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LOGLINE: 


Football and feminism collide in this feature documentary that follows two former NFL 
cheerleaders who file class-action lawsuits against their teams and the league alleging wage 
theft and illegal employment practices. Lacy and Maria expose the gender inequality at the 
heart of America’s favorite pastime. Overcoming isolation and exile, they achieve personal 
awakenings and discover value in the fight for fairness.


SYNOPSIS:  
In 2014, while the NFL makes $11 billion in profit, Oakland Raiders cheerleader LACY realizes 
her compensation would amount to less than minimum wage. After paying out of pocket for 
beauty, transportation and uniforms for the job, she struggles under mounting debt. The base 
NFL player salary is $420,000, mascots are paid on average $60,000 a year and concession 
workers are paid minimum wage plus tips. Disgusted by the injustice, Lacy enlists an all female 
employment law firm, LVBH, and sues the Oakland Raiders for wage theft in a class-action 
lawsuit. She inspires four other women to stand up across the country and file similar lawsuits, 
including MARIA, a former cheerleader for the Buffalo Bills. 


Lacy grew up in small-town Louisiana and trained her entire life to become a professional 
dancer. Maria has served her tight-knit community through her sport since she was a child. A 
WOMAN’S WORK follows these two brave women who stand up against an all-powerful 
industry in order to change what they love for the better. In the process of exposing the 
criminal acts of these corporations, they reveal a culture of toxic masculinity and the ingrained 
devaluation of women’s labor in society. They face public attacks from their former teammates, 
women who insist on upholding the status quo. As they juggle their legal battle with marriage 
and motherhood, Lacy and Maria arrive at a feminist awakening on the heels of the #metoo 
movement.


Unprecedented in its intersectional approach, A WOMAN’S WORK weaves sharp cultural 
exposé with personal journeys of empowerment.
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT:


My relationship with the world of football didn’t begin until I moved to Los Angeles from 
Canada to complete my MFA at the University of Southern California. As an international 
student, I could only work on campus, so I got a part-time job tutoring football players in 
English literature. Their love of the game and the industry in which they were worshipped gave 
me culture shock. As an immigrant from China, the mythology of football appealed to the part 
of me indoctrinated by the value of hard work since I was a little girl. Every inch on the field is 
hard-earned and if you give it your all, you have the chance to win - a perfect metaphor for the 
American Dream. Cheerleaders are the only visible women on the field and native to the 
ecosystem. I binged the Friday Night Lights TV show and subscribed to NFL All-Access to 
watch all the games. It was as source of comfort for me as I searched for a sense of belonging.


In 2014, I came across a news article about Lacy, a former cheerleader for the Oakland 
Raiders, suing her team for wage theft. She was paid less than five dollars an hour. I went 
through a paradigm shift. Repressed memories came pouring back: everything I’d escaped - 
the tyranny and misogyny of China, my birthplace - everything I’d hoped to find in the United 
States - freedom, equality. And the messy, clashing hypocrisy of it all. I realized that this was an 
opportunity to interrogate and subvert a cultural monolith through a personal and intimate lens, 
following the journey of women who are unlikely heroes. When I first met Lacy and her 
attorneys in Oakland, I met a woman in transition. We connected over a working-class 
upbringing and a passion for what we do. For the first time in her life, Lacy became an outsider 
because she took a stand, something I’ve experienced firsthand. I explained to her that I was 
drawn to this story of shifting identities, people who move between the margins and the center 
of society, people who begin at the bottom of social hierarchies and attempt to ascend the 
ranks, transforming the world around them in the process. With the blessing of LVBH, her team 
of all-female attorneys, Lacy agreed to participate in the project.


Lacy’s lawsuit quickly inspired others across the country. Out of 27 NFL teams with 
cheerleaders in 2014, four were sued for wage theft and unsafe work conditions. My producing 
partner Elizabeth and I cold-called all of the attorneys involved. Because of the on-going 
litigation, a few women didn’t want to speak to us. They were under immense public and 
private pressure as lead plaintiffs. We eventually secured the participation of our second 
protagonist and former Buffalo Jill, Maria, as well as her attorneys and co-plaintiff, Alyssa. It 
took a lot of work for my relationship with Lacy and Maria to evolve and deepen. I wanted to 
know, how will they rebuild themselves? How will they change and grow through this fight? 
Building the trust between us took honesty, vulnerability, faith on both sides, and several dozen 
cross country trips. Often, it would be me alone with a camera, in conversation with them as 
they did chores, or recording purely audio as we hung out in their rooms chatting about 
everything from our mothers to the power of female sexuality. Over time, they understood that I 
wanted to be a partner on their journey, as they would become partners in my filmmaking 
journey.


This film is very personal to me, and yet from the outside people view me as a foreigner to this 
story. I was shocked by the amount of stereotypes and prejudices I encountered both against 



my cheerleader characters, and against myself, an Asian American woman filmmaker. During 
one of the first interviews we conducted with a six-year veteran cheerleader, her husband sat 
my producer Elizabeth and me down to tell us point blank, “If these women want money to 
dance half-naked on the field then they’re whores.” In addition to a conservative backlash 
against our protagonists, we found it difficult to reach funders who were primarily middle to 
upper class liberals. Ironically, some also dismissed the women in our film because they chose 
to objectify themselves, and in a way “asked for it.” One respected industry member 
responded, “I would never allow my daughter to become a cheerleader.”


This film is about women’s fight for value in the workplace. I want to show the work behind the 
spectacle, and the unjust environment where this work takes place. The gendered job of a 
professional cheerleader is to be sexy and attractive while also maintaining the illusion of 
eternal optimism and morality. The film’s title, A WOMAN’S WORK, has been used as a 
derogatory term applied to work that is seen as useless, trivial, menial and unnecessary. It 
implies a hierarchy of value with “men’s work” at the top. Women’s work is traditionally related 
to women’s bodies such as child-bearing, child-rearing, house work, sex work, and dance falls 
into that. Women bear the burden of emotional labor, and often work in sectors focused on the 
social good like teaching and non-profits. All of these traditional “support” roles are vital to the 
functioning of the patriarchal capitalist system, but are unpaid or exploitative, unacknowledged 
and undervalued. I want this film to broaden the current discussion over equal pay and the 
gender pay gap beyond meeting a male standard for the same work. I believe that when we 
acknowledge erased or devalued work, we also give power to the workers. 

In 2018 after the #metoo movement came to life, five more NFL teams were subject to federal 
complaints and/or sued by their cheerleaders for everything from wage theft to gender 
discrimination. Several NFL teams have changed their uniforms to be more modest and have 
hired male dancers. Though progressive, these changes skirt the issue. Fundamentally, these 
professional dancers doing gendered work are not paid a living wage, and they do not have 
choice, agency and control in their workplace. This film is about women who are brave enough 
to stand up and rebel against the only community that they’ve known since childhood in order 
to speak truth to power. This is not a simple David versus Goliath story. They stand up against 
a toxic tradition, a multi-billion male-dominated corporation, and they combat internalized 
misogyny - other women who want to protect the status quo even as it harms themselves. 
Their reward in this fight is self-knowledge and a newfound understanding of the way inequality 
operates. This film complicates rather than simplifies, because the biggest obstacle for change 
is the part of ourselves we haven’t yet faced.


- Yu Gu 顾雨




NFL CHEERLEADER LAWSUITS TIMELINE 2014 - PRESENT 

2014


	 January 22, 2014 - Lacy T. vs Oakland Raiders

• class action

• wage theft and breaking federal and state employment laws


	 February 11, 2014 - Alexa Brenneman vs. Cincinnati Bengals

• class action

• wage theft


	 April 22, 2014 - Maria P., Alyssa U., Jaclyn S., Melissa M., Gina B. vs Buffalo Bills, 
Stejon Productions, Citadel Communications


• class action

• wage theft and unsafe work conditions


	 May 6, 2014 - Krystal C. vs New York Jets

• class action

• wage theft


	 May 19, 2014 - Manouchcar Pierre-Val vs. Tampa Bay Buccaneers

• class action

• wage theft


	 September 4, 2014 - Lacy T. vs Oakland Raiders settlement

• $1.25 million for the class


2015

	 March 7, 2015 - Manouchcar Pierre-Val vs. Tampa Bay Buccaneers settlement


• $825,000 for the class


	 May 4, 2015 - The National Football League is added as a defendant to the Buffalo 
Jills case.


	 September 25, 2015 - Lauren Herington vs Milwaukee Bucks (NBA)

• class action

• wage theft


	 September 25, 2015 - The Jills, the Buffalo Bills, Stejon, Citadel and the NFL fail to 
come to a settlement.


	 October 21, 2015 - Alexa Brenneman vs. Cincinnati Bengals settlement

• $255,000 for the class




2016

	 January 27, 2016 - Krystal C. vs New York Jets settlement


• $324,000 for the class


2017

	 April 26, 2017 - Lauren Herington vs Milwaukee Bucks settlement (NBA)


• $250,000 for the class


	 May 4, 2017 - New York Supreme Court issues a summary judgment that states 
the Jills are employees who were misclassified as independent contractors.  

May 11, 2017 - Lacy receives her settlement funds. 

October 16, 2017 - Maria and the Jills, the Buffalo Bills, Stejon, Citadel and the 
NFL fail again to come to a settlement. 

2018

	 

	 March 25, 2018 - Bailey Davis vs New Orleans Saints


• United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission complaint

• gender discrimination


	 April 11, 2018 - Kristen Ware vs Miami Dolphins

• United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission complaint

• religious discrimination


	 May 21, 2018 - Paige G. vs Houston Texans

• wage theft


	 June 1, 2018 - Hannah T., Ainsley P., Morgan W., Ashley R., Kelly N. vs Houston Texans

• class action

• wage theft and unsafe work conditions


	 June 12, 2018 - Erica Wilkins vs Dallas Cowboys

• wage theft


2019


	 September 9, 2019 - Erica Wilkins vs Dallas Cowboys settlement


• undisclosed amount




FILMMAKERS: 

YU GU - Director/ Producer/ Cinematographer 

YU GU is a filmmaker and visual artist born in Chongqing, China and raised in Vancouver, 
Canada. She explores themes of identity, migration and artistic freedom with a lyrical and 
visceral approach. Yu’s hybrid documentary A MOTH IN SPRING, which follows her family’s 
fight for freedom of expression in China, premiered at Hot Docs International Film Festival and 
was broadcast on HBO. She co-directed the feature documentary, WHO IS ARTHUR CHU?, 
chronicling the redemption of an Asian American Jeopardy! champion turned internet 
iconoclast. The award-winning film premiered at the 2017 Slamdance Film Festival, broadcast 
on Emmy Award-winning series America Reframed on PBS and released across all digital 
platforms. Her second film continues to explore the intimate journeys of people rising from the 
margins to transform the mainstream. A WOMAN’S WORK world-premiered at the 2019 
Tribeca Film Festival and won Best Emerging Filmmaker Award at the Los Angeles Asian 
Pacific Film festival. Yu is currently directing INTERIOR MIGRATIONS, a multi-platform project 
documenting the memories of migrant workers in Canada. The first 3-channel short 
documentary from this series premiered at the Art Gallery of Ontario’s “Every.Now.Then: 
Reframing Nationhood” exhibit. She is an alumnus of the Film Independent Documentary Lab, 
the Firelight Media Producer’s Fellowship, the TFI/CNN/Points North Institute Story Lab, and 
the Sundance Institute Rockefeller Foundation documentary partnership. Yu received her MFA 
in film production from the University of Southern California and a BA from the University of 
British Columbia.


ELIZABETH AI - Producer/ Writer 
Elizabeth Ai is an Emmy award winning producer creating independent narrative and 
documentary and commercial content for companies such as National Geographic, ESPN, and 
VICE. She produced longitudinal feature documentary, DIRTY HANDS: THE ART & CRIMES OF 
DAVID CHOE, a portrait of the titled artist after his release from solitary confinement from a 
Tokyo prison and before his meteoric rise in the art world (dir. Harry Kim, 2008). In 2011 she 
produced a foreign language feature narrative in Vietnam, SAIGON ELECTRIC, a coming of age 
love story in the world of breakdancing (dir. Stephane Gauger). A WOMAN’S WORK: THE 
NFL’S CHEERLEADER PROBLEM, a feature documentary she wrote and produced, premiered 
at the 2019 Tribeca Film Festival, explores the personal impact of wage theft and exploitation 
of the only visible women in the NFL (dir. Yu Gu). Since 2012, she’s been directing and 
producing longitudinal documentary, IN THE SHADOW OF THE HILLS, about the effects of 
modernity, tourism, and climate change on the women of indigenous tribes in the Himalayan 
foothills of Sapa, Vietnam. While Elizabeth worked at VICE’s food verticle, MUNCHIES, she 
created, produced, and directed two pilots that went to series: SEX+FOOD (2015) and BONG 
APPETIT (2014), the latter went to broadcast on VICELAND. She’s a fellow of Berlin Talent 
Campus, Film Independent, National Association of Latino of Independent Producers, Points 
North Institute, Sundance Institute, Tribeca Film Institute, and the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting. She received her B.A. in Creative Writing from the University of Southern 
California.




JIN YOO-KIM - Co-producer


Jin Yoo-Kim is a Korean Bolivian American filmmaker currently producing MANZANAR, 
DIVERTED (dir. Ann Kaneko), a feature documentary exploring California water issues through 
the eyes of Native American, Japanese American, and farmer experiences.  She Co-Produced 
Grace Lee’s interactive web documentary K-TOWN ’92 that revisited the 1992 LA riots/
uprising/saigu, where she also managed the social media impact campaign. Jin serves as the 
Digital Engagement Impact Producer for WAKING DREAM (dir. Theo Rigby), a six episode 
series on America's young undocumented community for Indie Lens Storycast and PBS Digital 
Studios. She serves as the Impact Producer for BLOWIN' UP (dir. Stephanie Wang-Breal). In 
the past, Jin worked with director Rory Kennedy on TAKE EVERY WAVE: THE LIFE OF LAIRD 
HAMILTON as well as with director Bill Guttentag. Her projects received the 34th College 
Television Award for Best Series and the Media Action Network for Asian Americans 
scholarship. She was a 2017 Firelight Media Impact Producing Fellow, a Visual 
Communications Armed With A Camera Fellow and Project Catalyst Fellow. She received her 
MFA in Film from USC and a BA in Psychology, Cinema and Media Studies from Wellesley 
College. 


VICTORIA CHALK - Editor


Victoria Chalk is a British-Chinese film editor with over 10 years of post-production experience. 
She most recently edited Yu Gu’s feature documentary A WOMAN’S WORK which premiered 
at the 2019 Tribeca Film Festival. She has editing credits on a wide array of critically acclaimed 
projects: PJ Raval’s feature documentary CALL HER GANDA (Tribeca 2018, Hotdocs, LAAPFF 
winner); OVARIAN PSYCOS a feature documentary directed by Joanna Sokolowski and Kate 
Trumbull-Lavalle (SXSW 2016, Hotdocs); VIVRE, JUSQU’AU BOUT a narrative short directed 
by Vincent Plaidy (award winner at the 2010 Rhode Island International FF and the prestigious 
CNC Prix de Qualité); and additional editing on BEFORE YOU KNOW IT directed by PJ Raval 
(SXSW, 2013). She is currently editing on the PBS documentary series ASIAN AMERICANS. 
Victoria is the 2019 Karen Schmeer Editing Fellow. In her spare time, Victoria trains and fights 
as a boxer, and is a core member of A-DOC, the Asian American Documentary Network.


ALLYSON NEWMAN - Composer 
Allyson Newman gained her Masters degree in composition from the Sydney Conservatorium 
of Music. Her first feature film WATERMARK screened at the Cannes Film Festival in 2003 after 
which she then moved to LA to study film scoring at USC. Allyson has been awarded both an 
Australia Council for the Arts Grant and an Australian Guild of Screen Composers Award for her 
work in film music. Allyson scored the multi award winning documentary feature LIMITED 
PARTNERSHIP that premiered on PBS Independent Lens in 2015. Alongside composer Matt 
Novack, Allyson wrote music for the comedy series FILTHY PREPPY TEENS (2016), as well as 
the three-time Emmy Winning TV series CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL. Allyson also scored the 
Emmy nominated (2016) media series HER STORY. In July 2017 Allyson participated in the BMI 
Conducting Workshop and then went on to score KUSAMA-INFINITY which premiered at 
Sundance 2018 and had its theatrical release with Magnolia Pictures in September 2018. Most 
recently, Allyson completed scoring the Cannes 2019 documentary feature film MAKING 
WAVES: THE ART OF CINEMATIC SOUND. 
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