admitted to the public the weakness of China’s culture 
abroad (Zhang, 2010). Then during the 17th National Congress of the Communist Party 
the former President Hu Jintao spoke at length about the need to stimulate cultural 
creativity (Jintao, 2007). Thus, linking the national interest to the growth of Chinese culture 
in the world, backtracking decades of conservative cultural security.

Michael Barr, a scholar, argues that it is unclear what China’s soft power specifically 
entails (Barr, 2011). Nye says that attractiveness needs to occur beyond the borders of the 
country (Nye, 2008). After all, it is the rest of the world that needs to change its view 
regarding China. The Chinese government can make cultural industries a priority, but it all 
hinges on the other countries’ view to align to the view China has of itself (Ramo, 2007).
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Specifically, China is trying an act of self-marketisation through movies by increasing the 
quantity and the quality of movies while, at the same time, maintaining and reinforcing their 
cultural identity. As researchers Zhu and Nakajima (2010) put it: “The Chinese state has 
managed the marketisation of the Chinese film industry with two goals utmost in mind: 
making the industry competitive in globalised markets while also maintaining the state’s 
grip on culture” (Zhu & Nakajima, 2010). The measures undertaken by the Chinese 
government are in direct contradiction of one of the tenets for developing attractiveness. 
Abroad and at home, a nation has to live up to its political values and the same nation 
foreign policies have to be recognised as legitimate and ethical by the global community 
(Nye, 2008). 
 
The state is not relaxing its regulation on censorship and interference in the Chinese film 
industry. It is trying to rebrand itself as more open and willing to embrace change, but 
those are inherently cosmetic changes. The underlying logics that guide the government 
decision-making processes have not changed (Su, 2010). 
 
Meanwhile, Chinese movie industry is still searching to strike a balance between 
government control and liberty of artistic expression. However, China has a chance to 
succeed, as Chua aptly points out China has a massive audience and consumer market 
(Chua, 2012).

3.3.2 Complications Regarding Chinese Soft Power
Chu, a Chinese scholar, (2014) clearly spells out the problem that the People Republic of 
China is facing: “There is a degree of reticence in the Western reception of Chinese media 
products that has less to do with cultural Chineseness than with the fact that soft power 
package also contains a hefty dose of the ideological persuasion of the current Chinese 
government”. (Chu, 2014)

As mentioned in a previous paragraph, there is a widespread suspicion from both the 
general public and critics regarding the sincerity of Chinese movies, that underneath the 
“Benign surface may cover some subtle propaganda on behalf of China’s centralised 
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government” (Rosen, 2010), the people from the First World have “This fear that is an 
expression of the West facing “a loss of centrality” which amounts to nothing less than a 
serious identity crisis” (Barr, 2011).

3.4 Keane Cultural Timeline
In 2013, an Australian scholar named Michael Keane, developed a model of “Cultural 
Timeline” in order to illustrate the nature of industrial upgrading and movement of human 
capital during time (Keane, 2013).

When applied to China, this model clearly shows how Beijing is making China climb the 
value chain through policy changes and investments (Keane, 2016). Nevertheless, the 
bulk of industrial activities are still cemented in the lower-value segments of production. 
The researcher Wang Jici calls the prominence of standardised production “Taking the low 
road” (Wang, 2007), as opposed to taking the high road that implies taking advantage of 
creative destruction (Schumpeter, 1942), by focusing on intangible services and 
businesses.

In this context, the intangible businesses the researcher is referring to are cultural creative 
industries. They started to take centre stage in the business community during the early 
2000s, following the shift in policies of soft power by the Chinese government. And they 
require a different skillset from the low-cost production companies China is famous for. 
Mathews uses the acronym RARE to describe the relationship between resources, 
activities, routines and entrepreneurship in successful creative businesses that fosters 
dynamism and innovation (Mathews, 2006). Among all the different creative industries, the 
research will focus chiefly on the movie sector.

Table 2. The Cultural Innovation timeline  

Stage Theme Strategic form 

Standardized  
Production

Imitation
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Subcontracting (fashion, animation, 
software, toys, furnishings, 
electronics)

Import substitution, local versions and 
cloning  

Collaboration Co-production and various forms of 
sharing knowledge  

Trade Beginning of soft power strategy; breaking 
out of domestic constraints 

Clusters Attempts to harness soft power by 
industrialising culture  

Creative
Communities

Borderless social network markets; 
reaches domestic and international 
online audiences 

© Michael Keane, 2010

3.4.1 Cultural Timeline Stages
As attached above, there are six stages of development in the Chinese creative economy. 
The upper levels are made of more complex cultural goods and they entail more complex 
financing and revenue sharing (Caves, 2000). I will describe them accordingly. 

3.4.1.1 Standardised production

The standardised production stage in the domain of culture can be referred to as 
outsourcing. i.e. animation rendering. In the first phase, competition is cost-based, the 
product manufactured are widely available and the quality is comparable among 
competitors, the only difference is the price (Storper and Salais, 1997). China has built its 
reputation thanks to its outstanding productivity output, case in point, more than 38% of 
Chinese cultural exports come in the form of outsourced contracts (Keane, 2013).

The remarkable efficiency is outweighed in terms of advantage by the implication it has on 
the innovation side of the argument. All of China’s efforts are aimed at reducing the cost of 
production, figuratively no money is invested in research & development activities (Wuvei, 
2011). Without investments in R&D the innovation curve remains flat and a bottom line 
mentality is fostered throughout the population.
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3.4.1.2 Imitation

Imitation serves a purpose. There is an art in copying and China is masterful at it (Keane, 
2016). Bonabeau's point of view is that imitation is the synthesis of inspiration and 
aspiration (Bonabeau, 2004).

In the media business, imitation takes the form of cloning (Keane, 2004). The Chinese 
Communist Party has always given strict guidelines regarding the production of content, 
the creative authors are now so dependent on these instructions that nobody is trying to 
innovate anymore (Keane, 2016).

The author, Stanley-Baker (2006) argues that “The recovery of the past” can guide and 
validate the creativity of the present (Stanley-Baker, 2006). In the sense that by imitating 
artefacts from the past, the people working on them reduce risks by conforming to a 
pleasant aesthetic. On the other hand, imitating downplays the creativity aspect of 
producing something original and fosters the belief that the older generations knew better. 
Thus, flattening the creator vision and minimising the potential of innovation.

3.4.1.3 Collaboration

However, imitation has clear drawbacks. Hence, collaboration with foreign partners 
becomes crucial to add a third stage: differentiation. Every collaboration needs central 
government approval (Memorandum of Understanding Between the People’s Republic of 
China and the United States of America Regarding Films for Theatrical Release, 2012). In 
the movie business the preferred form is referred to as co-production. 

In order to form a collaboration, two or more parties, with different expertise, work together 
for a time-limited project. They come together because benefits both parties through 
mutual advantages. The type of advantages is covered in the co-production section of the 
theoretical background.

In general collaboration, researching new paths for creation, and a shift from the imitation 
approach, lead to greater diversity and innovation. The modalities of increasing knowledge 
are taken straight from the absorptive capacity framework (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). In 
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China’s case a co-production facilitates technology transfers and accelerate the ability to 
recognise the value of new information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends. The 
savvier party is naturally disinclined to transfer knowledge, unless it has something to gain 
on its part.

3.4.1.4 Trade

Although, in this model, trade is hierarchically superior to collaboration, they often happen 
simultaneously. Trade is inherently a cultural exchange. The global actors seek 
opportunities through the opening of a market, China in this context. Since trade is driven 
by demand, imports and exports stimulate competition. Every society goes through periods 
where is a net exporter and periods where it is a net importer (Lotman, 2001).

At the moment China’s exports of cheap derivative products do not improve its stance in 
the world stage (Keane, 2016). China has yet to devise a set of ideas, icons, brands and 
messages that resonate both with the global community and the domestic market (Ramo, 
2007)

3.4.1.5 Clusters

Clustering is defined as an attraction of things or people that come together in the same 
area (Porter, 1990). In the context of Chinese economy it indicates a form of economic 
integration. The government believes that it is a mean to fast track economic growth.

A decade ago, this model was grafted onto cultural production by the government (Keane, 
2013). Media groups or conglomerates were born to simulate “managed 
competition” (Chin-Chuan, 2003). Most of them were endorsed by the government and 
were inefficient in their allocation of resource. At the moment, clusters are underperforming 
and are fertile ground for real estate developments (Keane, 2011).

3.4.1.6 Creative Communities

Although creative communities have the potential to become the most potent innovation, 
that is not yet the case. Until now, only proto-creative communities that fuse creation and 
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recreation have emerged, often the products that are created are not brought to market 
and consequently are not easily quantifiable (Keane, 2013). 

The Chinese people are avid consumers of Internet media services (Brynjolfsson & 
McAfee, 2011). Bottom-up participation is a typical web mechanic, where 
recommendations from fellow users drive traffic to sites, both legal and illegal. Everything 
is in flux and ever changing, that is the reason it has the highest disruptive potential (Qiu et 
al, 2009). But, because of state-imposed censorship, Internet is not a free environment 
and there are not the right pre-conditions to see a positive evolution in the near future 
(Keane, 2016). 

3.5 Co-Productions
During the last couple of decades international co-production for producing television 
programmes and feature films has gained traction and wider appeal (Berry, 2014). It is 
worth framing them in an academical context: in general co-productions are a way to share 
financial risk or a way to bring creative partners together to form a joint venture (Hoskins et 
al., 1997). 

Specifically, co-productions are an alliance formed for individual projects. A formal 
corporate structure is rarely formed, but even when it happens, the alliance never takes 
the form of an ongoing business entity. Usually one partner’s primary role is provision of 
investment, while the other’s role is to handle the creative and artistic contributions 
(Keane, 2013). 

As mentioned in the previous sections projects officially recognised as co-productions do 
not count for foreign quota purposes (Carrol, 2013), national funding agencies can invest 
in the project and private investors can access to tax incentives.

To keep things relevant and simple I will take into consideration co-productions between 
two partners coming from two different countries and will not excessively deal with the 
difference between treaty co-productions and non-treaty co-productions as they are not 
relevant to the issue I intend to research. Nevertheless it is worth noting that often co-
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productions span between multiple countries and multiple partners and there are 
difficulties for non-treaty co-productions to qualify as domestic productions (Keane, 2013). 

3.5.1 Benefits of Co-Production
The benefits and cost analysis is adapted for movies from Contractor & Lorange (1988) 
“Why should firms cooperate? The strategy and economics basis for cooperative ventures” 
(Contractor & Lorange, 1988):

I. Pooling of financial resources: in order to fund a world-class production, producers 
sometimes need to pool funds together with multiple financial contributions.

II.  Access to foreign government’s incentives and subsidies: an international co-
production can count as domestic content in both domestic markets of the respective 
partners and double as a source of tax incentives.

III. Access to partner’s market:  since each partner is more knowledgeable in his 
respective domestic market, there are synergies to be exploited in the distribution 
process and in the attributes a movie is needed to possess in order to be a success in 
each market.

IV. Access to third-country market: the same reasoning applied to the previous point but 
for a third country instead of the domestic market.

V. Access to a project initiated by a partner: there is a need to get access to an already in 
motion project.

VI. Cultural goals: sometimes the final objective is not monetary-driven, but culturally-
driven.

VII.Desired foreign locations: a production company may need access to a peculiar 
location and the best way to ensure that is through a co-production agreement.

VIII.Cheaper inputs in partner’s country: an easy way to access cheaper workforce.
IX. Learning from a partner: the learning opportunities from a more experienced partner 

are nearly endless.

3.5.2 Costs of Co-production 
While the benefits coming from a co-production clearly outweigh the costs associated, it is 
worth it to list them and take them into consideration when analysing co-productions:
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I. Co-ordination costs: various costs that arise from the more complex organisation, such 
as negotiating the co-production deal, administrative burdens etc.

II. Increased shooting costs: shooting in different locations split among two countries 
naturally increase costs.

III. Loss of control and cultural specificity: every joint business venture requires a higher 
degree of tolerance to compromise, especially if there are creative differences 
involved. There is also a risk in being too broad in the appeal, so much that viewers 
from both markets dislike the final product. Arguably this is the biggest risk associate 
with co-production.

IV. Opportunistic behaviour by the foreign partners: one of the partners could under-
allocate resources, or misjudge to his advantage the level of costs or revenues to be 
shared.

V. Creating a formidable competitor: by acquiring knowledge and expertise, one of the 
two parties could become more competitive in the future.
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4. History of China and US Film Relationship

In order to better understand the contemporary co-production landscape between China 
and the US it is useful a quick overview of the past interactions, Jeremy Geltzer (2016) in 
his book “Censoring the Silk Screen: China’s Precarious Balance Between State 
Regulation and a Global Film Market” (Geltzer, 2016) gives a detailed account of the 
history of the Chinese movie business.

4.1 Motion Pictures in the Early 1900s
China has a long history with motion pictures, just four months after Thomas Edison’s 
public premiere (Hopkins, 2004), the first movie set foot in China. Subsequently in 1906 
the first motion picture theatre was founded.

The first movie ever produced in China, entitled “Dingjun Mountain”, dates back to 1906.
During the primitive stages of film production, China was at the forefront of innovation. The 
Chinese authorities recognised the ideological power of that medium for political 
propaganda, it was just in 1930 that the first censorship law was ratified, effectively 
shutting down for 50 years the import of foreign movies.

4.2 The Quota System Introduction
During the 1980s Chinese movie industry was on the brink of collapse, attendance was 
plummeting and the Chinese regulators decided to allow the import of foreign movies and, 
in a second moment, the creation of joint ventures and co-productions (Zhang, 2008).

As usual, when a country opens itself to the international market place, the global capital 
begins to trickle into the financial system. Counterintuitively, that did not open up to more 
libertarian regulations, instead the Chinese Communist Party retained central authority and  
rolled out a series of protectionist measures that where intended to maximise the domestic 
profits. A quota system was put in place, where a limited amount of foreign movies could 
enter the Chinese market every year (Geltzer, 2016).
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4.3 Sino-American Joint Ventures
One of the first Chinese joint ventures was with the smaller but more advanced Hong Kong 
film industry (Beam, 2015). Until the early 1990s, all Chinese-American ventures were 
assisted productions, where the American company would provide all the funding and the 
creative effort while the Chinese company would only provide technical services (Peng, 
2016). Then in 1994 Wu Mengchen, general manager of the China Film Group announced 
a proposal to reinvigorate the domestic market by allowing foreign blockbusters into the 
country (Mengchen, 1994). At the time there were only two modes of entry into the 
Chinese market:
I. Importing content
II. Producing pictures as part of a joint venture

4.3.1 Cinematic Imports
Inside the imports there were two different modes of entry (Order of the State 
Administration of Radio, Film, and Television, 2003):

I. Flat rate: the foreign production company would get a flat payment in exchange for the 
movie’s distribution rights.

II. Revenue sharing joint ventures: both the foreign party and the Chinese counterpart 
provided funding and labour, effectively sharing the profit and the risks associated with 
producing a movie. This second mode of entry had the distinguished advantage of not 
making the movie part of the import quota.

Over the course of the next twenty years China has been able to fund a domestic studio 
system thanks to the influx of foreign revenues.

4.3.2 Division of Box Office Revenues
Inside the Chinese system, foreign co-productions would be granted only a small 
percentage of the movie’s total gross, once between the 13% to the 17%. Then, after the 
2000s, when China made concessions in order to participate in the World Trade 
Organisation, the number went up to 25% (Suddath, 2013). The number is still half of the 
revenues a production company net in every other part of the planet, but such is the price 
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of doing business with China and the loss in percentage is offset by the growing number of 
ticket sales, which makes China the second largest movie market after the US (Brzeski, 
2015).

4.4 Present Day
The Memorandum of Understanding Between the People’s Republic of China and the 
United States of America Regarding Films for Theatrical Release (MOU) signed in 
February 2012, is the last attempt to simplify and clarify China position regarding movie 
co-production and profit division after a long legal battle between China and the US. It is 
the result of the US’s action against unfair trade practices against China and it is the last 
chapter of a legal contention that is far from over. However, it provides a path to the future, 
committing the parts to further discussion in 2017 (MOU, 2012).

In this memorandum China vouches to increase the maximum number of foreign film 
imports to 34, among which 14 premium format films, and the box office receipt allocated 
to the foreign production company increase to 25% of the total, effectively improving 
market access and providing a bigger share of revenue for foreign producers.

China has benefitted from the MOU in significant way, it has become the second cinematic 
market in the world. Moreover, since the signing, each year movies revenue have grown 
between 37-48% annually and ticket sales have grown 30% YoY (Entgroup, 2015). Other 
positives include the expansion of domestic companies’ commitments in the production of 
a movie. Now the Chinese companies provide distribution, funding and creative duties 
instead of just technical support, as it was happening before.

Although after the signing the boundary between domestic and foreign film started to get 
blurry and emerged the term “Transnational cinema” (Su, 2011), because there was not 
anymore a precise definition of what the difference entailed. Nonetheless, advocators of 
the Memorandum were firm in the belief that compromising with the US would ultimately 
have benefitted China.
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The US had more reason than ever to enter the Chinese market by co-producing movies 
with Chinese companies, but that led to the fake co-production phenomenon. Fake co-
production is the endeavour of American companies adding Chinese elements, be it actors 
or locations just to appease the controlling bodies and have the film included in the quota.

4.5 Going Forward
There is still a lot of road to cover before the end of this contentious and fluid relationship, 
although there are some positive signs going forward there are many road blocks as well. 
The state censorship bureau is still an opaque organisation, which makes arbitrary cuts to 
movie screen time, based on general and unpredictable criteria, thus hindering competition 
(Hawkes, 2016). It is likely that in the near future the US will reopen the contention and ask 
for a larger share of theatrical ticket revenue, an increase in the quota and a diminished 
state intervention, while China will oppose due to concerns revolving around the erosion of 
the domestic market and the dilution of Chinese culture.

Since 2012 a lot has changed, the US production companies have struggled with growth, 
meanwhile China is not starving for an influx of capital, by now Chinese players are well 
established in the Hollywood ecosystem (Hammond, 2016). China has more leverage than 
what it used to have, it is no longer viable for Hollywood production companies to green 
light a blockbuster that could offend Chinese sensibilities, so probably, in the near future, 
American studios will bend to a certain degree to the Chinese requests.

The long-standing relationship China and the US have endured have brought an amount 
of accumulated experience that is going to be the base for all future collaborations.
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5.0 Methodology

In this chapter, I will disclose and develop all the methodological considerations and their 
relation with the project undertaken. In general, every methodology has the objective to 
elaborate on the most suitable and effective method for investigating a phenomenon. 
Thus, finding answers for the research questions that try to uncover part of the 
aforementioned phenomenon of Chinese ambition in the cultural and soft power world. 

In a perfect world, methodology is perfectly adaptable to the research questions. However, 
for all practical matters, a methodology is dependent on both practical considerations and 
the researcher philosophical stand between knowledge and the process from which it is 
derived. In particular, the worldview of the researcher will guide the analysis through the 
literature implemented, the typology of questions asked and how the answers were 
interpreted.

In the next sections there will be an extensive review of the model that inspired the 
analysis and the underlying choices that resulted into the conclusion of the study. The 
method selected is called the Onion Model, it was developed by Saunders et al. (2007) in 
his book “Research Methods for Business Students” and refined through the subsequent 
editions (Saunders, 2011=.

Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) propose that whichever philosophy a researcher embraces 
exists as a continuum rather than as an opposition. At the same time it is important to 
notice that the paradigm I have chosen is but one out of many others. Moreover, it was 
thought to be the most suitable, in consideration of the general business environment, the 
specific research questions as well as the proclivities of the researcher.

The approach I will be following in the analysis and discussion sections is inductive. 
Nevertheless, at times the discussion will require to reach deductive conclusions as I 
develop a theoretical proposition and test its applicability in the context. Therefore, it is 
useful to mention that, in practice, the philosophy may be applied more freely that what it is 
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usually advised by some authors. Nevertheless, I will not venture in uncharted territory, 
there is ample literature that support my stance. Since there is no way to conclusively 
assess the validity of a creative project, such as a movie, as its value can be reassessed 
over time, employing a strict and binding theory was not considered the best way forward.

5.0.1 The Onion Model
As shown below, the research onion (Saunders et al., 2011) was developed to describe 
the decision stages through which the researcher faces when investigating a topic. It is 
particularly useful because it represents in a condensed form all the steps a researcher 
has to take to develop a proper methodology (Saunders et al., 2011). 
 
Figure 1: The Research Onion

Source: © Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis and Adrian Thornhill, 2006
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5.1 Research Philosophy
The first order of business is to define a research philosophy: Bryman argues that it refers 
to a set of beliefs concerning the nature of reality being investigated (Bryman, 2012). 
Furthermore Guba and Lincoln (1994) argue that questions regarding which research 
methods to employ are of secondary importance in respect to questions of which paradigm 
is more suitable for the research. 

In particular, management researchers are required to be mindful of the philosophical 
commitments that are going to be needed in order to successfully compile a research 
strategy (Johnson & Clark, 2006).

5.1.1 Ontology
This subsection is meant to consider the philosophical underpinnings upon which the 
choice of the research design was made. At first I will introduce the ontology, defined as 
“The philosophical assumption about the nature of reality” (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). 
Relativistic ontology in particular is relevant since it states that people can have different 
standpoints (Latour and Woolgar, 1979) and truth can be reached through discussions and 
agreements between the social actors involved (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).

Taking into consideration that I intend to highlight the challenges Dalian Wanda faces in 
managing Legendary Entertainment, a relativistic view will prove crucial. In fact, Legendary 
is an American company that produces a distinct type of movies with a strong identity and 
a specific demographic in mind. And now Dalian Wanda is trying to take this formula and 
adapt it for a more global audience, with a particular eye for the Chinese moviegoers. The 
current ever-evolving situation requires the researcher neither to look for a unique solution 
for the case nor ignoring an underlying truth that might be discovered during the process. 
Talking to one of the side only may result in a different recollection of events compared 
with talking to both of them. Each person has a unique understanding of the situation at 
hand. The best way forward is questioning every statement, finding commonalities 
between respondent’s answers and backing everything up with secondary sources. So 
that I can approach a comprehensive view of how things actually went down.
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With the aforementioned facts in mind, I have preferred to choose a relativistic ontology 
which enables to accept the existence of several truths at once without excluding a priori 
any of them.

5.1.2 Epistemology
Epistemology is the scientific stance pursued to better formulate enquiries regarding the 
nature of the world (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). It has the function of answering to the 
question of how a research should be conducted.

This thesis is most concerned with subjectivism, the standpoint that describes the social 
phenomena being created from the perceptions and consequent actions of social actors 
related with their existence. In particular, the social constructionism side of the 
philosophical debate is concerned with making sense of the world through sharing 
experience among people (Berger & Luckman, 1966). Or as Remenyi and others (1988) 
put it: “The details of the situation to understand the reality or perhaps a reality working 
behind them” (Remenyi et al., 1988).  

The analysis of Legendary Entertainment is mainly based on inductive methods, through  
interpretation of data rather than measurement of them (Habermas, 1970). Logically the 
different interpretations of the researcher and the managers interviewed during the data 
collection period affect the final results. 

Whereas the managers interviewed interacted with the environment trying to make sense 
of it through the interpretation of a series of events, i.e. the acquisition by Dalian Wanda, 
they were trying both singularly and collectively to draw meanings from these 
concatenations of events. The researcher aims to understand and make sense of their 
subjective reality while it is being recounted to him, struggling to search for underlying 
motives, actions and intentions. It is not advisable to directly disprove the respondents 
view of the acquisition events, even if backed by proofs. What the researcher is interested 
in is their response to the events and predicting complications that may arise from it due to 
the respondents correct or misguided interpretation of said events.
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The subjectivity of the respondents is of particular relevancy in this work because the 
cornerstones of the thesis are interviews with managers working for Legendary 
Entertainment. Interviews reveal that managers’ relativistic truth may have a bias in itself 
because of the way in which they see themselves and their role as social actors inside the 
company (Knorr-Cetina, 1983).

5.1.3 Axiology
Heron (1996) argues that humanity’s values are the guiding reason of all human actions. 
Axiology aptly studies judgements about values, encompassing every aspect of human 
life.

More specifically to the issue at hand, the researcher has to demonstrate axiological skills 
by showing that he is able to articulate its values as a basis for making judgements 
regarding the research he is conducting. In the thesis framework, it means that I have to 
be able to abstract from the Western point of view. I have to retain my values as a basis for 
analysis. Therefore I will have to look at China not as a foreign power trying to erode the 
Western values, but as the sum of all the decisions it is making and judge if they are the 
best way to reach its objectives of increased cultural prominence.
  
In general, China is a nation that takes certain choices based on what is best for its 
people. These choices may directly affect other countries, but the researcher has to be 
able to judge those actions from the point of view of China. 

In other words, the researcher’s judgement is exposed in his choice of one topic over 
another, in the choice of one research approach over another and in the choice of a data 
collection technique over another. By picking a path, the researcher is indirectly giving 
more importance to something over another, thus passing a judgement. As mentioned in 
the previous section, it is not possible to gain absolute objectivity in research.
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5.2 Research Approaches

5.2.1 Inductive Approach
The inductive approach requires collection of data and development of a theory based on 
the collected data. It follows that the theory goes along with data rather than vice versa 
(Saunders, 2011). It is a move from the specific to the general (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The 
researcher’s task is to make sense of the interview data and formulate a theory based on 
the same data.

The research process benefits from a lack of theoretical framework because it eliminates 
some of the biases during the data collection stage (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Although it is 
true that there is no initial framework of reference after the collection and analysis of data, 
the gathered data can be found fitting into an existing theory (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

The context is what matters with this approach. In a vacuum there is no certainty in the 
cause-effect link between variables. It all depends on how the managers perceive their 
social world. Conversely, deductive reasoning tends to construct a rigid methodology that 
does not allow for alternative explanations on what is going on.

Each context is subjective to the mind observing it (Saunders, 2011). In order to get 
different views of phenomena and find a pattern in the response of the interviewees, it is 
apt to study small sample of subjects (Flick, 2015). The subjects should not be so 
qualitatively different to invalidate the collection of data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).

In the thesis’ context, as mentioned in the next sections, I contacted dozens of employees 
from both Legendary Entertainment and Dalian Wanda. I succeeded in approaching a 
small subset of them. Among the people interviewed all were employees of Legendary 
Entertainment, two were coming from the Burbank offices, while other two were coming 
from the Beijing offices. I chose to contact people that had different levels of involvement 
in the Wanda acquisition and where touched in various degrees, but not in a way that 
would skew the results either way.
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The project entails uncovering the issues Legendary Entertainment’s and Dalian Wanda’s 
managers experienced in order to come up with an array of possible recommendations 
based on the mixture of data and theory collected. The issues uncovered are going to be 
debated extensively in the analysis chapter. However, I prodded the managers with 
questions about their job routines and then I started to dig deeper in their perception of the 
deal with Wanda, reactions to it and how the change has affected them both personally 
and on a company level. In the analysis I searched connections between the statement of 
the interviewees and the public perception from newspapers, online articles and blogs.

5.3 Research Strategies
The research strategy frames how the researcher plans to carry out the work (Saunders, 
2011). Specifically, how he intends to transform a research question in a complete 
research project (Robson, 2002).

5.3.1 Single Case Study
Robson defines case study as “A strategy for doing research which involves an empirical 
investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using 
multiple sources of evidence” (Robson, 2002).

Even more indicative of the modalities I am going to use to reach meaningful conclusion is 
the centrality of context. Whenever using a case study the boundaries between the 
phenomenon being investigated and the context within which it is being investigated are 
blurred (Yin, 2003). The researcher is not trying to control the context, because the entire 
realm of context is being investigated and it is not limited by a number of variables that 
need to be collected. Morris and Wood agree with this vision when they argue for the 
usefulness of the case study whenever there is an interest in gaining a rich understanding 
of the context of the research (Morris & Wood, 1991).

Through the lenses of Wanda’s acquisition of Legendary Entertainment I want to highlight 
the causes and the processes that led to that decision. I am not interested in stopping the 
analysis at the company level, I want to find clues in the rationale behind the acquisition 
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and generalise that in the context of a trend of Chinese conglomerates sponsored directly 
or indirectly by the government to buy creative companies in order to increase China’s 
global cultural profile.

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of this wide topic I am going to need to 
pull data from multiple sources. Triangulation is the use of different data collection 
techniques within one study (Saunders, 2011) and fits the kind of analysis I chose do 
employ.

The use of a single case is not universally advisable. For students, however, it is tolerated 
due to the limited time, resources and scope they need to deal with.  Furthermore, I intend 
to use a holistic view of the company. The emphasis put on the film division is due to the 
centrality it has on the company as a whole and the fact that Legendary Entertainment has 
been bought with the specific goal of increasing Chinese influence in the creative global 
market.
 
Arguably, Dalian Wanda Group bought the company for its knowledge in the creative 
production industry, not just Legendary Entertainment expertise in film, but in everything 
production-related. Feature films just happen to be the most polarising aspect of its 
entertainment business. It makes business sense to focus on the movie division at first, 
since it is the one making more money and once settled that intervening in the other 
parallel business activities.

During the data gathering phase, I collected managers’ claims and personal opinions. The 
objective was to understand not just their professional opinions but also their peculiar point 
of view regarding the context they work in. Indeed, their personal interpretations of the 
company’s future plans affected the final outcome of the interviews. In the thesis context, 
the plans are the future slate of movies. These data lead to the spawning of predictions 
which are then confirmed with further observations, interviews or else, that may confirm or 
disprove the initial perspective.
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The Legendary Entertainment-Dalian Wanda case is a worthwhile way to explore existing 
balance of power in the context of China and US relationship in the movie business and 
get a glimpse in their relationship as a whole.

5.4 Time Horizons
Time horizons deal with the notion that a research can represent a snapshot of a situation 
or a continuum of a given period. I chose to employ a longitudinal perspective because it 
allows me to take into consideration the causes and consequences of Dalian Wanda 
acquisition of Legendary Entertainment. The change over a period of time is what the case 
study is concerned about (Bouma & Atkinson, 1995).

It is worth spending a moment to say something about the time horizons of this project. 
When I started investigating the company, the situation was fairly clear. It was a shocking 
news since it was the first time a Chinese conglomerate invested a large sum in an 
American production company, but the understanding was that nothing would have 
changed has a consequence go the acquisition. With the passing of time, the CEO of 
Legendary Entertainment left or was fired, the movies that were going to be box-office hits 
flopped and there was a corporate shakeup.

Meanwhile Dalian Wanda experienced complications as well, it failed acquiring another 
production company, the Chinese government put it under the microscope and as a result 
it was forced to sell part of its assets, including the Qingdao studios that was the 
centrepiece of their future strategy. News outlets are having field days thanks to all the 
information slowly trickling down and probably even more are to come in the next weeks. 
That is to say that a lot has changed since the inception of the project and I tried to adapt 
to the new environment to the best of my abilities.

 

5.5 Research Design
The last step is where data collection methodology is identified. The general plan of how 
the researcher is going to answer the research questions. 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5.5.1 Secondary Data
After the selection of a topic to investigate, I positioned myself within the research topic. 
The purpose was to understand which kind of new relevant insights he could contribute to 
the existing body of knowledge. Practically, that consisted in carrying out an extensive 
literature review. 

Secondary data were collected following the rationale of maintaining the highest degree of 
reliability by searching for dependable sources on the Internet and in the university 
databases. The researcher strived to exploit the most up-to-date and reliable journals’ 
articles and textbooks. 

I directed my attention toward three main topics: soft power, Keane’s cultural timeline and 
co-production. Although there was a wide choice of theoretical topics and frameworks I 
could have investigated, the ones selected are considered to give a comprehensive view 
of the Legendary Entertainment-Dalian Wanda case. The Chinese government’s aspiration 
for more soft power aptly explains Dalian Wanda’s acquisitions strategy. Indeed, without 
the government involvement through its state banks the Wanda group would have never 
had the capital to aggressively purchase its present portfolio of American companies. 
Keane’s cultural timeline helps the researcher to frame China’s quest to become a more 
modern society. Shifting from high-output and low-value production to high-value 
production of cultural products, such as movies. Lastly, I focused on the third stage of the 
cultural timeline, collaboration. Collaboration in movies is called co-production and I have 
explained it with an academically focused view during the literature review and form a 
historical stance in the empirical context section.

The reasoning behind the effort was that the secondary research is the foundation of the 
project. Here, it is used in the context of providing evidence and support of primary data.  
At the same time secondary data works as a validation for some of the interviewees more 
personal statements.
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5.5.2 Primary Data
Since the inception of the project I have always intended to rely on interviews within the 
company to gain the insights needed to complete complete the study, both for personal 
and academical reasons.

I have chosen to gather data through semi-structured and in-depth interviews. The 
academical intuition behind the choice of in-depth-interviews lies on the fact that a 
quantitative approach like a questionnaire requires to contact a large amount of people 
living on the other side of the world and it is in itself a game of numbers. Managers might 
not care for standard questionnaires, they usually have tight schedules and even if they 
are inclined to devolve some time to a student it is for a more focused series of questions.

On a more personal side I am naturally curious about the movie producing business. Every 
interview conducted was in equal parts business and pleasure. By contacting managers 
inside Legendary Entertainment and subsequently Dalian Wanda I was able to gain 
valuable insights for the project and create personal connections with the managers.  The 
questions prepared were academically focused and laboriously crafted through the 
secondary data collection period. It is important to highlight the fact that the questions 
asked during the Skype interviews and their email follow-ups were not always the ones 
prepared beforehand, but I chose to have some latitude to ask further questions as I 
deemed relevant (Bryman, 2008).

Arguably, some of the more valuable information came out of the latter kind of questions. 
Due to the more personal nature, the managers interviewed forgot they were talking to a 
stranger and opened up more than they originally planned to. One of the respondents 
while talking about the sequence of events that led to Wanda acquiring Legendary 
Entertainment affirmed that the employees did not know anything about it until they read it 
on the newspaper. Without being pressured, the same respondent said that a lot of people 
were leaving the company because of the stress tied with not knowing what the future of 
the company would look like.
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5.5.3 Search for Interviewees
I confirmed the aforementioned hypothesis by contacting dozens of managers of 
Legendary Entertainment, then dozens more of Dalian Wanda on LinkedIn. The response 
rate was very low, possibly because possibly due to the different time zones, or possibly 
because LinkedIn was not the best platform to engage people.

While contacting the interviewees I stated that i was a business student contacting them 
for an interview regarding a master thesis that had Legendary Entertainment and Dalian 
Wanda as the cornerstones of the research. It was complex to find an interested person, 
so the researcher approached the choice of finding the right person as an ever-going 
process. In the end, thanks to a common contact on LinkedIn Jordan Byers, Strategy 
Analyst at Legendary Entertainment, was the first person to be interviewed. In order to 
correct the lack of reliability due to the limited sample considered, I used secondary data to 
follow up for every statement given during the interview.

After the first interview the choice of relevant managers was not linear, due to the nature of 
the research methodology finding the right managers was as much a gamble as finding a 
topic to research with deeper fashion. In the end not every manager I wished to interview 
was available, so that has to be taken into account when analysing the companies. In 
order to get in touch with other managers inside Legendary Entertainment I deferred to the 
snowball effect technique. (Malhotra et al. 2003) At the end of the interview with Jordan 
Byers the researcher asked him if he would be available to introduce some of his work 
acquaintances to the researcher. The result of that was an interview with Omar Khan, 
Marketing Manager at Legendary Entertainment. 

For the second interview I followed the laddering technique framework (Malhotra et al. 
2003), that instructs to interpret the interviewee’s statements through the lenses of its 
underlying values, that helped the research focus on a particular set of questions that will 
be analysed in the discussion section of the thesis.

Parallel to the aforementioned line of interviews I tried to find people working in China in 
order to have a more comprehensive point of view of their global operations. The methods 
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employed were similar to the one described in the previous paragraphs, the fist point of 
contact was Tommie Curran Stage Manager at Legendary Entertainment, then Rima 
Yazbeck, Coordinator of Current Programming and International Distribution at Legendary 
Entertainment.

5.5.4 Interview Technique
According to Glesne (2006), interviews are prominent methods in qualitative research, 
they are employed whenever there is a need for a better understanding of managers’ 
perspective in their field of expertise.

As mentioned in the previous section, I used in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
managers following grounded theory’s qualitative-explorative approach in addition 
interviews are considered a proven way to collect relevant data (Burns, 2000). 
 
Specifically the researcher can follow up on some things said by the interviewee, as Patton 
notes “a combined strategy offers the interviewer flexibility in probing and in determining 
when it is appropriate to explore certain subjects in greater depth, or pose other questions 
not anticipated in the interview development” (Patton, 2002).

Contextually with the project at hand, the questions were slightly tweaked depending on 
the interview subject. The managers and producers interviewed provided an insider’s point 
of view and helped the researcher focusing both on the research approach and on the 
research questions’ scope. Most of the people interviewed talked only about their work and 
some of them extended the scope of the interview with professional insights from past 
experiences

5.6 Data Coding
In order to extrapolate the relevant information and present them in an organic way, I 
decided not structure data with categorisation’s models, that would have fragmented the 
data and would have not helped me during the analysis phase. Since the analysis is going 
to be divided into three levels from the general to the specific. Recounting a series of 
events is instrumental to the comprehension, that is why I preferred to employ a narrative 
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structure, defined as a recount of an experience presented in a sequential way (Coffey & 
Atkinson, 1996). 

The objective of this kind of coding is to present a coherent story, where the researcher 
recounts in chronological order what the story is about, what happened, what were the 
consequences, what is the significance of the events recounted and what is the final 
outcome (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). In narrative structuring a premium is put on retelling 
events chronologically and with different organisational contexts (Kvale, 1996), that is 
precisely the objective I am trying to achieve. My intention is to create, from the raw 
interviews, a unified and coherent tale around the events that led to the acquisition of 
Legendary Entertainment by Dalian Wanda.

Since the interviews’ structure was explorative and unstructured to a degree, some of the 
topics discussed during the Skype sessions were not included in Appendix 11.1.

5.7 Reliability and Validity
“Scientific methodology needs to be seen for what it truly is, a way of preventing me from 
deceiving myself in regard to my creatively formed subjective hunches which have 
developed out of the relationship between me and my material”  (Rogers, 1961).

Reliability, thus, represents the extent to which with the data collection techniques 
employed, another researcher, replicating the same study, will reach consistent findings 
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2008).

The matter is even complicated by the fact that video interviews may obstacle data 
reliability (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012), the lack of physical connection between 
interviewer and interviewee may leave the latter to feel unwilling to disclose certain kind of 
information that may have proven vital for the final outcome. As a whole, data gathered 
through the different interviews lack of absolute sample reliability due to the limited 
numbers of managers interviewed. Since this entire work is an interpretation of present 
and future actions of multiple player interacting with one another, there is a strong 
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possibility that different insights may arise by interviewing different managers at a different 
time.

On the other hand, validity is concerned with whether the findings are consistent with what 
they appear to be about, if there is a causal relationship between two or more variables 
(Saunders, 2011). I was more comfortable with the second aspect due to the nature of the 
data collected. The interviewees occupy senior positions inside the company analysed and 
they were clear in the sequence of events and their reactions to them.

The managers interviewed were all coming from the same company, so the researcher 
does not exclude the possibility that they were not completely honest in their recounting of 
the events and therefore the ultimate applicability of them.
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6.0 Analysis
In this section I am going to analyse and codify the findings collected during a span of 4 
months by 4 different sources. The set is of interrelated processes, through which data are 
collected, analysed, developed and verified, are going to be briefly explained. An important 
caveat is that analysis of a set of data occurs both during the collection period and after 
the collection period, while reviewing all the material (Kvale, 1996). 

As mentioned in the methodology chapter, data were collected during a mix of Skype 
interviews and email exchange. Then I transcribed the conversations, taking the time to 
interpret the meaning masked behind the tone with which the answers were given. I 
double-checked the transcription with a review of the audio to ensure nothing was lost in 
the mix. Finally, I developed a discussion linking together primary data collected during the 
interviews, secondary data collected on tertiary sources to give context and theoretical 
framework that rationalise the seemingly random events together.

6.1 Analysis of Research Question 1
RQ1: How and why is China advancing its political agenda by increasing its collaboration 
efforts in the movie business? And what are the modalities employed?

6.1.1 Overview of the Chinese Economy
By most standard metrics China is a global super power, bested only by the US. It has a 
workforce of more than a billion people and it is renowned for its industrial prowess. At the 
same time, China with its 5-year plans, legacy of its socialist roots, is a forward-thinking 
country. The government knows that in order to maintain global relevance they will have to 
shift from standardised manufacture to more complex forms of products and services.
 
In a sense, China is a victim of its own success. By growing at double digits percentages 
pace every year, inflation raise prices to catch with the increase in GDP and the cost of 
labour rises. As a result, each day millions of people exit the poverty threshold and join the 
middle class. It will not be long before other countries will fight China for the crown of 
cheapest manufacture country (Shih, 2013). As of now, it is cheaper to produce in 
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Bangladesh and Vietnam, soon some African countries could join in the sweepstakes 
(Wharton, 2016). China still maintains an edge in total capacity, but in the long run it will 
not be sustainable (The Economist, 2012). The next iteration for China is “Instead of the 
market to produce in, China has become the market to sell into” (Rein, 2012).

6.1.2 The Chinese Plan
Chinese policymakers realised that the economy had to change to follow the developing 
economical trend. In the last 5-year plan, redacted during the 18th Party Congress in 
2012, among technology and science improvements, former president Hu Jintao claimed 
that China was lacking in global cultural relevance and that the government intended to 
improve its soft power capabilities through investments in the cultural industries (Jintao, 
2007). A cultural system reform was afoot: policies to promote the development of cultural 
industries and market constructions were ratified. A particular effort was made to thrust the 
film industry forward by allowing private players to enter the market and clarifying the legal 
framework for co-production.

As it often happens with government-backed plans there have been some issues, not 
everything has run smoothly. Nevertheless, it is clear that China has something special 
that is coveted by every other country. And that is its huge and ever-growing consumer 
demand. Every year Chinese purchasing power rises, and every year a larger percentage 
of the population is able to spend more money on leisure activities. The increase in the 
living standards makes people climb in the Maslow pyramid of needs (Maslow et al. 1970). 
As it was noted in the introduction chapter, moviegoing is the entertainment option where 
people tend investing more time and money, so it has the biggest potential to grow in the 
near future in China (Child, 2015). 

The US production companies have always wanted to enter in that profitable and growing 
market (Wharton, 2016). And now the stars are aligned and the interest of China and the 
US’ companies are converging. Hollywood needs the Chinese customer base and it is 
willing to make concessions to keep increasing its revenue streams. Hollywood producers 
are partnering with Chinese production companies and sharing their knowledge in 
exchange for cutting through the complexities of dealing with state-controlled distribution 
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agencies whose objective is to protect and enrich their domestic companies market share 
(Curtin, 2015). On the other side, China wants to grow its soft power through cultural 
relevance in order to fight American “Media imperialism” (Boyd-Barrett, 2014) through 
which the US supposedly regulates access and consumption of media around the world. 
The contemporary times, with the rise of interconnectivity and a more easily retrieval of 
information, have helped weaken the perceived American medias imperialism. As early as 
1996 scholars coined the term “Peripheral vision” and were beginning to question the 
centrality of American medias, in favour of alternative media forms spawning from different 
platforms (Sinclair et al. 1996). Internet and social media allow people from every part of 
the world to join in the global conversation. Now, there is not a single way to retrieve news, 
there are numerous news outlet, with a plurality of views. The American medias may still 
steer the global conversation on certain topics, but it has never been so simple to find 
people voicing their opinion independently. Chinese government is challenging the status 
quo in many ways, i.e. with a global news agency, Chinese satellite tv channels, Confucius 
institutes etc. But all these efforts foster a classic view of socialist China that is not 
attractive for the sophisticated international crowd.

However, the Chinese government is still proposing a Maoist view that it is not palatable to 
Western audiences, especially in America, where it reminds them of the Cold War period.  
Arguably, it is from the “Red Menace” years (Levin, 1971) that the American population 
started to have suspicion regarding all things coming from China. That negative image of 
the Chinese population is precisely the reason why China needs to improve its efforts on 
the soft power front. Chinese people have given a name to the distinct dislike Western 
people have toward Chinese development, they call it “Third affliction” (Bandurski, 2010). 
That is the image that they should be trying to get rid of, not the way they identify 
themselves to the world. China should try to build a contemporary national identity capable 
of appealing the domestic population and the global population by blending a mix of 
historical values and more modern sensibilities. 

China should follow the way paved by Japan and South Korea. Japan altered its global 
perception with a mixture of cartoons, comic books, fashion trends and technological 
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businesses (Craig, 2015), while South Korea more recently did the same with a wave of 
television drama and Korean pop singers (Black et al, 2010).

To change the minds of the global population and to keep up with the Asiatic soft power 
competition, the Chinese government turned to movies as a source for positive impact.  
The Chinese government, in order to achieve soft power relevance through movies, 
followed the learning model of joint venturing with foreign companies. The model that 
shows how China can shift from lower-value standardised production to higher-value 
cultural production is Keane’s Cultural Timeline and the stage I am referring to is the 
collaboration phase (Keane, 2013). After all, the blueprint of learning by making an alliance 
with expert foreign companies worked for the last 30 years with standard manufacturing 
products. Until now, China has not experienced the same degree of success with creative 
production. In order to succeed in the film industry there are some intangibles that needs 
to be accounted for. As a creative enterprise, a movie requires an “Understanding of 
nuances, cultural complexities and entertainment values” (Peng, 2016). Those soft capital 
skills are not traits that can be simply transferred by working together with a more 
experienced partner. Transfer of knowledge capital is the most difficult skill to comprehend 
and replicate at large scale. 

In order to successfully transfer cultural knowledge at least three types of knowledge need 
to be conveyed: embodied knowledge, encultured knowledge and embedded knowledge 
(Blackler, 1995). As the name suggests, encultured knowledge is the most relevant one in 
this case. Encultured knowledge is the process of achieving shared understanding. In a 
movie, shared understanding can refer to cinematic technique, but also themes, genres, 
and emotions. In order to detect all the nuances of a cultural product such is a movie, 
every audience member has to be fluent, to a certain degree, to the cultural background 
the movie is representing or making reference to. It is equally important for a production 
team to understand and be able to communicate an idea in the easiest possible way to the 
end-user. That is certainly not the case with low-value production, where the product does 
not need to be interpreted and does not possess any nuance.
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6.1.3 Soft Power through the Co-Production of Movies
Soft power is a challenging proposition for China. The foundation of its economy is rooted 
in absolute reliance on governmental planning and careful execution (Bandurski, 2015). 
Instead, soft power requires a sensibility for nuances and the understanding that it is up to 
the world to like China and recognise it in the place China believes to deserve.

Soft power is not only part of the realm of foreign policy, it also has cultural aspects 
attached to it. For Chua (2012), soft power is a way for China to become more competitive 
as a whole. But Chinese aspirations are hampered by the traditional cultural heritage they 
try to export. As of now, all the efforts have been perceived as propaganda and resulted in 
little to no return (Shambaugh, 2013). During the discussion portion of the thesis, I will 
delve into the possible answers to that.

In particular, movies are an ambitious way to counter American dominance in the film 
business, where Hollywood influence is prominent. China intends to upgrade its film 
industry value chain by exploiting American expertise. It is using co-production of movies 
as a mean to increase its soft power and ultimately contend with regional and global rivals 
in cultural influence.

Since its inception, cinema has always been regarded as a useful tool to achieve soft 
power objectives. Now that movie production is considered a strategic industry (Beech, 
2017), the Chinese state is backing conglomerates to push for innovation. As mentioned, 
innovation is hindered by a set of cultural models, ideas, language and storytelling that it is 
eradicated in China tradition and it is too specific to have broad appeal (Hoskins, 
McFayden & Finn, 2000).

China has tried to solve the conundrum related with changing everything about how it is 
perceived around the world without actually changing any of its core values by investing in 
the construction of huge studios and infrastructures (Peng, 2015). It created clusters of 
moviemaking aggregate that will host foreign productions and domestic creative alike i.e. 
Qingdao Studio. But it has proven not sufficient. In fact, a thriving creative sector requires 
a bigger focus on soft skills, which cannot be simply built through a state project 
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(McKinsey, 2013). These soft skills (forms, ideas, stories) need to be universally 
understood in order to bear fruit.

Therefore, China is luring experts and professional figures alike through the means of co-
production and baiting American companies with the size and potential of its domestic 
market. In exchange, the Chinese government expects Hollywood to send a positive 
image of China to the world. To be clear, since China is not able to crack the code by itself, 
it is banking on the knowledge capital of Hollywood to pay the dividends.

As a matter of fact, co-productions with the least amount of Chinese personnel involved, 
but with some positive Chinese elements included, have been proved to result more 
popular domestically and abroad than co-productions with deeper Chinese involvement. 
So there is a lot to work on. And the poor results could discourage deeper involvement 
between Chinese policymakers and Hollywood production companies. 

The tension between creative and the state will further complicate the situation until China 
will not let go, at least part, of its control over content production in the form of censorship. 
Censorship plays a huge part in co-production complexities. Over the years, the Chinese 
government has filtered every ambiguous message in movies and that made domestic 
audience less sophisticated in respect to their foreign counterpart. That hinders the ability 
of filmmakers to express themselves fully. They are always preoccupied to either alienate 
the domestic base, with a complex subject for a movie, or alienate the global sophisticated 
audience that is looking for a high concept form of entertainment with a simplistic 
approach.

6.1.4 Issues with Chinese Movies Co-Production
Nevertheless, the Chinese government has increased its effort on producing quality films. 
In order to speed up the process it has entered into formal co-production treaties with 
Australia, Belgium, France, India, Italy, Netherlands, New Zealand, Singapore, South 
Korea and, most notably, the United Kingdom (China Hollywood Society, 2017).
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Although the US should be its natural partner in increasing the overall production quality, 
they have yet to enter in any formal agreement. As it is explained in the co-production 
history chapter, until now there has been a limit in the abilities of China to convince the 
biggest producers in the world to sign a binding agreement. At the moment, China needs 
the US more than the US needs China.

Several complexities emerge when two superpowers struggle to improve their perception 
before the world, especially in terms of linguistic and cultural barriers and production 
mechanisms. And even if everything works out, the return of revenues may not always be 
optimal. Part of the discussion chapter will be devoted to the discussion of such obstacles.

Over the course of the years, Chinese-backed movies have done well in mainland China, 
but failed at the foreign box office. That is because they are not geared toward a global 
audience. Chinese filmmakers know how to make the kind of movies that will be 
successful inside the country, however, for the greater part, they miss the creative 
savviness and sensibility to succeed in the global market. As explained in “The problem of 
embeddedness revisited: Collaboration and market types” (Andersen, 2013) there is a 
positive relationship between embeddedness, defined as the degree to which economic 
activity is constrained by non-economic institutions, and domestic market and a negative 
relationship between embeddedness and foreign markets.

The values of Chinese people are wildly different from American people ones. Often, the 
movies they produce are a revisitation of their values. For instance, they are often inspired 
by the Confucian morale. To make matters worse, they have a type of comedy that 
Western countries do not understand as it is rooted in their peculiar idiosyncrasy. Usually 
action movies have proved to translate better from one audience to another, while comedy 
has time and time again proved to be too complex to survive the linguistic translations.

In addition, the government keeps a tight grip to the imagination of intellectuals, directors 
and artists (Beam, 2015). Creative people need artistic freedom to express themselves to 
the best of their capabilities (McGiffert, 2009). By clipping their wings the Chinese 

�  of �54 139



government is reinforcing a concept of intransigent China that actually hinders its 
reputation. 

Censorship is a topic the government is keenly aware of: nothing that could upset the 
population or change the perception of the regime is tolerated. Censored media include 
but are not limited to television, print media, radio, film, theatre, text messaging, instant 
messaging, video games, literature and Internet. Non-governmental organisations, such as 
Reporters without Border, rank China as at serious risk of press freedom (2017). Since the 
Cultural Revolution days the state has controlled culture in order to protect the history of 
the country and, in turn, the Communist Party itself. To be as relevant as possible with the 
topic at hand: two streaming services similar to Netflix called Bilibili and AcFun have been 
forced to delete from their servers the majority of their American TV Shows. Officially that 
was due to issues with copyright regulations. Unofficially, it was part of a governmental 
crackdown on most internet activities (Li, 2017). Even after all the benefits that opening to 
foreign investors have brought, a new bill has been recently passed saying that movies 
should be "centred on the people, guided by core socialist values” (Beech, 2017).

That kind of attitude is revealed whenever a movie takes a stance regarding the Chinese 
government. If the viewpoint is positive critics from all over the world pan the film as a 
brutal act of propaganda. Whereas, for movies critical of the government an open view is 
kept and are often critical darlings and get invited to film festivals and have big media 
exposure.

It is easy to see how this controlling phenomenon hurts Chinese credibility in front of the 
rest of the world. 

6.2 Analysis of Research Question 2
RQ2: How are Chinese and American production companies, trying to overcome their 
differences  in order to reach true and successful co-production?
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6.2.1 Chinese Production Company Background
As mentioned in the previous section, China is changing its protectionist behaviour by 
engaging foreign companies to co-produce movies. The government has relaxed the 
regulations by making it more profitable to produce and shoot a movie in China. It has 
achieved this by trying to incentivise companies with more favourable tax incentives and a 
larger share of the box office revenues. Officially sanctioned, co-produced movies allow 
foreign producers to avoid the annual imported movie quota and to share a bigger cut of 
the film revenues, 45% instead of 25% (Entgroup, 2015).

There are several thousand production companies in China (Cain, 2012), a lot of them are 
state-owned. Since the 1990s the number of production companies has been comparable, 
the movie output has increased fivefold (Aranburu, 2017). Although the number of 
companies is huge, their expertise and box office success is limited. In 2012, the biggest 
Chinese production company, China Film Group Corporation, had only a 7% market share 
(Cain, 2012). The landscape is dominated by four big studios: the China Film Group 
Corporation, the Huayi Brothers, the PolyBona Film Distribution Company, and the 
Shanghai Film Group. Together they comprise the majority of the box office for Chinese 
produced movies (Aranburu, 2017). 

The State Administration of Radio, Film and Television (SARFT) periodically issues bans 
on movie imports in order to protect the domestic industry. It is also reluctant to allow a 
movie that reached a little over $15 million to be kept in the cinemas, unless it is a mega 
blockbuster, i.e. the “Harry Potter” saga (Zhang, 2012). 

Another government department is of capital importance in the release of a co-produced 
movie: The China-Foreign Film Co-Production (CFCC). This department, in accordance 
with SARFT, audits movies during two of the development stages. First, it approves the 
Chinese translation of the script before production, checking it does not infringe any of the 
censorship guidelines. Then, it controls the financial status of the foreign producer and the 
structure of the project. In the end, SARFT has the right of final approval and cut (Peng, 
2016). If one of the departments finds a violation of the rules it marks the movie as foreign 
and cannot be counted and screened as a Chinese domestic release.
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6.2.2 American Production Company Background
On the other side of the ocean, Hollywood is deploying a series of strategies to turn the 
maximum number of Chinese consumers to watch their movies. Some of their moves 
include among them: producing movies in Mandarin i.e. the movie “Man of Tai Chi”, 
directed by Keanu Reeves and co-produced by Village Roadshow and the Wanda Group. 
Partnering with Chinese companies on the investment front but not the creative i.e. the 
movies “Fast & Furious 7” and “Southpaw”. American production companies tried the 
opposite as well, by partnering with Chinese companies and only backing financially the 
movie, leaving the creative burden to Chinese companies i.e. the movies “The Karate Kid” 
and “The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor”. Some of the deriving advantages entail 
improved screen penetration and online ticketing. In the international markets, Chinese 
companies reaped huge profits from these co-productions thanks to Hollywood’s 
marketing and distributions skills and were basically the sole source of international profits 
(Zhou, 2012). Instead, without the support of Hollywood companies, Chinese movie 
exports have been numerous by numbers, but slim by profits. Practically, they export the 
movies they produce to foreign countries but those movies do not enjoy any sort of box 
office success. Working closely with more expert partners allows Chinese companies to 
improve the film industry as a whole, by advertising their movies to the world, thus 
increasing their cultural recognition.

American companies recognising the opportunities are flocking to China, trying to take 
advantage of the new political climate. The companies are rapidly scaling up co-producing 
efforts. Even though the partnering between Chinese and American entities is increasing, it 
remains a small percentage of the total sum of Chinese co-production endeavours. 
Approved Sino-American co-productions constitute just 8.6% of the total (Zhan, 2013). 

6.2.3 Fake Co-Production
Dan Mintz, CEO of DMG Entertainment, stated: “The process of China-US coproduction is 
tough for Chinese filmmakers. The contradiction of interest and culture cannot be avoided” 
(Yang, 2012). There is a level of conflict in every organisation, whenever interests are not 
aligned. American production companies need to partner with Chinese production 
companies to enter their market, but they are not required to actually teach them anything 
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about how to successfully produce a movie. Instead, it is in their best interest to keep the 
Chinese partners in the dark as much as possible, so that they would need the partnership 
in the future as well.

That is the reasoning behind the cases of fake co-production, where American companies 
use Chinese regulation in favour of their financial gain. They do not share any creative 
duties with the Chinese partners, they just outsource part of the funding, the location and 
technical support. Moreover, they just make cosmetic changes to appease the authority.  
At the end of the project, the Chinese production company has not gained anything from 
the experience. i.e. the movie “Iron Man 3”, where Shane Black, the movie director, and 
the cast refused to shoot in China, although some of the scenes in the final cut of the 
movie are set in China (Montlake, 2012). The aim was to enshrine Chinese elements 
within a Hollywood blockbuster, thus mixing up the best of both worlds. Instead, after it had 
been revealed that it was considered a domestic production and that two different cuts of 
the movies were being distributed, a version for all the international markets and another 
one for China, it was panned by domestic critics (Brooks, 2013).

In 2012, after a couple of movies (“Iron Man 3” and “Looper”) utilised this fake co-
production strategy where the movies get out of the quota system, lean on domestic 
investment and endanger Chinese domestic movies, SARFT tightened the regulation to 
obtain official co-production status (Coonan, 2013).

6.2.4 Contemporary Landscape and New Regulation
Now, in order to qualify as a co-production, American and Chinese companies have to 
work together both on the financing side and the creative side. More so, the copyright of 
the movie is now shared between the companies, it is not solely owned by the American 
company as it was the case until the 2000s (Rivera, 2000). American companies are 
beginning to alter scripts, i.e. the movie “Gravity”, where China Space Agency helps the 
protagonist land safely. Scenes, i.e. the movie “Transformers: Age of Extinction” where 
scenes were shot in Hong Kong and there are a lot of Chinese product placed throughout 
the movie. Casting, i.e. the movie “Star Wars: Rogue One”, that features two Chinese 
movie stars (Aranburu, 2017). All those adjustments were not cosmetic, they had a part in 
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the economy of the story, instead of being simple add-ons they were functional to the 
structure of the plot.

Nowadays, co-ventures are arranged through the China Film Coproduction Corporation 
(CFCC), a state-owned company, and take more than 40% of all Chinese box office 
revenues (Peng, 2015). The new regulation issued by SARFT states that in order to  be 
considered as official co-production movies must have the following features: 
I. At least one third of Chinese investment. 
II. At least one scene shot in China.
III. At least one Chinese actor with significance presence.
IV. Show positive Chinese elements.

American companies complied to increase their appeal to Chinese audiences, garner 
favour with the CFCC, in order to pass its review process and be certified as domestic 
movies. Moreover, they managed to secure an advanced schedule for the release date. It 
was always difficult for foreign production companies to know the precise date of premiere 
of a movie in China, due to all the byzantine procedures that are connected with choosing 
a movie opening date by the various Chinese departments (Graser, 2013).

This evolution shows how each time China passes tougher laws to co-produce a movie, it 
also has to allow a form of relaxation of the regulation on another point in order not to 
alienate the American companies. Although, sometimes, it might seem a unidirectional 
relationship, China needs the US and vice versa. The Chinese government needs to keep 
a harsh facade for its population, but it also has to keep the foreign companies engaged in 
the relationship through incentives.

6.2.5 Difference in Taste
“The delicate balancing game of Hollywood studios trying to work out what the Chinese 
market wants while simultaneously catering to Americans” (Watt, 2014). Unfortunately, that 
has created some strange mixture of movies that are trying hard to appeal Chinese 
authorities and Chinese population but are not speaking to an American audience. 
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Since the tastes and cultures are so different, the sensibilities also differ wildly. Straubhaar 
(1991) argues that “The increasing interdependence of the world television market seems 
to bear a strong regional flavour” people get used to a certain way of watching movies, 
certain tropes and it becomes difficult to break out of that habit and broaden their horizon. 
In general, while Chinese audiences are used to English-spoken movies, the same cannot 
be said for American audiences. There is a distinct refuse to watch a movie in another 
language. 
 
In the above mentioned paper, Straubhaar points out that language groups reinforce 
regionality (Straubhaar, 1991), so there is a reinforcement of the notion of regionality in the 
media. Moreover some of the fabula, the raw material of a story, and narratives in general 
differ wildly. So much, that a movie aimed at addressing both countries’ audiences usually 
fails to achieve its goal. There surely is a way to find a middle ground for a movie, which 
has a distinct personality, which is appreciated and that it does well at the box office. But 
production companies have yet to find the right combination of elements. Until now they 
just managed to either cater to the international market or prioritise the Chinese domestic 
market.

A silver lining can be found in another paper from Straubhaar (1991) “Beyond media 
imperialism: Assymetrical interdependence and cultural proximity” (Straubhaar, 1991), 
where the author demonstrates how cultural proximity can overcome language differences. 
In particular, if the US can influence the Chinese population as much as other, admittedly 
more similar, countries like Hong Kong and Taiwan (Gold, 1993), they should be able to 
overcome the current impasse. This point will be further discussed in the discussion 
chapter.

6.2.6 Future Outlook
The future is uncertain by nature, but global interconnectedness rises day by day. It is fair 
to assume that production companies on both sides of the Pacific Ocean will become 
closer. In order to succeed in China, American companies will break their classical model 
and will adapt to the way of business of the country.
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Since Chinese partners are increasingly being involved in the pre-production, in the script 
development, in the casting choices, in the day-to-day activities during shooting, in the 
marketing and distribution, they are rapidly increasing their knowledge by working side by 
side with experts in the field. They both are vying for global relevance, the US are trying to 
make strides in China, while China is using the US know-how to open new opportunities 
for itself.

The cinema industry is experiencing a transition period. American companies are 
transitioning from fake co-production to real co-production with their Chinese partners. The 
future is not set.

6.3 Analysis of Research Question 3
RQ3: How is Dalian Wanda, a Chinese conglomerate, dealing with the complexities 
inherent in acquiring an American production company, namely Legendary Entertainment?

6.3.1 Background Information
In order to respond to the question as precisely as possible I am going to focus on the 
movie production efforts of Legendary Entertainment and in particular the recent years, 
since the acquisition by Dalian Wanda Group. The Chinese conglomerate bought 
Legendary Entertainment for $3.5 billion and there has been complaint over the price paid 
(Faughnder et al., 2017). Moreover, when the company was acquired, it had just lost 
hundreds of millions of dollars (Frater, 2017). The reason I am focusing on Legendary 
Entertainment is that I am investigating the co-production efforts between China and the 
US and this case exemplifies much of the theoretical background that I have described in 
the previous chapters.

Legendary Entertainment acquisition has the perks of being both a recent and significant 
change in the landscape of production companies and there are reasons to think that it will 
be the start of a trend in the upcoming years. It is worth noting that there is no solid proof 
that this trend is going to be successful, as remarked by one of the interviewee, for the 
time being it is a sign of the future prominence of the Chinese market and the 
strengthening of the global ties in the movie business.
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As mentioned in the methodology chapter, I have interviewed 4 persons working for 
Legendary Entertainment during a span of 4 months. They have given me insight in the 
inner workings of the company. I will present some quotes from our interview, whenever it 
will be deemed necessary. It will be clarified whenever I could not corroborate one of their 
statement and the reasoning behind it.

6.3.2 Reasoning Behind the Acquisition
According to a survey from the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) almost 70% 
of the American studios’ revenue from box office now come from international markets 
(MPAA, 2016). Most remarkably, potential overseas ticket sales determine whether or not 
a studio gives the green light to a movie.

This increased importance of the international marketplace is not only affecting the 
financials of a movie but also the casting. Actors can be chosen according to whether or 
not they will fare well with audiences in certain markets. David Hancock, Head of Film and 
Cinema at IHS Screen Digest, says: “You have Chinese actors coming to American films, 
you have Korean, Australian actors being slotted into a role for a film. That’s largely 
because these markets are important” (Brook, 2014). Always according to the MPAA, 
Chinese box office revenues grew by an astonishing 36% last year to a $2.7 billion total, 
overtaking Japan to make it for the second biggest movie market after the US. (MPAA, 
2016). Ernst & Young predicts that the US domestic market will be eclipsed by China in 
2020 (E&Y, 2015).

All of these successes are achieved despite China imposing a quota on the number of the 
US films that can be shown in cinemas. In order to cultivate domestic film, it allows only 34 
foreign films to be shown each year (MOU, 2012). The figure has been increasing steadily 
in recent years, but it is still tiny compared to the total number of movies being produced 
each year. In order to be included in the quota, a film must please the authorities. The only 
way to sidestep the quota is to turn a film into a Chinese co-production, additionally these 
ventures give Hollywood a bigger cut of the profits 43% versus the 25%, the percentage 
the authorities usually grant (Carrol, 2013).
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6.3.3 Legendary Entertainment Before the Acquisition
Legendary Entertainment was a “mid-major studio, […] The company itself it is actually 
kind of small, still, compared to like the major studios” (Jordan Byers), were one of the first 
sentences by Jordan Byers, Corporate Strategy Analyst at Legendary Entertainment. It 
had already developed a network in China, with the foundation of Legendary East in 2011, 
a joint venture with China Film Group, based in Hong Kong with the specific objective of 
co-producing movies with Chinese partners. Tommie Curran, Stage Manager at Legendary 
Entertainment, believes in the global dedication of the company “I definitely think we are a 
company that has always catered to a global audience not just domestic 
audience” (Tommie Curran). And he thinks that the focus will stay on IP-driven co-
produced blockbusters.

One of the perks of being in a small production company is that “Legendary is a very flat 
company so you can have a relationship with senior management” (Jordan Byers), thanks 
to the flat organisational structure it is easier to share ideas “Legendary is very fast paced 
and scrappy, we are able to push things through pretty quickly” (Omar Khan) and to be a 
part of the decision process. Moreover, “Working at smaller companies you are exposed 
to everything, […] so we see how these projects go from being just an idea to being 
produced fully marketed” (Omar Khan), said Omar Khan Marketing manager at Legendary 
Entertainment. 

Legendary Entertainment senior management took pride in being different from the bigger 
studios, “They encourage you to be creative and is definitively a job where you can have 
fun at the same time” (Jordan Byers), they cultivated an underdog culture, where one can 
“make more of an impact on the company” (Jordan Byers). The managers stated that it felt 
like you could make a difference with your work, it was not akin to being a gear in a 
machine. The other big producing companies instead “Are super corporate and the 
corporate structure is super rigid and it is kind of hard to move up and they have been up 
for a long time so it is not as fast paced” (Jordan Byers).
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6.3.3.1 Political Situation
It would not be a complete analysis of the environment if I would not take into account the 
political climate surrounding the acquisition. And the underlying political overtones.

Before the acquisition went through, 17 representatives from both sides of the aisle asked 
for greater scrutiny of Chinese investments in the US, in the letter they sent to the 
Government Accountability Office, they write "Should the definition of national security be 
broadened to address concerns about propaganda and control of the media and 'soft 
power' institutions?” (Beech, 2017). With this question, they are also referring to Dalian 
Wanda’s intention of buying Legendary Entertainment. US politicians are concerned with 
Beijing’s influence in Hollywood, especially for the freedom of speak issues that come into 
play every time China increases its efforts to censor certain topics and scale up its 
propaganda machine (Beech, 2017). 

After the American elections, the managers inside Legendary Entertainment are worried 
about possible backlashes from the more conservative stance of the new president. Omar 
Khan reveals “About some senator that is saying to Donald Trump to start limiting Chinese 
investments in Hollywood” (Omar Khan), how the political uncertain situation is adding to 
the uncertainty inside the company. He presses on the situation by saying that “It’s 
unfortunate […] that the governments have gotten involved. […] So it’s all kind of on hold 
right now” (Omar Khan).

6.3.4 Legendary Entertainment After the Acquisition
But it was after the acquisition by Dalian Wanda that “The company profile stage has 
changed, right now it’s kind of past the rapid growth stage where we were spending a lot of 
capital and growing the business and now we are owned by Wanda, we are already at a 
moderately big size so we are not spending money as rapidly, especially across divisions 
so we are slowing our growth a bit” (Jordan Byers). In this excerpt, Jordan was explaining 
what his job entails and how it has changed since the acquisition. Tommie, who works as a 
Stage Manager in the Beijing offices of Legendary entertainment, corroborates Jordan’s 
view by saying that at the moment Legendary Entertainment is trying “To figure out how to 
effectively maximise growth and revenue potential in each of those verticals. And also 
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depending on how successful they are when to exit them or when to buy stakes in 
something else” (Tommie Curran). When Tommie talks about verticals, he is implying all 
the areas in which Legendary Entertainment is involved from a production side “In addition 
to film we have tv, networks, comics, digital studios” (Tommie Curran). From his vantage 
strategic point of view Jordan weighs again in by saying: “I think our relationship with 
Wanda is gonna […] help us since [Wanda] is a huge powerhouse for the global market 
and especially China” (Jordan Byers). There are synergies to be exploited and with the 
kind of movies Legendary is known for, “Wanda’s experience in distribution in China it is a 
natural fit” (Jordan Byers).

Since the time before the acquisition was announced the employees interviewed say that 
the senior management “Were doing a really good job in not revealing anything” (Jordan 
Byers). At first “The atmosphere hadn’t changed too much” (Jordan Byers). After the 
acquisition of Legendary Entertainment went through, Dalian Wanda vouched that 
everything would have stayed the same, that there would not be any change in the movie 
slate or corporate shakeup. That was not the case.

6.3.4.1 Communication Problems 

Regarding the communication between Legendary Entertainment and Dalian Wanda 
personnel Tommie Curran had to say: “No one really at the company has that close of a 
relationship; as you know there has been a transition, at the highest level of the company”  
(Tommie Curran). When Tommie mentions the transition at the highest level of the 
company he is referring to the layoff of Legendary Entertainment founder and CEO 
Thomas Tull. Omar Khan says about the situation: “Then Thomas left, which we don’t 
know if he left on his own or Wanda pushed him out. It is very unclear” (Omar Khan). After 
the termination of the relationship Wanda installed a new Interim CEO, Jack Gao, that 
previously held the position of Senior Vice President of International investments and 
Operations at the company’s headquarters in Beijing (Frater, 2017). Tommie Curran had to 
say about the task that was mandated to Jack Gao: “But basically the new CEO main job 
is to help with the transition and ultimately figure out to find a new CEO. So he is basically 
an interim CEO. And we are actively looking for someone to basically take over and 
basically build us in some kind of an even bigger studio” (Tommie Curran). In his interview, 
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Jordan agreed by saying: “He is not planning on leading us, he is also not like trying to 
adjust the slate [of movies] or make the company more Chinese-centric, he is trying to 
figure out with the stage that we are in, which verticals make the most sense for the 
company moving forward” (Jordan Byers). There are incontrovertible evidences that show 
how the parent company is meddling with its subsidiary. It is possible that Jordan was 
referring to the initial proposition Wanda had at the time of the purchase or that he was 
loyal to the line Legendary was officially maintaining. However, Dalian Wanda board of 
directors fired or made pressure on the former CEO to step down from its office.

6.3.4.2 Culture Change

Legendary company culture changed after the acquisition: “When Thomas Tull, our old 
CEO, was there, […] It felt all more like we were in it together type of thing” (Omar Khan), 
while Dalian Wanda approach has been reported to be very formal, like a military operation 
(Frater, 2017). Or in the world of the manager of the previous comment: “The culture right 
now is in a weird position, because nobody knows what’s happening and Wanda is not 
saying anything, our seniors are not saying anything, nobody in the company has a clue 
what is going on, what the plan is what direction are going in anything at all. Nobody 
knows anything. (Omar Khan). Omar directly links together the change in culture with the 
communication problem. That is one recurring theme of the interviews and will be delve 
deep into in the discussion chapter.

During our interview Omar kept insisting on the perceivable change before and after the 
acquisition: “People don’t like change. So when there is big change a lot of people 
leave” (Omar Khan). He is not just speaking in general terms, he adds at a certain point 
that “Everyday people are quitting” (Omar Khan). That was not a notion that I was in 
possession of, it caught me off guard, because the press is focusing on the box office flops 
and the financial trouble Dalian Wanda is in, they are not reporting of people leaving the 
company. Meanwhile, Jordan Byers when asked if there have been layoffs responded 
“Almost everyone who was here before, other than Thomas (Ex-CEO), […] it is still 
here” (Jordan Byers). It is worth noting that I interviewed Jordan a couple of months before 
I had the chance to interview Omar Khan, so it is likely that people quitting happened in 
the meantime between the two interviews. Between the opposite recounting of the same 
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situation and the information retrieved from news outlet it is easy to spot a connection 
between the initial proposition of Dalian Wanda and the action that followed. I will discuss 
some of the implications in the discussion chapter that follows the analysis.
 
Omar goes as far as giving an explanation for the exodus of people: “Yeah, that’s not on 
the papers, that happens with change. So they should really be more transparent. […] So 
people don’t know what’s happening, so here let’s take another job” (Omar Khan). He 
directly addresses the situation, calling into question the strategy of the senior 
management and especially the lack of communication inside the company. He spells it 
out soon after: “This is the problem that we find out at the same time as you do, so we only 
find out stuff because we read it in the papers. That’s how we find out and nobody here is 
telling us anything and that’s a problem” (Omar Khan). All the employees at Legendary 
Entertainment find out stuff about their work-life inside the papers, “We find out all on those 
[the papers] before we hear anyone from the company” (Omar Khan). After they have read 
about the latest news in the press, the information is out and only then the senior 
management tries to engage the workers and communicate the official position of the 
company.

It is interesting to compare the present situation with the initial attitude of the new owners: 
“We used to do this big, company wide presentations and Jack would present to us and 
they were kinda propaganda meetings” (Omar Khan). Omar, then, proceeds to outline how 
the Interim CEO would show videos of the other properties of Dalian Wanda, like shopping 
malls, theme parks and especially of the new Qingdao studio. In those videos, in typical 
Chinese fashion, a voiceover would try to sell Dalian Wanda’s vision and would present a 
future full of possibilities thanks to all the synergies that Wanda would be able to provide to 
the production company. The Qingdao studio was the jewel of the crown of the real estate 
empire of Wanda, “We were told that we were going to start filming there, everything was 
ready to go” (Omar Khan), then at a certain point they stopped mentioning it during the 
meetings, now Omar says that “I don’t know what is happening about it, but I know there is 
some weird flux with it right now” (Omar Khan). In the end, the company meetings 
suddenly stopped. 
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6.3.4.3 Digital Media

Legendary Entertainment had a department specialised in production of formats 
exclusively for the digital media. Tommie says that they are one of the first production 
companies to actually do that and during time they developed talent, while “The bigger 
companies are all making investments with that but they have not made a lot of 
strides” (Tommie Curran). It was a profitable business to be in, then, after the Dalian 
Wanda acquisition, “Unfortunately the head of that division left to go to a different 

production studio to do the same thing. […] That was a really promising division, but 

unfortunately now it has been put on hold” (Omar Khan). Not only people are leaving due 
to the uncertain nature of the future of the company, but also entire divisions are being put 
on standby.

6.3.5 Legendary Movies
Legendary film-slate has always been wandering, there have been years in which it  
produced 5 or more movies (2006, 2009, 2010, 2013, 2014, 2015) and years in which it 
produced 2 or less (2005, 2007, 2011, 2012, 2016, 2017) (Box Office Mojo). At the 
moment here are 3 movies slated for 2018 and 1 for 2019 (Legendary). In the last 2 years, 
“We [Legendary] are basically not making as many acquisitions or equity stakes or things 
like that, we are making a few films per year” (Jordan Byers), the company is diminishing  
its investments and focusing on big production budget movies, in 2017 “One was a 
coproduction with China (The Great Wall), the other was Kong in coproduction with Warner 
Bros” (Jordan Byers). 

Wanda was not happy with the outcome of both movies. “It has been very hard and the 
domestic market has been kind of a hit or miss. So the international markets are becoming 
more and more important” (Jordan Byers). The movies “The Great Wall” and “Kong” were 
box office successes in China, “The Great Wall” accumulated over $170 million of ticket 
sales in China, while making only $45 million in the US, a flop in comparison with a 
production budget of $150 million and the star power of its protagonist, Matt Damon (Box 
Office Mojo). “Kong” fared better in the US with $168 million and $168 million in China with 
a production budget of $185 million. But it was not enough “I guess that you cannot 
change the truth and the movies were flops on a certain level. And they bought us also for 

�  of �68 139



our potential and you and the movie division were not living up to your potential and the 
monster universe was not picking up” (Omar Khan). 

The Monster Universe is the last circumstance of a production company trying to launch a 
series of interconnected movies that live in the same universe and there are opportunities 
to exploit regarding the engagement level being increased. All these attempts are shaped 
after the successful Marvel Cinematic Universe created by Disney. Dalian Wanda was 
interested in the possibilities that a series of movies would produce and it was upset that 
audiences around the world were not responding positively to it.

At the moment, there is no clear path forward, Dalian Wanda is still figuring it out, even 
Jordan Byers that works in the strategy department is not sure: “So maybe do we increase 
our slate, do we produce any number of big movies a year and a number of smaller ones, 
do we focus on larger IP-driven movies” (Jordan Byers). He says that it is likely that 
nobody has the answers to that questions, but they will probably present once a new CEO 
is hired.

6.3.5.1 Chinese Influence

When asked if Wanda was pushing its agenda of producing movies closer to Chinese 
sensibilities Jordan Byers responded: “I don’t think Wanda has influenced that much but 
again I don’t know” (Jordan Byers). Tommie Curran also has stated that a lot of studios are 
trying to co-produce with China “But it is something that it hasn’t proved to be a success 
yet. Is kind of, it is not easy to make a movie that can appeal to the Chinese and domestic 
audience. Yet it is still a work in progress” (Tommie Curran).

Omar weighs in by saying “Legendary has publicly stated that we are independent from 
Wanda. So [is] the theatre chain [AMC Theatres]” (Omar Khan). A statement of the 
company seems to corroborate Tommie’s and Omar’s opinions. After the economic turmoil 
of Dalian Wanda started to take the headline of American news outlets, Legendary 
Entertainment issued a statement where it says that it is perfectly able to fund its future 
movies and operate as usual. At the same time the company distanced itself from the 
trouble on the Chinese side of the business by clarifying that it had not received any 
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document from the Chinese banks and the relationship with Wanda was the same as usual 
(Frater, 2017).

6.3.6 Dalian Wanda
Dalian Wanda is a privately-hold massive conglomerate. Wang Jianlin, its founder, had big 
ambition for its Entertainment department, it wanted it to become a major player in 
Hollywood and fight on the same ground as Disney and other big Hollywood companies. 
And with the passing of time that has become the new focus of the company. At the 
beginning of the entertainment buying spree, after acquiring AMC Theatres, the US’ 
second-biggest cinema chain, and Odeon/UCI Cinemas, the biggest European cinema 
chain (Frater, 2016), Dalian Wanda had not selected Legendary Entertainment as its first 
objective. Wang Jianling, wanted to purchase a minority stake of 49% in Paramount 
Picture, but Viacom, the parent company refused to sale (Rainey & Lang, 2016). After 
Dalian Wanda’s offer was rebuffed, the company regrouped and chose Legendary 
Entertainment as their second-best option. Together with Legendary they hoped to buy 
other smaller production companies like Dick Clark Productions, holders of the television 
rights for the Golden Globes, in order to become a fully fledged media empire (Frater, 
2017).

When looking at the events recounted in the previous sections from Dalian Wanda 
perspective, its series of strategic moves makes business sense. Dalian Wanda did not 
purchase Legendary Entertainment to change its inner dynamics, it wanted to acquire a 
production company with upside and let it grow independently, side by side with the Dalian 
Wanda movie business and consolidate at a later date. It was forced to act after a series of 
box office flops that put their investment at risk. Adding that to the uninspiring future movie-
slate it is understandable the hands-on approach that followed. First, the board fired the 
CEO, the visionary that created the company and with his “gamer, high concept and fan 
boy instincts” (Frater, 2017), pointed Legendary in the direction of understanding the 
sensitivities of the Chinese audience. It was a power move aimed at reminding everyone 
that the company was bought for its creative prowess, not for the past successes. The 
same holds for the firing of Peter Loehr, the CEO of Legendary East (Frater, 2017). Then, 
the board engineered a plan that would accelerate the consolidation of Wanda Media and 

�  of �70 139



Wanda Film Holding side with Legendary Entertainment by putting them together and 
listing them on the Shenzhen Stock Exchange (Frater, 2017). In May, the plan was blocked 
by the Chinese legislators and the subsequent restructuring proposal  appears to concern 
only the Chinese side of the Entertainment business, leaving Legendary Entertainment out 
(Frater, 2017). 

Whenever a division of a company is struggling, a supervisor is brought in to find the issue 
and fix it as soon as possible. Jack Gao, the Interim CEO, was likely that supervisor. He 
was not the new captain of the ship, but a facilitator for the transition period. He was 
tasked with normalising things and look for a new person with a clear vision for the future 
of the company. There have been delays in the head hunting process and a lot of 
candidates have refused the position. Although, that is probably more dependent on the 
uncertain situation in China, than the situation inside Legendary Entertainment.

The Chinese side of the operation has suffered from a big setback, when the government 
put Dalian Wanda under control for reckless investments. The government, through the 
state-owned banks, threatened to stop lending money to six overseas units of the 
conglomerate if they did not reduce their debt level (Frater, 2017). The company, 
subsequently, sold $9.3 billion of assets and pivoted to an asset-light strategy, where it 
would focus on managing shopping malls, hotels and development projects instead of 
outright owning them (Frater, 2017). 

One of the assets that has been reportedly being sold is the Qingdao Studio, that was 
once regarded has a prized asset that would have tied all Dalian Wanda Entertainment 
properties together. Omar Khan had to say regarding the plans: “I don’t know what’s 
happened with Qingddao studio, I think something is happening there, [but] I am not sure 
what” (Omar Khan). In the original strategy, it was reported that Wanda would be a 
vertically integrated company that was able to produce a movie with its holding in China 
and in the US, shoot it in its state-of-the-art studio, distribute around the world with its 
distribution platform and screen it in their cinema chains around the world. Now the 
Qingdao Studio has been sold and the company is downplaying it by stating that all the 
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assets being sold were not part of the core business of the company. And the operations 
would carry on as usual.

6.3.7 The Road Ahead
Rima Yazbeck, the coordinator of current programming & international distribution,  was 
not able to say much due to confidentiality agreements, but she weighed in by saying: 
“Things are at a bit of a rough spot in the moment with China. […] I don't feel comfortable 
speaking about the adjustment period as I'm not in the thick of anything happening”  (Rima 
Yazbeck). As the head of a department, she did not want to discuss the current state of the 
relationship. But she could not avoid mentioning that things were not going well.

Omar argues “I mean their purchase is not going as smoothly as planned” (Omar Khan). 
Between movies flopping at the box office, employees unrest and ramping uncertainty on 
the American side and government overview, corporate reshuffling and the authorities’ 
prevention of Wang Jianlin to leave the country on the Chinese side, this is an unfortunate 
juncture for both companies. The problems are piling up and are feeding off each other. 

At the moment there is no miracle cure to solve all the problems, but, after the 18th 
National Congress the contention with the Chinese government will be sorted out. Then 
Dalian Wanda will be able to tackle the unrest on the American front, by fully addressing 
the CEO situation and improving intercommunication between the two sides. Still, a lot of 
things are unresolved and a lot could happen from the time of writing to the final resolution.
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7.0 Discussion

The discussion chapter of the thesis will deal with the implication highlighted in the 
previous chapter. The researcher will make recommendation and prediction based on the 
data accrued in the previous chapters. The hope is that by merging together the theoretical 
background, the findings and the analysis a pattern that allows to address the Research 
Problem will emerge.

RP: How can feature films’ co-productions help China achieve its objective of gaining 
global cultural relevance?

7.1 Discussion on China’s Relationship with the US and Hollywood
In the next sections I am going to highlight the connections between the current 
economical, political and creative climate between China and the US. 

The war on global dominance between China and the US passes through a series of 
smaller battles around various issues. Some of the contentions have economical 
backdrops, some have political backdrops and some have creative backdrops.

7.1.1 Tensions between China and the US
After all gathered data, it is fair to assume that China will eventually overtake the US as 
the biggest consumer of movies (Ernst & Young, 2015). More importantly, China will 
become a high income country and will boast the biggest GDP in the world (World Bank, 
2017). Although projections can be mistaken, the gravity and influence that China projects 
to the world are undeniable as it is. For the last 60 years, the various Chinese 
governments always worked with this goal in mind. In 1956, Mao Zedong was already 
outlining a vision of the future for China, he was laying the guiding principles that would 
have directed the policies for the next six decades: “Our policy is to learn from the strong 
points of all nations and all countries, learn all that is genuinely good in the political, 
economic, scientific and technological fields and in literature and art. […] All this should be 
learned well in accordance with our own principles in order to improve our work” (Mao 
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Zedong, 1956). In Mao’s words there are already most of the underlying themes the 
researcher deems worth explaining. Mao is advising China to become relevant by 
emulating all the strategies other countries have employed successfully. Mao is mentioning 
fields that have little in common, but, taken together, they are all instrumental to reach 
China’s potential. Mao is also taking care of highlighting the modalities through which 
China is going to imitate other countries. China is going to combine each strategy with its 
guiding principles. It is remarkable how 60 years later Chinese policymakers are still 
following Mao Zedong’s words.

China started its journey toward relevance by becoming indispensable in the global 
economy with their low-cost standardised production. Meanwhile, policymakers were 
providing the right levers to stimulate investments and upgrade the economy (Keane, 
2015). Soon enough, Chinese policymakers started shifting from “Promoting 
manufacturing to a more service-oriented economy” (Gerth, 2010). Thus, reaching a new 
stage of development, as described by the Cultural Timeline. Now, Chinese companies are 
heavily investing in foreign companies to diversify their investments and broaden their 
reach.

At the moment, in the film industry, the government intervention has been inadequate. 
Every piece of law aiming at fast tracking innovation that has been pushed forward has 
been as a consequence of the economic situation, it has never targeted a reform of the 
creative industries in general or the film industry (Peng, 2015). The Chinese policymakers, 
with their legislations, tried to liberalise the cultural economy and keep an ideological 
monopoly on the diffusion of ideas at the same time. The impossible double standards that 
creative people are trying to overcome has rendered them ineffective to significantly affect 
the global panorama.

While the interest of Hollywood and China are mostly aligned, the US government is 
worried about the growing Chinese investments in the core businesses of America. 
Increasing the leverage on the world, through sale of products, services and consequently 
culture and lifestyle, has always been a priority of theUnited States government. However, 
now, American policymakers do not want American companies being acquired by China 
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(Karabell, 2016). Each year Chinese investments are reaching new heights in the ballpark 
of $20 billion in 2016 only (Mauldin, 2016). That has proven a boon for real estate (Barris, 
2013) and entertainment companies (Liu, 2016) alike.

The situation can be seen in a positive light, taking into account the positive externalities of 
China being more integrated in the global market (Hill, 2014). But, in the US, there is a 
general sense of uneasiness by the people, regarding Chinese investments and the 
increasing influence they have on the American economy (Cendrowski, 2015). 
Coincidentally, Congress members are presenting to the Committee on Foreign 
Investments in the United State (CFIUS), which is charged with assessing national security 
implications in foreign investment, laws they want to be passed that would limit Chinese 
investments in strategic industries (Lehr, 2017). The reasoning behind all the concerns is 
that the current investment trend is thought not to be benign (Karabell, 2016), it is often 
argued that, while China is heavily exploiting Western economic vulnerabilities, it is not 
letting their American counterparts acquire significant Chinese properties (Hill, 2014). 
Moreover, the Chinese government is still putting restrictions on foreign companies trying 
to enter in their domestic market (Hill, 2014).
 
On the Chinese side there are problems as well, it was last month when the Chinese 
government cracked down on 84% of the investments in foreign countries, due to 
concerns over capital flights (Edwards, 2017). A study by Bank of China and Horun found 
out that at least half of Chinese millionaires are considering emigration (Hill, 2014). The 
first step to take when considering immigration is stashing part of the capital in offshore 
accounts and Chinese businessmen have already transferred around $450 billion abroad 
(Frank, 2013). Chinese businessman are investing and storing their money in the US to 
defend themselves from currency depreciation (Cendrowski, 2015). There is also 
speculation, after the publication of the Panama Papers, that they are investing overseas 
to launder black money (Hatton, 2016).

7.1.2 Tensions between China, US and Production Companies
Focusing more precisely on Chinese companies investing in Hollywood, instead, it could 
be observed the opposite trend. Against government wishes, Hollywood companies were 
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welcoming Chinese investments. However, during the last 6 months, Chinese investments 
in general slowed down, in particular in the movie industry (Fannin, 2017). i.e. Dalian 
Wanda’s failed acquisition of Dick Clark Production, Shanghai Film Group deal with 
Paramount to finance, market and release movies in China (Frater, 2017). As mentioned 
before, it was due to a governmental crackdown on bad investments.

While the US government was worried about undue influence and control over American 
economy and content, Hollywood was taking it as an opportunity to finally break through 
China's reluctance to open their market. By entering the Chinese market, Hollywood 
companies are able to keep growing their profits and increasing their cultural clout that in 
turn will assure bigger return in the future. Meanwhile, Capitol Hill is actively pushing 
against the development of the relationship, 17 congressmen are pushing for Dalian 
Wanda to be investigated for violations to the Foreign Agents Registration Act and to 
disclose its relationship with the Chinese government (Fannin, 2017). Hollywood 
companies are pushing back, they are complaining about the government meddling with 
their business, stating that there were deals in place that were not closed at the last 
moment due to fears of regulatory scrutiny (Fannin, 2017). 

As shown in the previous section, Chinese investments overseas are being halted by the 
government due to capital flight concerns. The tightened control is affecting future major 
acquisitions. Due to the Chinese political instability, Hollywood companies are starting to 
get cold feet as well. The long-awaited scheme to increase profits and revenue through 
government sanctioned co-productions has only partially succeeded. The increase in box 
office returns could easily be dependent on factors outside the control of Hollywood 
companies. After all, compared with Western countries, China has a high ratio of citizen 
per screens (Peng, 2016). In turn, it means that the box office ticket numbers are 
increasing regardless of the moves Hollywood studios are deploying.

7.1.3 Soft Power
China is going against the current when it comes to derivation of soft power. Joseph Nye, 
the scholar that coined the term, argues that the US has reached the pinnacle of soft 
power not through government intervention, but through its civil society (The Economist, 
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2017). China does not trust its civil society, instead, the government tied together hard and 
soft power with unflattering results, as it is mentioned before, unraveling part of its 
progresses (The Economist, 2017). For all the good faith China musters together with its 
initiatives (i.e. Confucius Institutes, One Belt and One Road scheme, etc.) it often ruins it 
by taking an intransigent stance (i.e. Dispute over South China Seas, Tibet, etc.), 
reminding to the world the authoritative nature of its government.

7.2 Discussion on Cultural Influence, Knowledge Sharing and 
International Success
In the next sections I will highlight issues regarding Chinese market influence leverage, 
knowledge sharing and cultural proximity. 

7.2.1 Tensions between Government Intervention and Creativity
Creativity takes time (Amabile, 1998). That is a rather incontrovertible fact and a reality 
that is often overlooked. The Chinese government’s objective is to fast track creativity as it 
has successfully done with technological innovation (Keane, 2013). The question is how 
can Chinese creative people rapidly achieve an expertise level comparable to their 
American counterparts and battle them in the creation of original contents that is going to 
be enjoyed by the rest of the world. At the same time, the government is producing 
regulations aimed at discouraging the proliferation of a copy culture, to effectively shake 
the perception of China only being able to iterations of a previous invention instead of real 
innovation (Keane, 2013).

In every organisation, creativity is not centralised and does not come from a top-down 
approach (Amabile & Khaire, 2008). There are numerous models that vouch for autonomy 
over centralisation (Amabile, 1988, Woodman et al., 1993, Sternberg, 1999, Martins et al., 
2003, Zhang & Bartol, 2010, etc.), China is attempting to defy all previous academical 
knowledge and break the previous known borders between creativity and control with its 
far reaching strategy. After all, China has already broken a common notion once before. 
During the last decade it was taught that strong intellectual property rights were a driver for 
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innovation and economic growth, now there are empirical evidence of the contrary 
happening both in China and in other developing countries (Montgomery, 2010).

As of now, creativity is being culturally appropriated and “harmonised”  to conform to 
Chinese communist roots and is being gripped in order to be used for soft power 
development (Keane, 2013). The Chinese government is trying to apply the innovation 
development model they employed in the 11th five year plan in 2007 with success to the 
creative industries. One fundamental trait, where innovation industries differs from creative 
industries, is that the growth comes from the demand side (The audience) and not from 
the supply side (The movie industry) (Wuwei, 2011). Since China has the biggest 
population out of every country it has a huge untapped market. If the market is properly 
targeted there are big opportunities to take advantage of along the way. This is not just a 
theoretical argument, during the 18th National Congress, Wuwei’s input was recognised 
and implemented in the 12th Five Year Plan.

One possible drawback is that in opposition with scientific innovation that thrives on the 
importance of discovery, cultural innovation thrives on originality (Wilson, 2012). As it was 
mentioned several times around the thesis, China is not an innovator, Mokyr (1992), in his 
book “The Lever of Riches: Technological Creativity and Economic Progress” (Mokyr, 
1992) says that “Technological change that is generated in large part by government 
officials and a central government has the nasty weakness of depending on the 
government’s approval” (Mokyr, 1992).  China is going about the fast tracking of creativity 
in the same way that has gone about the fast tracking of innovation: incremental and 
process oriented (Keane, 2013). However, the former can only succeed with originality, not 
with imitation at lower prices. China bases its innovation strategy on small improvements 
and modifications, it excels in adapting existing technologies, designs and models 
(Breznitz & Murphree, 2011), it can be argued that is its style and there has not been a 
reason to change.
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7.2.1.1 Preferences of the Chinese Population

Although it is true that the driver for growth in the creative industries is the consumption 
side, it remains to be seen how the consumption side, the population responds to the 
governmental input.

A recent poll showed that international younger generations have a better view of China in 
respect with older ones (The Economist, 2017), unfortunately Chinese youth has another 
set of reference when it comes to preferences. They appreciate more other Asian cultures 
more than they appreciate their own. Even with all Chinese disaffection for America, 
American cultural pervasiveness has breached through the stereotypical idea that Chinese 
people have for it. And there is hope that Sino-American culture will converge, as theorised 
by Straubhaar (1990) with the concept of cultural proximity. The supposed disaffection for 
Chinese culture stems from China being a net importer of culture (Chua, 2012) and not a 
net exporter as it is with economic production in the trade balance (Husna, 2017).

As noted in the theoretical framework chapter “In an information age in which credibility is 
the scarcest resource, the best propaganda is not propaganda” (Nye, 2012), China keeps 
on trying to pull its population back in terms of social advance with propaganda. That is 
arguably the worse possible way to go about it. As it is trying to be more subtle with 
international audiences, China should strive for the same with domestic audiences. It is 
sensible not to repudiate its roots, but living in the past will only benefit other countries’ 
influence. Young people are always searching for new and exciting stimuli, the more the 
Chinese government tries to appeal to their past the more ineffective it will become. It is 
somewhat ironic to think that China has completely embraced the Shumpeterian creative 
destruction model, but when it comes to increase the appeal of “Chineseness”  to domestic 
and foreign crowds they are anchored to the ways of the past. 

China should follow the American model of letting the civil society act in favourable soft 
power ways and let cultural proximity slowly develop from there. Starting with the 
neighbouring countries, China should let its huge population find ways to penetrate other 
nation’s culture with the one they are autonomously developing. Then, like an infection, the 
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East Asian countries will advance Chinese soft power in China’s stead, through the 
adoption of some traits, styles, and beliefs that the Chinese culture is known for.

7.3 Recommendations for Legendary Entertainment
Wang Jianlin, founder of Dalian Wanda, stated that he intended to “Promote Chinese 
culture abroad” with its overseas acquisition (Liu, 2016). The statement corresponds to the 
Chinese government intention of increasing their global cultural relevance in the near 
future. Dalian Wanda’s founder has close economic ties with relatives of high-ranking 
officials of the Chinese government (Forsythe, 2015). The alignment of purposes has 
alerted the US and it is currently taking steps to prevent further influence in the movie 
industry. US congressmen are worried that the wave of acquisition could hinder the ability 
of American production companies to maintain creative independence. They are worried 
about the spreading of Chinese censorship and propaganda in the American media.

At this point, it is important to notice that I did not find any attempts by the Chinese 
government, through Dalian Wanda to steer Legendary Entertainment creative efforts. It is 
true, in a general sense, that movies produced in collaboration with Chinese production 
companies are more likely to show positive Chinese elements. However, it is difficult to 
disentangle between Chinese regulations for co-produced movies, Hollywood willingness 
to accommodate Chinese audiences and Chinese covert push for propagandised content 
in those movies. At a certain level, there surely is a connection between China’s soft power 
objectives and the increase in positive Chinese exposure in the movie medium. But the 
means through which these objectives are achieved are not explicit. It can be argued that 
Hollywood companies are simply complying with the official regulation in China because 
the benefit of increasing their profit percentage offsets the detriments of compromising the 
artistic integrity of a movie. It can also be argued for the opposite, that Hollywood 
companies were not willing to accommodate the Chinese government requests in a 
satisfying way, so China resorted at making Chinese conglomerates with ties to the 
government buy production companies. In this way, they could enjoy easier access to 
Western markets, gain insights in the creative knowledge expertise of producing 
companies and steer the theme of movies to support their political agenda. In this regard, 
the results are inconclusive.
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7.3.1 Managerial Implications
At the time of the sale, Legendary Entertainment was a successful company with solid box 
office track record.The company was bought for its early affiliation with Chinese company 
and the upside it had when given the right tools. Dalian Wanda was supposed to give 
Legendary insider informations regarding China, lend a hand with its distribution arm, so 
not to rely on external distributors, and put the movies Legendary produced in as many 
screens as possible through the synergies with their theatres holding.

At the moment, it is not possible to know if Wanda is planning to facilitate Legendary 
Entertainment business or if it is going to take a hands-off approach. Until now, Dalian 
Wanda has not taken advantage of all the synergies it has created with its acquisition of 
Legendary Entertainment. Contrary to the flexible specialisation theory (Christopherson & 
Storper, 1980) after which Hollywood disintegrated integration and instead replaced it with 
production companies, subcontracting to specialised firms. Legendary could act as the first 
port of contact in the production of a movie. It could hire a screenwriter or buy the option 
for a script, then it could proceed with casting. It could then use Dalian Wanda’s Qingdao 
Studio to shoot the movie, during the shooting Dalian Wanda Distribution arm would 
contact all its Chinese partners, rally all the cinema chains and finally coordinate a big 
marketing campaign to tie it all together. That is the best case scenario, total vertical 
integration, following Disney successful model. 

As the first example of a theorised future trend, things are not going smoothly. It is also too 
early to label it as a failure. The economic and political realities have added a layer of 
complexities on top of an already difficult situation. A new owner, almost always signifies a 
new direction for a company. If the controlling company comes from a different country 
culture clashes are often originated. Taking into account the general environment, the 
information gathered and the interviews undertaken, I feel comfortable proposing some 
adjustments that would benefit both parties.

7.3.1.1 Communication Issues

Virtually every person I have spoken with mentioned communications as a problem to be 
addressed. After the mismanagement of the firing of Them Tull, a beloved figure and 
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company founder, Dalian Wanda felt the need to regroup and to avoid any possible leak of 
information to the press. In addition to dealing with a newly acquired company and with 
pressure from the Chinese government, in the mind of Dalian Wanda’s senior 
management dealing with the press would have made the situation uncontrollable. I 
strongly disagree with the strategy they have undertaken: antagonise Legendary 
Entertainment employees by not making them feel considered was a mistake. As noted by 
the various interviewee change makes people uncomfortable, a new management should 
try to ease the transition period as much as possible. Although it is true that Dalian Wanda 
did not sensibly changed the overall strategy, keeping people in the dark and not letting 
them into the decision process lead them to distrust the new management. 

The employees need to start having a positive view of the future of the company. In order 
to make them willing to contribute with their input I would advise Dalian Wanda to make  
transparent the hiring process of the new CEO. After all he will be the future representative 
of all Legendary Entertainment employees to Dalian Wanda board. I would subsequently 
empower the employees by making their voice be heard in a weekly company meeting. I 
would tweak the format in respect with the unidirectional meetings that were held before,  
where Jack Gao, the interim CEO, would propagandise Dalian Wanda. I would make one 
employee per week voice its concerns for the future and the direction he hoped for the 
company. During the same meeting, the senior management could update the rest of the 
employees regarding the weekly steps Legendary Entertainment was taking to improve its 
standing between Hollywood Studios.
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8.0 Limitations

During the work I had to prioritise certain topics that were instrumental to the internal logic 
of the work. In doing so, I left some concept undeveloped due to limits of time and space, 
among those intellectual property, specifically copyrights would have clarified some of the 
aspects of contention between China and the US. Moreover, contrary to academic beliefs, 
the lenient approach of the Chinese government toward the defence of copyright is one of 
the drivers of its innovation (Montgomery, 2010). It would have proven helpful to expand 
and research more on that theme by establishing the recurring Chinese audacity in going 
against the current as a common trait.

Although the movie industry is mostly concerned with the transfer of knowledge, I barely 
touched the aspect in order to focus more on soft power underpinnings. I used the movie 
industry as a medium to talk about a bigger topic, nominally China’s effort to become as 
culturally relevant as the US. By focusing on the transfer of knowledge I would have 
concentrated my efforts on the industry level of analysis. I would have narrowed the scope 
of the thesis and only mentioned state-led strategies, while concentrating on identifying the 
various model for knowledge transfer and which activities Chinese and American 
production companies undertook to acquire knowledge or defend knowledge gathered. By 
taking this road I would have had to interview more people and dissect their work 
relationships, network of acquaintances and how culture can become an asset or a liability. 

The last argument brings me to the biggest limitation of the work, that is the lack of 
interviews. In particular with employees from Dalian Wanda. Although it is true that I 
interviewed at least an employee working in China Tommie Curran was a Westerner, with 
only a passing knowledge of the country. By having a pluralities of point of views I would 
have immersed myself better in the company’s context and I would have made more 
punctual recommendations. At the moment, I can say with a certain degree of confidence, 
that I have a clear understanding of the chronological order of the happenings, but my 
knowledge is limited to Legendary Entertainment’s side. It is disappointing to centre a 

�  of �83 139



thesis around China without actually managing to interview a Chinese person, working for 
the company that made the acquisition.
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9.0 Conclusions

As part of the “China model” strategy, with its mixture of authoritarian politics and semi-
liberal economics (The Economist, 2017), China is trying to take advantage of the movie 
industry to gain cultural reach over the rest of the world. Whatever will happen in the 
Chinese movie industry, scholars need to view it in light of that understanding. Some 
Chinese officials, however, wonder if “China’s voice” will ever be heard (Bandurski, 2015), 
here is an excerpt from Zhou Hong’s piece on the Communist Party’s newspaper: “Without 
the broad participation of the people, the external propagation of culture not only loses its 
meaning, but also loses its intrinsic energy” (Bandurski, 2015).

Although the Chinese government is peddling a vision of the world where China and the 
US can coexist peacefully, through government interventions, it is trying to manufacture 
soft power to better compete onto the global stage. China, arguably, by encouraging, 
directly or indirectly its private companies to buy American film studios and production 
companies is trying to leap frog the Asian competition and close the gap with the US. As 
the thesis highlighted, there have been some form of success domestically. 

At the moment, China’s cultural standing is too weak to succeed in the open global market 
before making a some adjustments. The Chinese government needs to build a clear and 
comprehensive legal framework for movie production companies. It has to minimise the 
level of uncertainty now tethered with producing a movie. There has to be clear regulation 
on co-production. Transparency has to become the mantra through which policymakers 
create the regulations. The process for authorising a foreign movie to be screened has to 
be clear. As it has to be easy to understand the steps a foreign company has to undertake 
in order to successfully co-produce a movie with a Chinese partner and ensure it gets 
released as a domestic production, in order not to count against the quota and to benefit 
from the increased revenue split.
 
For how unlikely it is to actually see it happen, the government should also loosen the 
censoring bodies guidelines. Without complete freedom and serenity, an artist can not 
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satisfyingly complete its work. Feature films are as much a business endeavour as they 
are a creative product, it is impossible to distinguish one from the other, as they are 
intrinsically bound together. Government control should not come between them. Adding a 
third factor to an already complex equation, ultimately hinders the result. Chinese socialist 
view may never disappear, but they have to be translated to the XXI century. It is not 
possible to have total control over creative production, total freedom and total access to 
foreign markets without sacrificing something.

Propaganda is not a substitute for soft power, soft power depends on attraction and 
credibility. State-led propaganda merely tries to force those notions to an unreceptive 
audience. That is the fundamental problem of China. The road ahead consists in the 
improved expertise in dividing the two concepts and use them when it is appropriate. 
China is trying to convince an audience that is not willing to hear it out. Indulging on the 
same path is not going to bring benefits to neither party. In an increasingly interconnected 
world it is to easy to escape propaganda with alternative media. The monolithic values, 
that Chinese soft power is trying to embody, are increasingly losing their appeal because 
Chinese nationals can cut through all the censorship and see what lies beyond. 

Various researches and polls have shown how, despite all efforts, China’s overall appeal is 
decreasing (Pew Research Center, 2017), basically, China is fighting progress, when it 
should adapt to it, instead if clinging to an outdated way of doing things. 

9.1 Further Research
A branch of research which should be interesting to pursuit could be to trace back Chinese 
propaganda and mix it with the newfound soft power objective, as Kingsley Edney has 
already done in his “Soft Power and the Chinese Propaganda System” (2012), and use it 
within the movie industry. I just mention it in the conclusion, but a study centred around 
how propaganda does not mesh well with a creative environment like Weber has done 
with Shanghai’s television industry (Weber, 2002) adapted for the movie industry could be 
beneficial. Lastly, in the Legendary Entertainment case I focused on how the American 
side of the operation perceived the acquisition, it would be interesting to improve on this by 
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analysing the Chinese side of the operation and to approach the transfer of knowledge 
argument that was just mentioned in this thesis.
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11. Appendix

11.1 Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 
I. What does your job specifically entails?
 
II. How was starting your experience during such an exciting period for Legendary 
Entertainment?  

III. How did you perceive the general atmosphere in the days prior to the acquisition by the 
Wanda Group? 
 
IV. How has the takeover changed some of the inner working of the company?
 
V. How has your role changed since your time in the US?
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VI. During the transition period has a team been established to rework the company 
direction in accordance with the new owners vision? If so would you describe it as a 
realignment of priorities or more of a radical makeover?
 
VII. To my knowledge Legendary Entertainment is the biggest and most influential 
American film studio bought by a Chinese conglomerate, there is no blueprint, are there 
any guidelines or historical precedents the company is using to navigate the waters?
 
VIII. You come from a business background, so you are familiar with the concept of 
knowledge sharing: some could argue that the Wanda group bought Legendary 
Entertainment for its expertise and intellectual properties and the final objective is to 
extrapolate every bit of knowledge and thus rendering the company useless.  
Here is the question: from this point of view is it weird to work for a company where your 
job is to share so much to ultimately become useless to your owners?  
IX. In the long run how do you see the collaboration between Chinese and American 
players evolving on an industry sector level? And on the company level?
 
X. There are clear synergies to exploit due to the other holdings Wang Jianlin has bought 
during his tenure, but plans to streamline all the holdings in one bigger company and put 
them on the stock has been shelved, what is your take on that?
 
XI. Thomas Tull, founder and CEO, has recently left the company due to some pressures 
from the board of Dalian Wanda, is this the first instance of influence from the new 
owners? By any chance they stated to let the senior management run the company as 
before or did they set new priorities that have not been met and the former CEO took the 
fall for it?  
Has the new CEO, Jack Gao, shifted the company ultimate goal toward a more Chinese-
centric approach?
 
XII. Jack Gao stated: “As we move forward, Wanda aims to transform Legendary into a 
next generation studio of the future with a far-reaching creative and global platform. We 

�  of �112 139



look forward to working with the creative team to manage our already viable film slate with 
more to come in the near future.”
Can you elaborate on that? How does he intend to achieve that? Is the film slate going to 
change to adjust?
 
XIII. Are you worked with one or more movies in the pipeline? How does a different stage 
of production change your job on a day-by-day basis?

XIV. How has the recent economic turmoil affected the relationship between Wanda and 
Legendary? 
 
XV. It would be extremely helpful if you could direct me towards other people working in 
your company that could possibly give me another take, plurality of views is fundamental 
for my thesis supervisor. In particular I would like to know if you know of somebody 
working in a liaison position between Legendary Entertainment and Dalian Wanda. 

11.2 Appendix B: Interview Transcript

11.2.1 Interview Transcript Jordan Byers

Gianmaria Maggioni - GM
Jordan Byers - JB

GM: Nice to meet you. I wanna thank you because you are my first interview. And it is new 
for me, it is the first time I am on the other side of an interview, so you can imagine how 
this could be a different point of view.
JB: Definitely, I have done a little bit on both sides, but now since I have started I have 
been doing more of this, so it has been a good experience.
GM: Nice. SO you have been to CBS two years ago.
JB: Yes, I have been to CBS, I studied abroad at CBS a couple of years ago, my junior 
year and I graduated like a year ago. 
GM: So it was my first year there as well, I guess. I started two years ago so we may have 
encountered and never knew. I started my master in September 2015.
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JB: It is a very good school.
GM: I love it, after Italy it was a nice change of scenery.
JB: Yeah, I saw your name and you are definitely not Danish. I can start answering some 
of these questions, I read them and in some I can provide a more helpful answer than 
others. But just starting with what my job entails: the corporate strategy group here 
(California) is relatively small. The company itself it is actually kind of small, still, compared 
to like the major studios. It’s definitely changed a lot since I got here, especially since the 
sale to Wanda, the company profile stage has changed, right now it’s kind of past the rapid 
growth stage where we were spending a lot of capital and growing the business and now 
we are owned by Wanda, we are already at kinda like a moderately big size so we are not 
spending money as rapidly especially across divisions so we are slowing our growth a bit. 
So my role is actually-
GM: Can you give me a ballpark? Just to have an idea. A spending ballpark.
JB: Yeah,  you mean like a – I can’t go into details, like how much money we are spending, 
we are basically not making as many acquisitions  or equity stakes or things like that, we 
are making a few films per year. But not many, we made two this year. One was a 
coproduction with China (The great Wall), the other was Kong in coproduction with Warner 
Bros, 
GM: It is because I read that the CEO of the Wanda group said it would be investing 10Bn 
dollars a year more or less. That is why I asked you, I thought it was public record and it 
was not sealed or something.
JB: So that is pretty much that. So in this new stage my job has become a little bit more 
operational in terms of especially tv and all the verticals other than film, so tv, digital, that 
kind of stuff I am doing a lot of FPNA (Fellow professional National Accountant?) 
forecasting for those divisions. 
GM: Super interesting, actually so it is more finance?
JB: Yes, it has become a little bit more finance, as I have been here. Whereas before it 
was a little bit more project based and definitely more research and strategic than it is now.
So that I think it answers one of your other questions about Jack. He is not planning on 
leading us, he is also not like trying to adjust the slate (Of movies) or make the company 
more Chinese-centric, he is trying to figure out with the stage that we are in, which 
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verticals make the most sense for the company moving forward. Who is, what leader 
makes the most sense in terms of picking a new CEO.
GM: So basically he is more hand off and he is looking at the long-term view instead of the 
day by day. Because it is something that I will have to implement. That day-by-day is not 
changing much possibly but long-term.
JB: Yeah, day-by-day has been pretty similar since the transition.
GM: So you didn’t have an influx of new people? Or layoffs?
JB: No, almost everyone who was here before other than Thomas (Ex-CEO), 
GM: So you didn’t have an influx of new people? Or layoffs?
JB: No, almost everyone who was here before other than Thomas (Ex-CEO), has been 
here before it is still here.
GM: Ok, so no layoffs? No corporate shakeups.
JB: No, no.
GM: That’s good for you and interesting for my thesis POV. Can I ask you why you chose 
Legendary Entertainment as your job?
JB: Yeah, I definitely can. I was not sure what I wanted to do after I graduated. I thought 
about investment banking and I was thinking about consulting but I was in a program at 
USC that was combined business with entertainment. So I attended some courses in 
entertainment and I always had an interest in the industry so while I was looking at jobs in 
the industry I saw some of the bigger studio jobs that interested me, but a lot of them are 
super corporate and the corporate structure is super rigid and it is kind of hard to move up 
and they have been up for a long time so it is not as fast paced. So I wanted something 
that was a little smaller, where I could meet senior people and kind of make more of an 
impact on the company. So I ended up finding an internship here at Legendary and I was 
in the process of applying for other jobs but then I got asked to come back fulltime. So I 
ended up taking that and yes, I have been here ever since.
GM: Very nice. So you said that you have a relationship with your senior management?
JB: Legendary is a very flat company so you can have a relationship with senior 
management a lot easier than you could have at say Disney or Fox or Universal. You 
know, one of the big studios.
GM: So I am gonna guess there is an open door policy.
JB: Not entirely, but for the most part.
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GM: Have you picked up on the corporate values of the company on those kind of things, 
The man they want you to be.
JB: Mh, yeah, I think that definitively they encourage you to be creative and is definitively a 
job where you can have fun at the same time. It is not like they want to work you to the 
ground, they want you to have a work-life balance.
GM: That is really important, actually. In America is not that easy.
JB: In Copenhagen people don’t work as much.
GM: Definitely not, but maybe London. You have an office there, possibly, yes?
JB: I think we have an office there but it is actually very small, only a couple people.
GM: I am gonna guess only liaison personnel and possibly networking with the other 
studios.
JB: Distribution people out there.
GM: Can you tell me something about the atmosphere after the takeover?
JB: Yeah, when I was interning that was when the process was happening and they were 
doing a really good job in not revealing anything. I didn’t notice anything different. And then 
kind of the transition happened. The atmosphere hasn’t changed too much. There is a little 
bit of uncertainty on the fact that people are kinda figuring out when and who the new CEO 
will be and where he wants to take the business. Some of our movies have not performed 
well in the domestic market but they have done very well overseas. (Warcraft) So that is 
definitely remained the focus. A lot of our slate is geared toward that, Kong did very well in 
China. Pacific Rim, properties like that. We are going to keep focusing on that and I think 
our relationship with Wanda is gonna make us, it has already kinda have helped us since it 
is a huge powerhouse for the global market and especially China.
GM: So it is becoming easier to reach the chinese market.
JB: So it is a very good synergy since our intellectual properties and film in the past have 
already been geared towards the audience and now I think with Wanda’s experience in 
distribution in China it is a natural fit.
GM: Can I ask you instead something about Europe since you mentioned it? Is Wanda 
even bothering about pushing for Europe.
JB: Yes, I think so since it has been harder in the domestic market to do well, not just for 
Legendary but for all studios other than Disney. It has been very hard and the domestic 
market has been kind of a hit or miss. So the international markets are becoming more 
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and more important. And you know markets like UK and Germany and France those you 
can put up big numbers if you are targeting them properly for the European markets. And I 
think that that will continue to become an important focus for Legendary especially 
because Wanda has several acquisitions for theater chains. In addition to the ones they 
already own in China, Australia and all over Europe and in Scandinavia.
GM: Yes I see they are really vertically integrated. It has helped being a mid major firm 
being bought by Wanda. Do you get discounts for your movies or do you get them to China 
faster or for longer times.
JB: I don’t think as far as I know I don’t think so. But from a marketing perspective and 
making sure we get on those screens I think that, I don’t know much about it since I don’t 
work there. Our film distribution or film marketing is not where my department is or my 
expertise is. But I definitely think that it can only help us and continue to help us in the 
future. But right now we don’t have plans, as you know we are a mid major studio, we 
don’t have film distributions capabilities, we distribute our movies through Universal and 
Warner Bros so we are still going through them, so I don’t think we kinda realized our full 
potential through Wanda so in that respect.
GM: So you do plan on changing it?
JB: Yeah, I don’t know our partnership with Universal and Warner Bros has gone very well 
so I don’t know really know if that will change, but I know that distribution through Wanda 
will only grow.
GM: Since I asked you something you couldn’t tell me much about can I ask for some 
referrals.
JB: Yeah, I can try to see if someone in a different department can help you with that. The 
distribution stuff is not a department we have. SO I don’t really know in that respect. 
Possibly someone in marketing. I can ask if there is someone that can talk to you about 
that a little bit because I don’t know much around it.
GM: It is not that often that people are that open for questioning you know. Especially in 
the US. I was surprised you didn’t ask me to sign something confidential.
JB: I am not gonna give you something I can’t. I talked to people about that. So I am not 
gonna say something confidential.
GM: We can publish it confidential. I have been instructed to ask.
JB: If there is anything you ask I think is confidential I am just not gonna answer.

�  of �117 139



GM: Can I ask you something about knowledge? If you know something about intellectual 
properties if you intend to share them with Wanda. Either properties like Godzilla, Kong 
and the monster multiverse.
JB: We don’t really, Kong is obviously public domain. So basically any studios could do a 
Kong movie if they wanted. So also Godzilla is owned by Toho, but we have an agreement 
with them for the original movie. And the rest is our own IP, built internally. Those are 
probably our three biggest IP. And Warcraft that is an Activison Blizzard IP.
GM: Is Wanda pushing for something more common to the Asian population than maybe 
our Western countries.
JB: I don’t know much around the development process. So I can’t elaborate on why. And 
if they are doing it. I don’t think Wanda has influenced that much but again I don’t know.
GM: No problem, about bringing Legendary in the new generation? Because it is 
something your CEO said, so can you elaborate on that?
JB: I think that that is just how figuring out how to build the company do we stay with 
Universal and Warner Brothers when our agreement expires, do we renew it with one of 
them do we try to build something of our own through distributing through Wanda. I think it 
is kinda figuring out how to build the company and we are not making many movies right 
now so maybe do we increase our slate do we produce any number of big movies a year 
and a number of smaller one, do we focus on larger IP-driven movies. What is our strategy 
moving forward. What verticals are we gonna focus and invest on. Are we gonna divest in 
something. I don’t really know the answers to these questions and I don’t know if anyone 
does right now. But through the transition and through a new CEO something will 
eventually appear.
GM: Let me ask something more in your wheelhouse, about digital strategy. Cinema con 
was last week. And there have been talks around digital delivery after two weeks.
JB: I think that definitely is something will happen I don’t really- Obviously Wanda owns a 
lot of theaters so I don’t know, I don’t think we are gonna be at the forefront of that. But I 
definitely in terms of the industry as a whole there is interest. It is difficult to find a price 
point that is reasonable for both the consumers and the studios. Because you know the 
studios if they open that new window it might eat into the theatrical window. And also the 
theatrical exhibitors like AMC and Regal and Cinemark those guys are not gonna be too 
happy about it. Si they have to figure it out how to benefit them and give the consumers 
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something they will pay for because it can’t be super expensive. I think it was around 30 or 
40 bucks or something.
GM: I have seen more.
JB: 50 or 60, there have been a lot of speculation, but the problem is figuring out how 
much people are willing to pay. Is there gonna be a big enough market not to eat into the 
theatrical profits too much. I think people at Warner Bros etc. are more at the forefront. I 
know we are not but I don’t know what our overall perspective is. But it is definitely 
something that is interesting and could really benefit the industry especially since there are 
always issues with home video but I don’t know exactly how. I know Screening Room, that 
start up that was trying to do something like that has really not found a lot of interest from 
the studios. I don’t know where things are going to go but I know that is something that 
could be very valuable and could bounce back on home video window maybe not where it 
was before but at least to a higher level. It needs to figure it out the best way to do it and 
the right price point.

11.2.2 Interview Transcript Rima Yazbeck

Gianmaria Maggioni - GM
Rima Yazbeck - RY

GM: Good morning, I am looking to interview some people for my thesis, I already 
interviewed one of your colleague, Jordan Byers. He was very helpful but he could not 
respond to some of my questions regarding the marketing aspect of the company. Would 
you be willing to be interviewed? 
RY: Hi Gianmaria, Unfortunately, all the marketing for our films is handled at Universal. I 
work in International Distribution and work with Marketing specifically for our needs, which 
isn't the typical "marketing" you're probably thinking of. Sorry! 
GM: To be more specific I am writing my master thesis around Chinese and US co-
production efforts. Moreover I intend to analyse the Wanda Group and Legendary 
entertainment as a successful example of the trend of American production companies 
trying to garner a different audience in the Asian marketplace.
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The marketing aspect is important but not fundamental, the thing I care most is having 
some insight in the company and possibly the adjustment it has done since the acquisition.
It would mean a lot to me to be able to interview somebody working in the international 
distribution of content due to the peculiar view you have being in the US but working with 
international people from other culture.
RY: Well, you're asking for a few different things that I can't really provide. I'm not trying to 
be difficult, I just don't think I have the answers you want because the television group 
works differently than features. 
When you have a moment, google 'Wanda / Legendary', you'll see several articles that 
have come out in the last few weeks. Things are at a bit of a rough spot in the moment 
with China. That will help answer  a few things because I don't feel comfortable speaking 
about the adjustment period as I'm not in the thick of anything happening. For television, 
nothing has changed. 
Also, we currently don't do co-productions with any Asian country, so I won't have insight in 
that area for your thesis. The features department might be working on that, but we're 
currently not doing that in television. Same thing with garnering a different audience in the 
Asian marketplace, everything you've read about is happening in the features department, 
not television. Some aspects of television don't travel well internationally.
You may want to reach out to someone in Feature Film Distribution, which we don't do 
here at Legendary. Universal distributes our films, and Warner Brothers has as well. I don't 
have names of execs because I'm in television. 
Hope this guides you in the right direction.

11.2.3 Interview Transcript Omar Khan 

Gianmaria Maggioni – GM
Omar Khan – OK

OK: I don’t use Skype very often and I seem to always have problems.
GM: Ok, perfect, maybe I thought it would be a problem with my Mac, I don’t know, can 
happen. I am glad we managed.
OK: laughs.
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GM: Nice to meet you, I’m Gianmaria
OK: Nice to meet you too. Are you in Italy or are you-?.
GM: At the moment yes I am in Italy, but I’m going back to Copenhagen on the 17th of 
August.
OK: Fun that’s exciting.
GM: Yeah, I mean I have been there for two years, so it’s okay, it’s just my life
GM: It’s more of a vacation here in Italy. To be completely honest.
OK: laughs, yeah.
GM: That’s really a nice way to live.
OK: I was there in Rome and Milan last June.
GM: Wow, before it got too hot actually, because now it’s really tough to be here. 
Especially if you are not used to it, but.
OK: laughs
GM: I love Rome, Milan is not such a nice city, I live in Bologna, I don’t know if you have 
ever heard of it, it’s like in the middle, in between, like two hours from Milan. It’s fairly big 
but not in a US-terms
OK: Yeah, yeah.
GM: Okay, to start I would like to know what your job entails, actually, from a day-to-day 
basis.
OK: Day-to-day basis, so I work on the marketing team from television-
GM: Yes,
OK: I know you spoke with Jordan before, Jordan works on both film and television, he 
does strategy for both departments, err, divisions. I am only on television, so my day-to-
day would- we as Legendary as you probably already know is a production studios
GM: Yes.
OK: We produce content and then license it or sell it to, erm, various networks that then 
take ownership of the show. So like we have a show called Colony, it’s on US Network in 
the US. But we also retain all international rights. So it is on different networks throughout 
the world, it’s on TNT in Latin America, it’s on Sky One in the UK, on TF One in France, it’s 
on Star World in India. Ah, where else? It has just sold to SyFy in Spain and Portugal. So 
we, my team, there is four of us, we actually manage domestic marketing with our 
domestic partner or network-
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GM: Okay,
OK: But we also work internationally, very close to our distribution team who sells the show 
to these international distributors and then we will then provide them with all of the 
marketing assets that we used in the United States, so that they can use them all 
internationally as well and change them as they see fit.
GM: Nice, nice, I like that is an international aspect and a domestic market for you.
OK: So that is how it works for our shows on regular network or cable channels. It is very 
different for when it comes to shows that we sell to Netflix.
GM: Yeah.
OK: Because that’s Netflix and HULU and Amazon right now taking off obviously.
GM: Yeah, big time, of course. I actually have done my Bachelor Thesis around Netflix.
OK: Really?
GM: Yes, I am actually a fan of movies, tv series-
OK: So we have actually one show on Netflix right now called Love.
GM: Yeah, I’ve seen that, seen that.
OK: Which Netflix has global rights and we have another show in production that we have 
just finished shooting. It’s gonna be out on Netflix early next year, but hm, Netflix it’s 
different because they have global rights.
Sorry my text messages are coming through.
GM: Yeah, mine as well, so I know that can happen at the unlikeliest time.
OK: So Netflix has global rights of all our shows, so when we sell something to Netflix we 
work with them to market domestically. We got events lined up. But there is no 
international aspects because Netflix is global. They are in 190 countries around the world, 
so we don’t really have any international use for any materials. But going back a little bit 
basically when we are in production we hire a crew to do all the interviews of the cast, the 
creators, the crew, behind the scenes footage. Photos while they are shooting and whatnot 
and we usually, we usually split that with domestic network or the domestic network pays 
for it all upfront and we will pay them to license all that material, and then we can send all 
that to our international distributors.
GM: Ok, so you get showrunners and you outsource to them like the idea or they come to 
you with the idea and you decide if you wanna produce it and then you start end-to-end 
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producing it buy casting, by giving the money half with the channel of course and then you 
sell it to other markets?
OK: So we don’t do any of that but yes that all happen, so the showrunners or producers 
will usually approach the studio with an idea and if we decide to move forward with it, then 
our development team works very closely with the producer and then our production then 
decides if it is worth the investment, they do a lot of reaserch , things like that. Once it gets 
greenlighted to production, and then that’s when marketing comes in. Sometimes we will 
produce a show without having sold it to a network, a channel, anyone. We’ll make a pilot 
and then we will shop it around to different networks to see if they are interested in it. 
Usually it will get picked up, sometimes it doesn’t get picked up by anyone and if we spent 
a million dollar creating that first episode nobody wants it and then we will have lost a 
million dollar.
Now, that’s a really old model, that’s how everyone used to do it: you create a pilot, and 
then shop it around to networks then if it gets picked up great, if it didn’t you are out of 
luck. That is changing now, though, sometimes networks will just read the scripts and 
order a full season
GM: Oh, yes,
OK: Netflix will always order a full season, because, you know, they always put out the 
episodes all out at once, so you can bingewatching.
GM: Yeah, 
OK: But marketing comes in during those initial stages, if we’re, if we’ve created a pilot 
episode and we haven’t sold it to a network yet, we will actually help actually create 
marketing assets to help sell it to a network. SO we will have a crew on set to create a 
sizzle reel and we will usually send that to a network on DVD with some artwork from the 
show and everything and then a bunch of network executive will review it and then decide 
if they want it or not.
GM: Ok, so you don’t do any market research? DO you do some market research before 
or do you just like-
OK: Yes we do, so we hire, we have a research agency that will do they’ll come up with 
questionnaires and they will either send it by email or they will do focus groups so we will 
screen the first episode and there will be questions and responses and whatnot.
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We’ll do that as well sometimes when we a lot of time we co-produce so some of our 
show. We had a show on USA Network which is owned by NBCUniversal. We produce the 
show with universal cable production, it was a co-production. Sorry one second. Hold on 
one second.
GM: Yes no problem.
OK: Sorry about that
GM: NO problem, I know that work is an hectic
OK: That was my boss, she was standing outside of my office saying what are you doing.
GM: AH, ok, I hope I am not in between two tasks or something.
OK: No, I am just eating lunch.
GM: That’s ok, ok ok.
OK: What was I saying?
GM: Yeah, you were mentioning about the co-production between NBC Universal
OK: Oh, yeah, so for a show like that we put half the money NBCU puts half the money, 
hoping that it will go on one of their networks.
In the case of the one it’s called colony and it air on USA Network. That we’ll get picked up 
by USA Network but it co-produced by us and universal cable production. SO the two of 
us, so we are two of the main production companies, so we will hire like crews that go on 
set and all of that. Before it was initially sold, now that it is been sold the network handles 
all that stuff. All the onset photography, interviews and all of that. We will usually buy them 
all for a flat fee like 100000 dollars, 150000 dollars and then all those assets we can use. 
Not just that, everything from trailers, to posters, artwork, promos, billboards. All those kind 
of things we will buy from the domestic network for a flat fee usually and then sell those to 
all of our international networks as well
GM: Ok, so do you have preferred partners like you have with movies that you do with 
Universal and Warner Bros or do you not have any preferred partners?
OK: In television we don’t
GM: Ok,
OK: because tv is pretty different, for movies Universal does all the distribution and 
marketing except for the monster movies that Warner Bros does.
GM: Yeah, the monster universe of course.
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OK: Television is really different because it depends on the type of show that we make, on 
that depends which network it goes on. SO recently we just had a show on ABC Network. 
It was co-produced by Legendary and ABC Studios and then ABC had not actually bought 
it yet. SO when we were in production we created those dvds with the first episode and 
sent it to ABC executives and they liked it so they picked it up. But it wasn’t, it shouldn’t 
have been on ABC, it didn’t go well on ABC, it should have been on Netflix or a smaller 
cable channel. Because ABC it’s too big it was not the audience that liked that show was a 
really small niche audience.
GM: Ok, so the target was not
OK: And the big networks we got in the US, we got the big broadcast network ABC, NBC, 
CBS and a few other.
GM: And CW, yes, the basic cable
OK: Those ones they mass produce shows they produce for the masses, they are in every 
household in the country, no matter what you put out there you are guaranteed to get 5-7 
million people watching it. 
GM: yeah, I actually follow the ratings, week per week. Yeah, I am a fan like of tv series. It 
is not just a thesis for me it has been a passion of mine since like I was 15-16 years old. I 
actually have seen a lot. I have looked into it, I am not gonna say on the producer side, but 
just not like a random audience member. SO I follow the ratings I see which show is 
cancelled, which is renewed.
OK: That’s awesome.
GM: I mean, your job for me it would be my dream job, for sure, if I could choose today, a 
job that I would want to be doing for the rest of my life it would probably be yours. So for 
me you are really lucky.
OK: That’s awesome. That is really cool. But yeah, for that show we had on ABC it should 
have been on a cable network. Because cable networks can get away with tv shows that 
appeal to only small tv audiences, same with Netflix, but the big broadcast network like 
ABC, CBS, the shows on the have to  EVERYONE. It has to be shows that are mass 
marketeable. And so it was on ABC, and it got canceled after one season it was downward 
dog
GM: Ah, yeah, okok, yes, with the girl from Fargo.
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OK: Yes, yeah, yeah, yeah, so we’ve been trying to shop it around to Netflix, HULU, 
Amazon, but everyone is turning it down, because once a show gets canceled someone 
else does’t necessarily want it.
So it should never been on ABC, it should have been on Netflix or HULU from the 
beginnings, or even a small cable network like TBS or something. But, more of my day-to-
day would be on Downward Dog, so when it was on ABC, I actually worked very close to 
all the actors.
GM: Ok.
OK: when it was on air I was with them, it aired on Tuesday night at 8 o’ clock, so every 
Tuesday night 8 o clock I was with all the cast, we were at someone’s house watching it 
live and live tweeting, live instagramming, all that social media stuff. SO social media is a 
HUGE part of marketing nowadays, obviously. SO we require all our actors to be on the 
main social media platforms. And when the episode is airing we are all in one room 
together watching it and everybody is just tweeting away and we come up with cool, fun, 
creative, things for them to do. SO we have Facebook live, or I have done Instagram 
stories where I have asked them all different questions, from like when they were on set, 
amid all fun Instagram stories and that goes on the Downward Dog account and whatnot. 
That’s another one of my responsibilities while the show is airing. Since we are the 
production studios, we don’t do all the heavy marketing, media, advertising, that comes 
from the network. Our job at Legendary is just supplement them and help them however 
we can and fill the gaps. Because the networks have 50plus show that they are working 
on, and they are thinking big picture, billboards ads everywhere, this, that. They don’t have 
time to think about little, small events that’s what we do. SO we try to help them wherever 
we can. They are the ones spending 15million dollars in advertising, we do everything, we 
spend a really small amount of money. So it’s mostly just organic, free social media, digital, 
how can we partner with press outlets to get the word out more. Sometimes we do 
takeover of say Nylon Instagram account for the night. Things like that. SO we work with 
all other networks.
GM: ok, ok, ok, so speaking of this, I’ve seen your linkedin and you used to work for Walt 
Disney, Disney of course, so do you see differences between your previous job and this 
one? 
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OK: Yeah, very, very different. 
GM: Because I actually searched for a lot of producing companies and I chose Legendary 
Entertainment because it was a mid-major with a really interesting position with the 
acquisition and stuff. Like I searched and looked for the best company to look into and 
Legendary felt like a good point. So I wanted your take on it because, of course, I was just 
looking out searching from the outside in, while you have done both from the inside out.
OK: So Disney, I was in film not in television, so it was a different aspect but Disney it was 
so huge, the marketing team was more than 200 people in marketing, doing just 
marketing, so all you do during the day is one specific aspect of marketing of the whole 
process. So when I started I was in Disney digital media which was all online advertising. 
So all my day-to-day was dealing with online advertising and that was it. And I was there 
for just under a year and I moved over the international market at Disney and so my day to 
day was only working with our international distributors and Disney being such a huge 
company they actually have Disney employees in every single country around the world. 
Smaller production companies like Lionsgate just sell their movies to distributors 
internationally, while Disney does it all in-house. 
GM: Vertically integrated, of course.
OK: So my job on the international marketing team was to just talk with the international 
distributors. I had no I was, I just worked on that little thing, I had no exposure to 
production, no exposure to distribution, no exposure to publicity and PR, I was never 
retaught, anything like that. Coming to Legendary being so small that our marketing team 
on TV is like 4 people, 5 people, we work across every single aspect of marketing and that 
is advertising, publicity, talent relation, social media, promotions, integrated marketing, 
partnerships, like creative, we do trailers, we do posters, right now for one of our shows we 
are looking at various partners across the countries so that we can do some sort of fan 
activation. We have a show about space and we want to maybe partner with-
GM: The expanse?
OK: Like frozen yoghurt, ice cream chops around the country and do some sort of space 
ice cream.
GM: So like a tie-in
OK: yeah, so that is the biggest difference, Had I stayed at Disney I would not have had 
half of the experience that I have right now. Working at smaller companies you are 
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exposed to everything, and we are so small that I am sitting across the head of 
productions, head of development, so we see how these shows go from being just an idea 
to being produced fully marketed, I don’t know. Whereas at Disney, I didn’t even know the 
name of one person in production. Couldn’t even tell you a name. laughs.
GM: Actually Jordan said the same thing. He had the same take on a mid major something 
that you can see start to finish and you can feel pride of it, like he said the same thing so I 
can see that it is really true. It is not just marketing that you are marketing the company to 
me. It is something that you really think. It’s really good.
OK: yeah, I used to, I loved working at Disney I loved it, but I’m so happy I got this job 
because I have learnt so much more, and I had so much more experience, that I ever 
would have had I stayed at Disney. And I would now go back to one of the big motion 
picture studios, with just more knowledge and more experience, just a better 
understanding on how the whole company just comes together, how you make a movie or 
a tv show. Whereas before all I knew was just my little aspect of marketing. No idea about 
anything else worked.
GM: yes, I actually recently read that your CEO, Jack Gao, said that they want Legendary 
to become a top 5 studio company, so you are actually at a really interesting intersection 
like you are probably one of the last people that can say like I was in a small team, I have 
seen from top to bottom, now probably things are changing or have been at some level.
OK: So, yeah, things are changing more for our film division upstairs. Because Wanda is 
interested in films they can sell, these films would, you know the movies we make, they 
can they’ll work in China. They want them to work in China, but television isn’t gonna work 
in China, the stuff that we make, won’t translate well in China. At least for now. Wanda has 
been hand off with tv. So we haven’t had that much involvement with Wanda. They haven’t 
been dictating to us. Like our feature film division Wanda is dictating what kind of movies 
they want made, they want to be produced in the new Qingdao studios in China. All that, 
but tv is so different and I don’t think our shows would ever work in China. Some of them, 
but just not all of them. Right now Wanda has not been too involved in television.
GM: Ok, so there has not been any long term plan for the tv division from Wanda, no blue 
print or nothing. I don’t know, like Sense8 that was filmed in various location and could 
garner a more different audience, something like that.
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OK: There might be, but I am not aware of that. Legendary is very they are not very open 
about their plans with the employees, everything stays upstairs and we find out after it’s 
happening. 
GM: Would you say the same has happened when you were bought by Wanda? You didn’t 
know anything until the deal was made you didn’t know nothing.
Ok: *pauses* Yeah, we really didn’t know anything about it. We knew that something was 
in the works but we didn’t know much until it was done.
GM: OK, yeah, that’s interesting, that is a strategic way of putting things in motion
OK: I don’t like it, I don’t think it’s good I think that a company should be really transparent 
with its employees at let everyone know what’s going on. I don’t really like it.
GM: So you don’t like everything.
OK: So also like change makes people, people don’t like change. So when there is big 
change a lot of people leave.
GM: Ok, so can I ask you about the cultural fit, how is the culture inside Legendary.
OK: It’s great, I love it, I am lucky I am on a flexible team, my boss is great, my boss 
philosophy is if you are getting work done you can leave, if you have to take a day off take 
a day off, just make sure to respond to my emails. And that’s how I like to work, I don’t like 
to be stuck with a schedule. You have to be here at 9 o clock, leave at 18 o clock, one hour 
of lunch. Like if I wanna take 2 hours of lunch I can take 2 hours of lunch. And I like that. 
But this is my team, not every team is like that. It all depends on your boss. But the culture 
is *pause*, it is changing with the Wanda purchase.
GM: That is what I want to. What I am looking into, it is not just movies, how they change 
movies, for me is like how does a foreing company actually engage with an American 
company for the first time. Because it has never happened before on such a huge scale. 
And what changes in the inner mechanics of the company. That is what I am looking for. 
So that’s why I also wanted to talk to people that were not in the movies, but were in 
different divisions that have different influences by the parent companies. Like I wanted to 
see all the different aspects. So you’ve been really helpful.
OK: Yeah, when Thomas Tull, our old ceo, was there, the company felt more like it was all 
one big family. And Thomas was the head and everybody responded to Thomas. It was all 
like, it felt all more like we were in it together type of thing. But since Wanda came in and 
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then Thomas left, which we don’t know if he left on his own or Wanda pushed him out. It is 
very unclear.
GM: Okok, In April, like he was of course fired in January, in April they were saying that it 
was him going, I have read something on Variety and stuff They were saying it was for the 
bad box office of Kong and the last movies you made. Like that’ what I read from the 
outside. I don’t know the perception inside, but I guess that you cannot change the truth 
and the movies were flops on a certain level. And they bought you also for your potential 
and you and the movie division were not living up to your potential and the monster 
universe was not picking up. Like I have seen Kong it is an okay movie, I would not 
describe it as a masterpiece. laughs So I can see your point and I would like to know what 
you think about it. Like you, It is difficult for me to ask you if you liked more the old senior 
management because I know that you can’t say anything that is particularly- laughs I know 
that but I wanted to know the feel that inside the company is brewing, so if you are okay 
with the direction. I just want to know if there is a direction and if you are okay with it, like 
inside the company.
OK: So, *pauses*, since tv has not been that affected by the Wanda purchase yet, we 
don’t really feel it as much on our floor. But I know in film they are feeling it a lot more, 
especially with like the flops and movies that the last few have all flopped except for in 
China.
GM: Yeah, of course. Laughs on both sides
OK: But it’s pauses, the culture righr now is kinda in a weird, weird position, because 
nobody knows what’s happening and Wanda is not saying anything, our seniors are not 
saying anything, nobody in the company has a clue what is going on, what the plan is what 
direction are going in anything at all. Nobody knows anything. Which I think it’s terrible.
GM: It’s stressful.
OK: Because everyday people are quitting, so.
GM: That was not something I read about, so
OK: Yeah, that’s not on the papers, that happens with change. So they should really be 
more transparent.
GM: People are risk avoidant 
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OK: Yeah, so people don’t know what’s happening, so here let’s take another job. But 
pause, I don’t know, I am sure you have read everything in the papers that is coming out. 
But, 
GM: I want to know the inside perspective, you don’t have to tell me something that you 
cannot say. If it’s a problem I can sign my thesis as confidential, so it’s not ever gonna go 
out, but- whatever you want, it’s not a problem, I can not quote your name, I can change it, 
I can do whatever, if you are not feeling comfortable saying certain things. I don’t want to 
put you in a difficult spot.
OK: yeah, this is the problem that we find out at the same time as you do, so we only find 
out stuff because we read it in the papers. That’s how we find out and nobody here is 
telling us anything and that’s a problem
GM: There’s a communication problem, of course
OK: That’s a company problem that needs to be addressed because we find out 
everything on Variety, deadline, The Hollywood Reporter, 
GM: Yeah, the site I check as well.
OK: We find out all on those before we hear anyone from the company, so. Laughs
GM: Ok, so
OK: But yeah, the whole, I don’t know if you’ve read an article that came out yesterday 
about some senator that is saying to Donald Trump to start limiting chinese investments in 
Hollywood.
GM: I read on the other side: that China wants to tamper all the foreign investment 
because of course there could be something illegal, that they are only shipping funds away 
and that’s why they stopped, killed the acquisition, the Wanda acquisition of the other 
company, now I don’t remember the production company name, I can check it
OK: Dick Clark
GM: yeah, that one, I had forgot the name, because I guess on both side of the 
government especially with Trump that add to the uncertainty of the position that Wanda is 
in and Legendary is . With the ban of people, with the more- I don’t know- nationalistic 
sense, is it fair to say that? I don’t live in the US, I read the paper but I don’t live in the US, 
so I clearly am not personally involved in it. But of course on a certain level everyone 
person in the world is involved in it. So. It must be tough, not knowing. Having uncertainty 
at every level like government level, company level, a detachment probably in 
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communications between senior management and junior management. But it is just my 
take from the outside.
OK: Yeah, I don’t know, I honestly don’t know much more that you do. Laughs
GM; I don’t expect any shocking news or nothing. It is just having maybe something that 
more than one person says, so that it is not just me saying something that has not been 
corroborated by facts. But somebody in the company that is saying the same thing and it is 
a formal stance in my analysis of the company. That is why I am asking you the question, 
not because I am looking for scoops or anything.
OK: Yeah, no, we’ll see, hopefully soon what happens. It’s unfortunate that there has been, 
that the governments have gotten involved. Both the Chinese and the US government, so 
it’s all kind of on hold right now, I don’t know where we are going but, legendary has 
publically stated that we are independent from Wanda. So the theater chain.
GM: It feels like a reach, but okay, 
OK: yeah, laughs a lot. What I know is really not much more than you do and I think it is 
also because I am in tv, we have just not been affected by the Wanda purchase, like our 
film division has. And our film division our last films have all flopped whereas television we 
are actually making a lot of money. We had one canceled show, but we have two other 
shows that have just wrapped shooting seasons 3s, so 
GM: So it is syndication time, basically.
OK: Yeah, tv is doing well, making money.
GM: I don’t know, I have other questions, can I, do you have time?
OK: Yeah, I have like 8 minutes.
GM: Yeah, I can give you 8 minutes of questions definitely. I wanted to ask you something 
about- you already said something about the shift after the acquisition. There was a 
transition team, somebody to smooth things over within the acquisition or was li
OK: Not that I know of. SO Jack Gao and it’s team were here for a while, they have offices 
upstairs. 
GM: They were searching for the new CEO and the guy from Paramount has taken 
another job
OK: Yeah, they are still looking for a new CEO, I heard they gave a few offers one guy 
went somewhere else. I don’t know if they actually hired somebody else or not. Hopefully 
they have. But yeah, somebody that we don’t know of. They don’t say anything to us. I 
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know there wasn’t at least in tv, there wasn’t a transition team that was helping us in any 
way at all. There might have been someone upstairs in the film division but I don’t know. I 
don’t think so.
GM: I don’t know anything about it and Jordan said there was none, so i
OK: I don’t think so, because they don’t everybody that works within the film side of the 
business doesn’t have any idea of what’s happening either. They just read in the paper 
everything also in the news.
GM: You kinda said something about the expansion project with the tv series in another 
place, do you have plans for Europe, specifically plans for Europe?
OK: Other than selling our shows to channels there no. We want to sell our shows in every 
territory we can, but there is no other company expansion plan to Europe.
GM: I have a checklist that I would like to ask you and so I am trying to run through them. I 
had a questions about how your job changes between all the stages of production but you 
already told me, so you were proactive in that and I thank you for it. Ok, corporate values I 
have asked you. Ok, would you say that you work in a fast paced environment in respect 
with the more corporate one at Disney is it something fair to say?
OK: Yes, it is really fast now it is kind of slow because we have a bunch of shows in 
production which we don’t do much before it’s on air, but when they air it is going to be 
pretty busy. Legendary is very fast paces and scrappy, we are able to push thing through 
pretty quickly, whereas in big corporations such as Disney if you want to do one thing it 
can go through phases of approval and it could take three weeks. Whereas here I can run 
around to everyone’s offices and say check, check, check, done we are doing this 
tomorrow.
GM: Ok, I have the last thing I wanna ask you and it is the worse one, the toughest, I 
wanted to ask you if the point of Wanda acquiring could it be that they want your creative 
expertise and they want to take everything they can from the company and then dismantle 
it and put it back in China, so could it feel that you are working toward giving the enemy all 
the information so they can suck it out and then just sell it for pieces?
OK: So when they first bought us, we used to do this big, company wide presentations and 
Jack would present to us and they were kinda propaganda meetings. Chinese propaganda 
meetings about how we would all get to see a new video about the Wanda group, how 
amazing is all they are doing and we would know everything about their shopping malls 
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and theme parks, then their new Qingdao studio. Which I don’t know what is happening 
about it, but I know there is some weird flux with it right now. We were told that we were 
going to start filming there, everything was ready to go, but then they needed post 
production, they had reached out to al post production studios here in the US, like 
Technicolor and Photocam if they wanted to open offices in Qingdao, then so our 
understanding was that film, not necessarily tv was all started being produced and shot in 
China at Qingdao studio. That was our understanding here. That is no longer the case. I 
don’t know what’s happened with Qindgdao studio, I think something is happening there I 
am not sure what. But that was originally the plan that we all heard. But I know Wanda has 
publicly stated that they want to be bigger than Disney. 
GM: Yeah, they said it.
OK: They are after all those area that Disney is in. SO yeah, that’s why they came into 
Hollywood. They wanted Paramount Pictures, but Paramount decided not to sell. And then 
they went after us. But yeah, I don’t know, I mean their purchase is not going as smoothly 
as planned. 
GM: The cultural fit is the thing I felt was more off. Because of course I studied the history 
of China Studio Movie and what they do with all their company if they are state controlled, 
or if they don’t have that kind of freedom and there was going to be some problem with the 
US also because Us before was only manufacturing, that China had actually superseded 
the US manufactory side, but the creative side is an all other level and you are at the 
forefront of that. Like creating a thing is different that making it cheap. SO it’s a thing that I 
find really interesting.
OK: Yeah, so we’ll see what happens with the company and with Wanda. But none of us 
now right now.
GM: So I wanna thank you, because I had so much trouble finding somebody willing to 
speak to me. You literally have no idea. It was so hard because we have different 
timezones, people clearly don’t know CBS, my home university and your hectic schedule 
you have other things to do. SO if you know somebody that could talk to me, maybe from 
the movie division, maybe from some other just to corroborate something, just to clear 
something else. You would be doing me a huge favour. So if you can ok, otherwise I am 
just gonna try again with some other people. Again, you’ve been so helpful, you really 
have no idea, I am so grateful.
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OK: If you have any more questions just email me.
GM: Probably I am gonna transcribe what we said and if I find something I need 
clarification I am gonna write to you. And I am probably gonna update you on how my 
thesis is going. If you really can find somebody that can talk to me. If you go out now and 
you say yeah, I was doing this interview with this Italian guy, he was nice. You would be 
doing me a favour but I cannot ask you more than you have already done. Thank you very 
much for your time. Goodbye

11.2.1 Interview Transcript Tommie Curran

Gianmaria Maggioni - GM
Tommie Curran - TC

GM: Good morning,  I am looking to interview some people for my thesis. It is around the 
coproduction of movies between China and the US, with an emphasis on Dalian Wanda 
acquisition of Legendary Entertainment. Would you be willing to be interviewed? 
TC: Hello Gianmaria, Sure, I would be happy to be interviewed, if time allows. Please let 
me know what you have in mind.
GM: I am interested in both the relationship with Wanda and Legendary and the 
collaboration between creative experts from different areas. I think that I could gain some 
insights from your line of work. I have a series of questions that I have posed to people at 
Legendary, if you want I can forward them to you before. Generally I was thinking about a 
semi-structured interview, where I ask you about your job, what circumstances brought you 
to China, what are the differences between working there and back in the US 
And then take it from there and explore possible insights I discover during our interview. 
Of course I am available whenever it is comfortable for you, I am in the process of writing 
my thesis, so I am flexible regarding times and dates. 
TC: Sounds like an interesting thesis. Would love to take a look after you've finished. Yes, 
if you can first send me a general indication of the types of questions you want to ask. 
Then we can take it from there. Regarding time, I'm a bit packed Monday to Friday but we 
could figure something out over the weekend. I'm currently based in China. Please send 
the questions to my private email address: tommiecurran@hotmail.com. 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I'm a strong believer in deeper exploration of the co-production market in China, so I hope 
I can help in some way. I'll be in touch.
GM: Perfect, I am probably gonna retool the questions a bit and send it to you asap

GM: Nice to meet you, I’m Gianmaria.
TC: Nice to meet you too. Are you in Italy at the moment?
GM: Yes.
TC: It is nice meeting you, glad I could help you out. You got a cool thesis topic.
GM: I hope, we’ll see at the end. For now the process is still in motion. It is like building 
blocks.
TC: Yeah, I get it.
GM: So, I don’t know, I am not that used to do this kind of interviews, because of course 
I’m more used to receiving- on the receiving end of questions, instead of actually be the 
one that has to actually make the questions and being interesting. So I hope to do good-
TC: Yeah, no problem at all, don’t worry.
GM: I have done a couple other with your colleagues, but one it was like an ex-CBS 
student, he stayed in Copenhagen for a semester so we had something like in common in 
our LinkedIn circles so maybe it was easier to reach him. The other were stemming from  
his personal connections. So I hope this goes well.
TC: It will, it will. Laughs
GM: Okay, to start I would like to know what your job entails, actually from a day-to-day 
basis.
TC: Basically my job is involved in a different number of verticals, basically we have in 
addition to film we have tv, networks, comics, digitals studio, so we are doing a number of 
different things and part of the role of the corporate strategy team is to figure out how to 
effectively how to maximise growth and revenue potential in each of those verticals. And 
also depending on how successful they are when to exit them or when to buy stakes in 
something else.
GM: Does it work for you? Are you happy with it?
TC: Yes, I really like my job and I really enjoy doing so and I think the transformation has 
been good because I am kind of learning and improving my skills in a lot of different areas.
GM: Did you have any relationship with the older, with Wanda?
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TC: No one really at the company has that close of a relationship; as you know there has 
been a transition, at the highest level of the company. But basically the new CEO main job 
is to help with the transition and ultimately figure out to find a new CEO. SO he is basically 
an interim CEO. And we are actively looking for someone to basically take over and 
basically build us in some kind of an even bigger studios. Not like the bigger one. 
GM: So you didn’t have an influx of new people? Or layoffs?
TC: No, almost everyone who was here has been here before it is still here. But it is not 
like anything has changed significantly. I definitely think we are a company that has always 
catered to a global audience not just domestic audience.
GM: Ok, so no layoffs? No corporate shakeups. So you are working with what digital, 
probably with digital release of tv series or something.
TC: We have some digital networks, so we have websites that make webseries. We also 
have some specific kind of projects like small movies that we sell to some digital players 
like Youtube Red and Crackle, Fullscreen, companies like that.
GM: So maybe less famous project but they help the company’s bottom line.
TC: yeah, they are new projects, we are trying to figure out if that is a good business to be 
in and since we are some of the only people doing it, kind of becoming the early entrants 
and become bigger experts in that.
GM: And develop talent.
TC: The bigger companies are all making investments with that but they have not made a 
lot of strides.
GM: Jordan was also saying something about web series, I don’t know if there is 
something there. Because I felt like from him saying that it was something which 
Legendary was at the forefront of. It’s not something a lot of productions studio do.
TC: So it’s usually the MCM channel that do that, so awesomeness tv, and whatnot. So we 
had a division, HAD key word, called Legendary Digital Studios that produced original 
content. Low budget movies and series that went straight on digital platforms. SO we had 
one called electrobandana girl that went on fullscreen which is domestic only. It is ike an 
app. We had another movie called the fitting, that went on Youtube Red. Which is slowly 
opening up to countries all over the world.
GM: It’s rolling out, but
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TC: Yeah, it is slowly rolling out, but if YTR is unavailable in a country you can still get the 
content on google play store. The thinning is still making money and we might make a 
second one of that. But there was also another one called dead drising on Crackle, we did 
a second one called Dead Rising: end game. SO that division they were all low budget 
movies or series that went straight to digital. The new digital platforms, that division, 
unfortunately the head of that division left to go to a different production studio to do the 
same thing. And so, I don’t know if we are gonna continue with that stuff or not, if the 
thinning sequel gets greenlit, since we were originally part of it, we are probably going to 
do the marketing and distribution part of the sequel too. But we won’t be producing that 
necessarily. Because it is gone with the executive. But all those deals I don’t know for 
sure. That was a really promising division, but unfortunately now it has been put on hold. 
GM: Nono, I knew it was up and coming and it was the least famous of the three divisions 
so there is not enough material possibly because honestly I am focusing more on the 
movie side. But of course the tv series side is joint, like it’s connected on a certain level. 
But about the digital division I didn’t know much. And I was surprised of something that 
new being done by a fairly big production company and I wanted to actually ask you since 
you are working in marketing and dealing with digital channels instead of traditional ones. 
It has to change something the dynamic, the power structure between you and them. It’s a 
little different dealing with them instead of ABC, Of course so I thought about asking
GM: Yeah, they are top heavy and they have problem with the decision-making process, 
you are leaner. I get it and that is part of the reason I was fascinated by your company and 
not maybe a bigger one. It was an interesting timing and also an interesting company that 
was less investigated and I actually like the movies you produce. Can you tell me 
something more that I may have missed. I have been browsing through my questions and 
you have responded to all of them to the best of your abilities.
TC: I think you have got the most of them to the best of my knowledge. I wish I could help 
you more on the marketing and distribution side and our synergies with Wanda but I know 
they are there, but I don’t know enough about them. I am glad I could help. Interesting 
topic not a lot of people know about. And it is also something I know you are focusing on 
the chinese coproduction side I know a lot of the studios are doing it. But it is something 
that it hasn’t proved to be a success yet. Is kind of, it is not easy to make a movie that can 
appeal to the chinese and domestic audience. It is a work in progress.
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TC: Goodbye, it’s pretty late there, right?
GM: It’s midnight, goodbye.
TC: Bye bye.
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