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ABSTRACT
The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in the creative and cultural
industries have been closely tracked by researchers, professional
bodies, and arts organisations. In the period of recovery that has
followed, emphasis has moved towards building a more inclusive
and sustainable industry. Yet beyond the headline statistics,
accounts of the support needs of creative workers – as identified
in their own words – are less forthcoming. This paper reports on
open responses collected during April-May 2021 as the United
Kingdom began to lift lockdown restrictions. Thematic analysis of
responses identified three overarching themes identified by
respondents as central to sustainable recovery: (i) Financial
Infrastructures; (ii) Artistic communities; and (iii) Future-proofed
professional landscapes. The findings support previous research
that has emphasised the need for recovery to prioritise
supporting individual artists and the importance of freelance
voices at all stages of policy and decision making to ensure
equitable development for the future.
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Introduction

The immediate impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic were felt keenly in the creative and
cultural industries. The closures of theatres, galleries, and nightclubs halted income
streams across the creative sector. In an industry dominated by short-term project
work and freelancers, revenue across the cultural industries in the United Kingdom (UK)
almost halved (DCMS, 2020; Oxford Economics, 2020), with many seeing livelihoods dis-
appear overnight (Spiro et al., 2021). The government packages of support that came in
response, notably the £1.57 billion Cultural Recovery Funds (CRF) and the Self Employ-
ment Income Support (SEISS), were initially praised for their rapid roll-out and responsive-
ness, providing a lifeline for many struggling institutions and creative workers. However,
gaps in both schemes were seen to highlight a poor understanding of the diverse
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ecologies of the cultural sector (Comunian & England, 2020; Sargent et al., 2021). Millions
of creative workers did not meet the eligibility criteria for the SEISS1, and the flagship CRF
missed many organisations that were most vulnerable, with the majority of the funds
going to institutions that had a history of Arts Council funding and public investment
(Walmsley et al., 2022).

Performing arts were the major beneficiaries, with 30% of the CRF funds directed
towards performing arts organisations (Siepel et al., 2021). Yet, the individual artists
within those institutions often saw little trickle down of those funds. Although individuals
were directed towards the SEISS, the design of the support packages was inappropriate
for the reality of most creative income streams, with reports that at least one third of musi-
cians (Musicians’ Union, 2021) and three quarters of visual artists (ACME, 2021) were
unable to apply. In addition, those with mixed freelance-portfolio working patterns
(which describes the majority of visual artists, illustrators, and film-makers) faced both
reductions in work from shuttered businesses alongside restrictions on their own creative
practice through the lack of access to studio space, difficulties obtaining materials (ACME,
2021), and lost rehearsal opportunities and collaboration (Sargent et al., 2021).

The intermittent closures of the nearly two years that followed left the cultural indus-
tries fragmented, with the experiences of creative professionals increasingly polarised by
industry, employment type, income stream, and career stage. Towards the latter stages of
2021, sectors including film, TV, radio, photography, and publishing showed increasing
levels of activity, whilst those more reliant on audiences’ close contact, including
music, theatre, and performing arts, were still decimated (Siepel et al., 2021; Walmsley
et al., 2022). Other disparities have also been evident, with industries that have strong
and well-organised representation (such as that provided by the Musicians’ Union and
Equity for those in the performing arts), quicker to adapt and put in place COVID-safe
workplace guidance and cancellation protections, in contrast to creatives in more frag-
mented sectors, such as painters, who have been less represented in policy discussions
(Jones, 2022). The ongoing economic shocks that have followed the pandemic, including
the cost-of-living crisis, placed further pressure on those with portfolio careers, who carry
high levels of personal and professional economic risk (Jones, 2022). Research undertaken
during this period has shown how the “immunity” of the creative workforce is beginning
to wane, with disabled, younger, and minority professionals appearing to leave creative
work at a higher rate than ever before (Walmsley et al., 2022).

Portfolio working, creative precarity, and wellbeing

Pre-pandemic, the instability of creative work was already well-documented (Cohen,
2015; Gill & Pratt, 2008; Morgan & Nelligan, 2018), with the nature of ad hoc, long, and
low paid hours contributing to burnout and mental health concerns across arts industries
(Dobson, 2010; Vaag et al., 2016; Wilkes et al., 2020). Fatigue and over-rehearsal are the
leading causes of injury for professional dancers (Kozai et al., 2020) and contributors to
the high levels of musculoskeletal pain seen in orchestral musicians (Kenny & Ackermann,
2015). Financially, many professionals cannot make a living from their artistic practice
alone. As Thompson (2008) notes, the majority of the roughly 5,000 artists who have
some representation in mainstream galleries will still supplement their income through
teaching, writing, or supportive partners (Thompson, 2008, p. 64). Overall, visual artists
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have an average annual income of £16,150, with less than half of this coming from their
art (TBR, 2018). Similarly, median earnings for those working in literature have dropped
from £12,330 in 2007 to £7,000 (Thomas et al., 2022) meaning alternative work is essential
for most. Portfolio patterns of performing, teaching, and other related activities such as
arts administration, research, and community work are also common in the performing
arts, where the pressure to make ends meet can create other professional risks.

While precarity is often regarded as a condition of artistic labour and creative freedom,
work that is governed by instability can inflict high emotional and social burdens, and
entrench inequalities across the sector (Comunian & England, 2020; Morgan & Nelligan,
2018). This type of work can also fuel a “temporal precarity”, where artistic practices are
dominated by “the frenetic demands of a speeded-up, unstable, and fragmented social
world” (Serafini & Banks, 2020, p. 1). At the outset of the pandemic, experts voiced con-
cerns that instability and exploitative working patterns were likely to worsen as a result
of poor support offered to the industry (Banks, 2020; Comunian & England, 2020;
Eikhof, 2020). Two years after the intial lockdown, the mental and social wellbeing of
the workforce remains a concern, with high levels of anxiety, depression, and loneliness
persisting despite restrictions easing (Spiro & Shaughnessy et al., under review).

The wellbeing of workers in the creative industries is closely linked to their work; crea-
tive professionals experience a strong sense of emotional identity and satisfaction from
their practice (Ascenso et al., 2017; Dobson, 2010; Oakland et al., 2012). However, the
erosion of the perceived value of creative work – evident in austerity-era policymaking
and in part echoed by the perceived inadequate supports provided during the pandemic
– has led to a workforce that feels undervalued and abandoned (Cohen & Ginsborg, 2021,
2022; Comunian & England, 2020; Flore et al., 2021; Shaughnessy et al., 2022). As time
passes and the challenges to the sector persist, it is becoming increasingly difficult to
unpick the immediate effects of the pandemic from pre-existing structural inequalities.
As Strong and Cannizzo (2020) noted, instability was not new, with the pandemic
acted as a “a worst-case scenario where the full effects of this precarity were suddenly
brought home to workers en masse” (Strong & Cannizzo, 2020, p. 9; Flore et al., 2021).
Factors that were initially disguised, such as Brexit, are also now beginning to manifest
(Walmsley et al., 2022).

Positive changes have nevertheless emerged during the pandemic, including
increased accessibility of arts engagement through hybrid performance (Sargent et al.,
2021; Vincent, 2022), increased visibility of the precarity of creative work (Comunian &
England, 2020), and opportunities for artistic reflection (Shaughnessy et al., 2022; Spiro
et al., 2021; Warran et al., 2022). To preserve these positive changes and address the struc-
tural problems within the industry, experts have called for recovery from the pandemic to
be met with reformed funding models and working protections (Banks & O’Connor, 2021).
Particular attention has been drawn to the financial infrastructures which limit accessibil-
ity and inclusion of both entry into, and retention of, diversity within the sector (Walmsley
et al., 2022; Wreyford et al., 2021).

Many of the policies and statistics thus far described have been drawn from industry
bodies. The Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS), Treasury, and
Arts Council England (ACE) responses to the pandemic have been criticised as relying
too heavily on information gathered from their national portfolio organisations when
designing pandemic supports, and failing to listen to creative freelancers and take
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account of grassroots, community creative ecologies (Jones, 2022). Listening to individual
artists’ voices and understanding individual perspectives can help inform appropriate
support for careers, tailor such support to individual sub-sectors, and highlight
common experiences across the creative industries that could allow for widespread
impact of new policies (Comunian & England, 2020; Wilson et al., 2020). Responding to
the calls to “build back better” within the creative industries (Banks & O’Connor, 2021;
Reason, 2022), there is a need to understand the experiences of the individuals who
work in local creative ecologies, which can help to improve the ways in which cultural
organisations engage individual artists and become more mindful of how their practices
impact upon the wellbeing of individual arts professionals. This study therefore sought to
understand what supports arts professionals feel are needed, through a single research
question:What are the challenges and support needs, as identified by individual artists them-
selves, for sustainable and progressive development in the creative industries?

Methods

This study took a large-scale qualitative approach to address the research question and
understand artists’ perceived challenges and support needs in their own words. Data
were collected as part of the HEartS Professional survey (Spiro et al., 2021), in which
workers in the arts and cultural sectors were asked about the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on their health, wellbeing, and livelihoods. The multi-wave survey was conducted
between 2020 and 2022 and targeted all those working in artistic professions, meaning
respondents were both freelancers and those working in arts organisations. This paper
reports on qualitative data collected in the second wave of the survey (April – May
2021; for results and discussion of the quantitative results see Spiro & Shaughnessy
et al., under review, and for the first survey see Spiro et al., 2021). The survey included
new open questions, validated scales on social and mental wellbeing and questions on
annual income, working patterns, and effects of the pandemic on professional and per-
sonal activities. The current article reports on the two open questions within the
survey: (1) What support do you feel would be most useful over the next 12 months?
(Feel free to refer to any type of support, for any matter); and (2) In your opinion, what
do you think are the most significant problems in the arts sector that research needs
to address?

Respondents

Responses (N = 685) were collected through the online survey platform Prolific and via an
email database of previous survey respondents from 20th April to 24th May 2021. The
survey was open to professionals working in the arts in any capacity who live in the
UK. All respondents answered the survey in a personal capacity, rather than on behalf
of their organisation. Most respondents were aged between 26–55 (70%, mean age =
38). Respondents represented a range of UK areas across the UK, with a large proportion
living in London or the Southeast (47%), 7% from Scotland, and 11% from the Midlands.
Over two-thirds of respondents identified as female (64%), 80% were white, and 58% had
at least a tertiary degree (Table 1 details demographic details in full).
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Many of the respondents reported several professional activities across multiple
different areas (n = 177). Roughly a third reported working in music and sounds arts (n
= 199, 29%) (with classical music, n = 122, and pop, n = 84, being highly represented), a
third also worked in performing arts (n = 218, 32%), nearly half in visual art (49%) (with
film/video making/photography highly represented, n = 174) and 11% working in litera-
ture. Respondents also reported a mixture of employed and freelance work, with 53%
earning the majority of their income through freelance work and 74% having at least

Table 1. Sociodemographic, professional and economic characteristics of the sample, HEartS
Professional Survey, N = 685.

n %

Region
Scotland 48 7
North East 16 2
North West 48 7
Yorkshire and the Humber 51 7
East Midlands 31 5
West Midlands 43 6
East of England 40 6
South East 110 16
South West 59 9
London 211 31
Wales 25 3
Northern Ireland 3 0

Age Mean 38.8
Gender
Men 233 34
Women 436 64
Non-binary/transgender 12 2
Prefer not to say 2 0

Ethnicity
White British or Irish 545 80
Any other White background 61 9
Mixed ethnic backgroundsa 34 5
Asian ethnic backgroundsa 24 4
Black ethnic backgroundsa 11 2
Any other ethnic background 10 2

Education
Secondary qualification (e.g. high school diploma) 104 15
Tertiary / higher/ further qualification (e.g. bachelors degree) 399 58
Advanced qualification (e.g. masters, PhD, DMA, DMus degree) 182 27

Household income
Up to £5,199 23 3
£5,200 and up to £10,399 37 5
£10,400 and up to £15,599 43 6
£15,600 and up to £20,799 51 7
£20,800 and up to £25,999 70 10
£26,000 and up to £31,199 67 10
£31,200 and up to £36,399 46 7
£36,400 and up to £41,599 57 8
£41,600 and up to £46,799 34 5
£46,800 and up to £51,999 47 7
£52,000 and up to £75,999 87 13
£76,000 and above 73 11
Would rather not say 50 7

aEthnicity: Mixed ethnic backgrounds includes White and Black Caribbean, White and Black African, White and Asian, and
any other mixed ethnic background; Asian ethnic backgrounds includes Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Chinese, and
any other Asian ethnic background; Black ethnic backgrounds includes Caribbean, African, and any other Black
ethnic background.
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some freelancing as part of their work portfolio. These proportions differed across
different sub-sectors, with those in visual art reporting an average of 54% of their
income through freelance working, 60% in performing arts, 63% in music and sound
arts, and 56% in literature. It was also evident that across the different sub-sectors, experi-
ences of financial hardship were different. Our survey found that 71% of respondents
working in the performing arts had experienced financial hardship as a result of the pan-
demic, compared with only 41% of those in literature. Table 2 details a full breakdown of
professional specialisms, freelance working, and financial hardship. While our sample
does not exhaustively cover all areas of creative work, it aligns in many areas to the
2018–2019 Arts Council report on equality and diversity in the institutions they support
(Arts Council England, 2018). Indicative quotations presented in the results below have
been provided along with the respondents’ identified gender and their age.

Analysis

685 respondents responded to two open questions (with some leaving blank answers).
Across the two open questions, 999 responses were collected (once missing and non-
sense answers were removed) and analysed following a reflexive thematic approach
that took a six-stage inductive process (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022). This included familiar-
isation with the data (Phase 1) then generating initial codes in a bottom-up manner for
each free text response (Phase 2). These codes were subsequently sense checked and col-
lated into initial themes (Phase 3). These initial themes were then discussed with members
of the research team, and the resulting 11 sub-themes were then grouped into three over-
arching main themes (Phase 4). The finalised themes were then defined, with a thematic
map produced (Phases 5 and 6) in discussion within the research team.

Results and discussion

Analysis found three overarching themes that reflect respondents’ views on where sup-
ports and change were needed most: (1) Financial infrastructures, (2) Artistic communities,
and (3) Future-proofed professional landscapes. Within these themes, there were nine sub-
themes of more specific areas of support which are visualised in Figure 1.

Financial infrastructures (Theme 1)

The precarity of working conditions that are characteristic of arts (and particularly free-
lance) work and the supports needed to navigate that precarity (Boosting freelancer
and financial supports, sub-theme 1.1, n = 199) represented the primary concerns reported

Table 2. Breakdown of professional specialisms, freelance and financial hardship of the sample, HEartS
Professional Survey, N = 685.
Professional specialisms n % % work Freelance % in Financial Hardship

Music or sound arts 199 29 63 57
Performing arts 218 32 60 71
Visual arts 337 49 54 60
Literature 74 11 56 41
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by the respondents. This included understanding complex funding structures, the
instability of short-term contracts, low-pay, long working hours, and lack of employment
protections, all of which were perceived to have been accentuated during the pandemic.
The minimal infrastructures around creative work including no sick pay, parental leave,
and cancellation protections left them vulnerable to the shocks of a lockdown as well
as feeling neglected by the supports that were available.

How can a billion-pound industry can just be left to perish when other sectors have been
given help when they do not create as much revenue? [Actor, 56, Female]

Financial support is sorely needed. So few people I know (myself included) within my area of
the creative arts were able to claim the financial support offered by the government. It didn’t
go far enough, and I feel proper financial support is seriously needed to support people in the
creative industries. [Visual artist, 28, Female]

The challenges to the workforce identified in the responses echo the concerns of how the
“invisibility” of the creative workforce structures would impact pandemic supports
(Comunian, 2011; Comunian & England, 2020), evident also in the fact that nearly two
thirds of creative workers reported that they remained in financial hardship 12 months
into the pandemic (Spiro & Shaughnessy et al., under review). Delays in the roll-out of
SEISS and the three-month time lag caused particular hardship due to the challenges
of building up reserves as an artist. Once established, the SEISS was problematic, with
requirements such as evidence for 50% or more annual income from the arts excluding
those on mixed-income models who earned though PAYE (such as those in film and
TV), early career artists who did not have the required tax returns for the period of
2019–2021, those who were paid through dividends, and those who had been on mater-
nity or paternal leave, leaving millions ineligible to claim (Musician’s Union, 2021; Siepel et
al., 2021). Due to the particularly poor awareness of the working practices in visual arts,

Figure 1. Thematic diagram visualising themes and subthemes and their interdependent
relationships.
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SEISS supports failed to account for artists whose expenses and production costs are
recouped over years, not months (Jones, 2022).

As the rhetoric of “recovery” from the pandemic began to dissipate, performers noticed
a return to poorer working practices and pay:

We are now being asked to work for smaller fees – another example of the individual having
to bear the brunt of the funding crisis. Having been extremely adversely affected during the
lockdowns (with not much happening between times) musicians are expected to go back to
work under worse conditions than last year. [Classical musician, 56, Male]

I think we all need to be fairly compensated for our work once more. Bookers are now getting
most of us to perform for nothing either in person or online and that is professionally wrong
on every level. [Cabaret artist and storyteller, Female, 89]

As others have noted (Banks & Hesmondhalgh, 2009; Comunian & Conor, 2017), the expan-
sion of precarious working patterns in the creative industries over the last decade has been
accompanied by little regulation to protect workers and pay. Therefore, even pandemic
investment in cultural institutions has limits on how it can support those most exposed
to the daily realities of creative work. This was further reflected in respondents criticism
of fundingmodels, which was perceived as preventing further attempts for recovery reach-
ing those who need it most (Equitable funding models, sub-theme 1.2, n = 150):

[There is a] lack of stable funding – planning has always been difficult if sponsorship is not
forthcoming. The bulk of Government emergency funding tends to go to institutions
rather than freelancers – it rarely finds its way to individuals. [Musician, 56, Male]

[There is a] historic imbalance between large scale spending on big capital building projects
(new museums, galleries, concert halls etc), arts management and the funding of creative
professionals, especially at grass roots level. [Visual artist, 57, Female]

Freelance respondents across visual art, film, and the performing arts noted how CRF
grants were seen to prioritise permanent, large organisations with whom ACE had pre-
existing relationships at the expense of local, grassroots, and programme-related work
that is core to many freelancers’ income (Genders, 2021; Jones, 2022). Many cited how
the large supports given tomajor institutions did not seem to avert planned redundancies
of front of house staff, providing little benefit to scores of individuals in the creative arts
sector.

Despite this, there were some positives that emerged from the pandemic supports. The
relative creative freedom and financial stability that the SEISS provided for the limited few
has opened the door to wider discussions on how universal incomes may be used to
support and protect artists.

I think the kind of basic income that performers have access to in some other countries would
be a way of levelling the playing field in terms of privilege in my profession. The SEISS grants,
while I know deeply flawed in the way they were distributed, were a taste of that. [Actor, 57,
Female]

As has been highlighted with artists elsewhere (Shaughnessy et al., 2022), the stability of a
lump sum grant gave many performing artists a greater degree of artistic freedom and
provided a break from the hustle of constant gigging, giving them more time to be
with and develop their practice. The benefits of these “no strings attached” payments
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could provide a model in the future to help tackle barriers of discrimination, access, and
mental health concerns that often find their root causes in the culture of early creative
freelancing (Eikhof, 2020). As one artist noted:

Reorganization of the economy and society at a systemic level. Investing in arts specifically
can only stem damage but pulling people out of poverty and economic uncertainty
creates artists with choices and freedom. [Music and physical theatre artist, 30, Male]

The impacts of the pandemic were also seen to exacerbate long-term problems. This
included becoming further reliant on poor and exploitative working practices as
budgets and productions became further constrained. Intertwined with financial supports
was a need for measures that establish artistic protections, and the development of pol-
icies to prevent exploitation (Exploitative working practices, sub-theme 1.3):

[We need] better working conditions for freelancers in the arts. The arts sector is inconsistent
in its ability to support freelancers and is at increasing risk of facing litigation processes as a
result of its poor employment practices (examples include low pay rates, short-term termin-
ation of contracts without due compensation, and insufficient efforts to recruit representa-
tively). [Singer, 25, Female]

[The problem is] how easily exploited artists are, particularly young artists who don’t know
how to value their work cost-wise or assert their boundaries with customers/clients. [Artist/
writer, 21, Female]

Problems of low pay had specific problems within each sub-sector. For visual artists, the
isolation of the pandemic meant they were unable to access industry knowledge about
how to price their art and form relationships with key stakeholders. Within TV and film,
others reported how the necessity of experience and credits was driving new starters
to work for even lower or unpaid roles. Exploitation has also worsened due to shifting
digital practices where public expectations of free or inexpensive digital art, and poor
renumeration models all contribute to poor conditions:

I think for musicians the most significant problem they face is the lack of income they make
from their actual music. Sales of music are so low the majority of music listening is now
streaming, and the amount of money made from streaming is miniscule. They rely on
touring for most of their income and COVID has really highlighted this problem. Also, the
royalty splits for songwriters are terrible through streaming which has left a lot of them
with little to no income. [Musician, 35, Female]

Over the last twenty years or so, with the internet and then social media, art is thought of by
most people as being commercially free to find and use, and even to commission. Work is
either stolen (unwittingly, or otherwise) and used without permission, or when permission
is requested they expect it to be given for free. [Film-maker, 24, Female]

The “digital turn” (Camlin & Lisboa, 2021 ) in the arts that was accelerated during the pan-
demic further exposed the lack of protections in this area and the apparent disconnect
between (remote) cultural consumption and creative labour. The paradoxical relation-
ships between the huge expansion of streaming services that were seen during the
early stages of the pandemic, and the lack of renumeration for those producing it, exem-
plifies this (Jeannotte, 2021). For some sectors, these problems have been highlighted in
campaigns such as the Musicians’ Union’s #BrokenRecord initiative and the Society of
Authors’ #Paythecreator drive. In other sectors, such as fine artists and craft makers,
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individual artists occupy multiple roles including brand managers and copyright protec-
tors and can be particularly vulnerable to design theft online, where protections and gui-
dance remain minimal (Petrides & Fernandes, 2020).

Artistic communities (Theme 2)

Within the two sub-themes for Theme 2, respondents emphasised the importance of
communities and how their decline over the course of the pandemic impacted both
their career progression (sub-theme 2.1: Career supports, n = 119) as well as their own per-
sonal wellbeing (sub-theme 2.2: Social support and wellbeing, n = 138). For many, these
impacts were intertwined, both serving as important factors to freelance success in the
creative industries (Komorowski et al., 2021; Pratt, 2021). However, respondents distin-
guished between the loss of a sense of community upon their career progression and
the separate, often competing consequences of the changing working relationships
and competition on their wider mental health.

Among some professional communities, during the initial lockdowns there was a sense
of solidarity among artists (Flore et al., 2021). This diminished towards the later stages of
the pandemic and there was growing awareness (and some resentment) of the diver-
gence in experiences of creative professionals, such as between those who were eligible
for support (either through furlough or SEISS) or were able to continue working (Walmsley
et al., 2022). As work moved online and became increasingly remote, the informal outlets
for expressions of resentment and grief were lost:

Being self-employed can be very lonely at times and the pandemic has made it near-imposs-
ible to get by. I would appreciate some connections with people, in person. Like-minded crea-
tives coming together like we did before sharing our struggles having some creative outlet. I
want to build something with people. [Film maker/photographer, 30, Male]

As Komorowski et al. (2021) have explored, creative networks occupy a complex, under-
acknowledged role within the industry, supporting knowledge generation, fuelling crea-
tive energy, and fostering the development of work and industry contacts. It was early
career professionals in particular that noted the absence of in person and collaborative
spaces where soft information about attitudes and career guidance (as well as work
opportunities) are exchanged:

I feel like coaching would be extremely helpful. The pandemic put a stopper in my career pro-
gression and now as we re-enter the world, I’m not sure of which direction to go in or how
best to get on the right path for growth in my work. [Textiles artist, 25, Female]

Respondents reflected on the known importance of mentors to provide knowledge on
how to price art and services and help to build relationships with key gatekeepers in
the industry such as art dealers, critics, and directors, and their lack of opportunities in
this area (Komorowski et al., 2021; Petrides & Fernandes, 2020). The emerging pattern
of younger creative workers (the under-30s) leaving creative occupations at a higher
rate than their older colleagues (Walmsley et al., 2022) perhaps further highlights this
growing disconnection from colleagues and personalised, sector-specific communities.

I think it’s fair to say there are several generations of younger people… at the beginnings of
their careers like me who have been seriously affected in terms of opportunity, moral, mental
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health and financial situation after 14 months of this… I know many of my peers feel all we
can do is just get by, cannot see progression. [Music artist/dancer, 26, Female]

Respondents reflected in stark terms on the ongoing mental health impacts brought
about by the strain of creative work during this time. For many, the physical restrictions
isolated respondents from communities that played an important supportive role for their
social, emotional, and mental health (as also observed by Flore et al., 2021):

For people who work in the arts it’s their mental health, it’s been tough, and organisations
aren’t doing enough for their staff / wider arts community. [Folk/pop musician, 56, Female]

Distinctions were drawn between those working for institutions and freelancers more
widely. The lack of institutional accountability for the wellbeing of their employees was
identified as a particular problem. In addition, respondents noted the peculiar environ-
ments of creative networks; the condensing of career and social support as your collab-
orators, your competition, and your confidant become the same person.

Future-proofed professional landscapes (Theme 3)

As emphasised by reports and our own data, the last two years have served to amplify
the existing financial inequalities of the creative industries. Infrastructures that perpe-
tuated low pay and unstable work have worsened the impacts, particularly for those
groups with less financial resilience (see Theme 1). The ongoing uncertainty of
additional restrictions, economic disruption, and public health crises had shaken the
confidence of creative artists across many industries, laying bare the precarity of
their work (Strong & Cannizzo, 2020). In the face of this materialised uncertainty,
respondents increasingly looked to the future and considered opportunities and
requirements for change.

For many the systemic problems of “Ableism. Racism. Sexism”, were at the forefront of
their priorities for recovery (Sub-theme 3.1, Inclusive working, n = 134). Beyond the head-
line terms of “diversity”, “racial inequality”, “class”, “inclusivity”, and “accessibility”, some
respondents elaborated on concerns, now evidenced in research, that barriers to inclusive
practices and equality of opportunity within the cultural industries are more complex than
loss of income. It was noted that the pandemic has likely accentuated inequalities ident-
ified above, particularly for women, people who experience racism, and disabled individ-
uals (Eikhof, 2020; Walmsley et al., 2022).

Existing barriers to entry roles for people from different socio-economic backgrounds, and
support should be implemented to employ more diverse workforces in terms of providing
opportunities for BAME candidates and those with disabilities or neurodivergency across
as many access points as possible. [Visual Artist, 29, Female]

However, it is notable that these responses had the most brevity, and little in-depth con-
sideration of the issues underpinning these problems was reflected in the data. Only some
respondents reflected on the uncertainty of creative workingmodels, and how adaptation
and flexibility within the sector is needed in order to address these issues (Sub-theme 3.2,
Resilient working models, n = 55). They noted in particular, how external pressures, future
pandemics, and unexpected disruptions were now more likely, and resilience in the form
of both financial and practical support was needed:
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This pandemic has highlighted the fragility of the performing arts sectors… all companies in
the performing arts sector need to research how they can financially prepare for another
crisis, and what measures they can put in place to allow performances to continue in a
way that is safe for not only staff but the paying public. [Actor and dancer, 27, Male]

As part of building sustainable artistic cultures in the future, the recognition of the value
of the arts was central to many of the supports outlined above (Sub-theme 3.3, Recognizing
value, n = 118). Through the eyes of many respondents, the difficulties of accessing indi-
vidualised support were perceived to be fuelled by perceptions and attitudes of artistic
value from both the public and the government:

Despite the UK Arts sector being a huge contributor to the economy, it’s regarded by govern-
ment as an “add-on”, a nice extra. [Folk/country musician, 59, Female]

The concerns surrounding value echo the perceptions of creative artists in Australia
during their lockdown, with attitudes circulating “about the creative arts as a devalued
and often ignored sector and industry in Australia” (Flore et al., 2021, p. 7). The focus
on economic indicators of the industry, as seen in the policies since New Labour (Comu-
nian & Conor, 2017), glosses over the challenges and experiences of individual artists
working in this industry and ignores much of the hidden work and preparation that is
required to survive and thrive:

[We need to] change the perception that art is an extra that can be eliminated when money is
tight, working to give artists more credibility and are often quite ordinary people who work
really hard generally for very little. [Sculpture/textiles, 62, Female]

The experiences of the pandemic also highlighted the wider impacts of the arts and
further sparked discussions as to the role of arts and culture within the social fabric. As
others have noted, there appeared to be heightened support for the arts during lockdown
among the general public (Walmsley et al., 2022) and this reframing and awareness of the
arts during isolation has re-adjusted “the public service/industry dilemma” of cultural
outputs (Banks & O’Connor, 2021):

The links between arts, wellbeing, and productivity are crucial to understand as society
reshapes itself with budgetary constraints post pandemic. I expect the government to
argue (as it sometimes has, effectively) that arts are a luxury we can’t afford in schools, but
what evidence shows that arts and training in creativity and artistic expression are a high pri-
ority for school-aged children and society in general? [Music artist/writer, 48, Male]

As is evident here, the discussion surrounding arts and health are intertwined with recog-
nition and perceptions of value of the arts. There is a strong motivation among arts pro-
fessionals themselves to engage with this socially responsible and community focused
work (Shaughnessy et al., 2022):

There are so many opportunities to learn from the lockdown experience and how arts
impacts on social wellbeing… In returning to working life we need to embrace the value
of arts and culture has been the driving force behind so many people finding solace, under-
standing, and lifting spirits during lockdown whether that’s music, visual arts, theatre, film,
dance, or crafts. [Music charity worker, 48, Female]

The growth of creative health approaches, particularly in response to emerging mental
health crises, further suggests a change in mindset in the position of the arts within
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society and its perceived value (Hume & Parikh, 2022). This growth raises further questions
regarding the economic and value-laden tensions within the industry between the “good
work” (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2010) that the arts does and the focus on economic
output that has shaped cultural policy over the recent years. It suggests that future-
proofed recovery going forward needs to have two clear avenues; to protect and
nurture the wider awareness of the positive effect of the arts for the general population,
and to address the wellbeing strains that arts professionals themselves are facing (Mus-
grave, 2023).

General discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the vulnerabilities of work in the cultural sector.
Respondents to our survey highlighted the perceived support needs of a creative work-
force that report being overworked and underpaid. As researchers, industry bodies,
and artists themselves have emphasised, many of these factors pre-date the disruptions
of the pandemic. These results confirm the findings of wider research in this area, particu-
larly our work exploring the experiences of early career professionals during the pan-
demic (Shaughnessy et al., 2022), as well as large scale reports from the Centre for
Cultural Value (Walmsley et al., 2022), and Policy and Evidence Centre (PEC) (Siepel et
al., 2021) that have highlighted the profound and uneven impacts of the pandemic
across different sub-sectors. While the disruptions of the last three years have been extre-
mely challenging, there is an opportunity (which is keenly felt by artists themselves) to
reshape the working practices of the cultural industries and create a more sustainable
and equitable workforce. While not comprehensive, the pandemic policies provided a
small insight into an alternative model for the funding of the arts, and emphasise the
need for cultural organisations to better support those freelance individuals that make
up such a core part of their workforce. If, as the pandemic may have shown, there is
greater public consciousness of the “good work” of the arts, then policy should reflect
this and tackle the flexploitation that have become symptomatic of the cultural industries.
The lack of safeguards for individuals and grassroots organisations further emphasises the
legacy failures of policy to encourage “resilience” within the sector (Comunian & England,
2020) and highlights the divisions between the institutions and those “flexible or free-
lance workers who bear the costs and risks of uncertainty” (Pratt, 2017, p. 136). As PEC
(Siepel et al., 2021) found, the pandemic has led to an increase for many businesses in
the number of freelancers with whom they work. Ensuring that leaders and decision
makers are educated in how to engage freelancers responsibly and ethically is essential
to promoting equitable working environments in the future.

It is notable from the results above that artists are still struggling to access support.
However, the responses highlight how freelancers and workers themselves have clear
understanding of what their support needs are, and the changes required in their indus-
tries. Supporting those across under-represented subsectors to strengthen their voices
and be heard at the highest level of policymaking will enable supports to be designed
that are appropriate to the needs of individuals. This includes rebalancing funding to
invest directly in creatives and local arts infrastructures (Genders, 2021). Emphasis on sup-
ports that reach individuals directly, such as initiatives in France, Ireland, and New York
that have provided models for basic income schemes, provide an example of future
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possibilities here. Others, such as reformulating structures to give local authorities and
regional structures further control could further address inequities in this area.
However, as the most recent announcements of the ACE 2023–2026 National Portfolio
Organisation (NPO) awards have suggested, moving funding from one area at the
expense of another is likely to be less effective than empowering regions with control
over their own funding decisions, thereby activating local embedded knowledge of the
specific needs of each community.

Conclusion

The financial stability, mental wellbeing, and diversity of those working in the creative
sectors are in clear need of support. This reinforces the concerns raised at the outset
of the pandemic, notably that there would be long term damage that went beyond
immediate financial outlays and lockdown disruptions (Banks & O’Connor, 2021; Comu-
nian & England, 2020; Eikhof, 2020). It is striking how closely the support needs raised in
these responses overlap with the themes highlighted elsewhere by early-career pro-
fessionals (Shaughnessy et al., 2022), despite the broader age sample and diversity in
disciplines. Similarly, the degree to which the provided supports were seen to miss
the mark highlights the importance of this work and of understanding individual
perspectives.

While this study reinforces wider research in this area, it has certain limitations. First,
the data was collected at a specific point in time when pandemic restrictions were begin-
ning to be eased. As pandemic impacts are now becoming intertwined with factors
including Brexit and the cost-of-living crisis, the needs of arts professionals are likely to
continue to develop and change. In addition, although the scope of disciplines rep-
resented by the respondents was broad, it is still limited in its representation of some
artistic and demographic groups. In particular, nearly half of the respondents reported
being from London or the Southeast. Future research should continue to trace the well-
being of arts professionals across differing geographic locations.

In light of these findings, we echo our previous recommendations (Shaughnessy et al.,
2022, p. 8) to respond to the needs of creative professionals:

– Remove financial precarity through long term funding models that directly support the
individual worker. Providing this financial stability will further help to promote diver-
sity in the sector and allow artists to take more creative risks and build their
businesses with less financial jeopardy.

– Strengthen creative networks for freelancers, including mentoring and guidance about
how to build a portfolio, charge fair prices, and protect mental and physical health.

– Strengthen the representation of freelancers and grassroots organisations within infor-
mation collection and decision-making processes, elevating those voices to the heart
of government policy such as in the Cultural Renewal Taskforce (alongside key stake-
holders). As others have noted, there is a need for “regenerative” practices across the
industry (Walmsley et al., 2022). This will help institutions such as the DCMS and ACE
to target and commission services and funding, as well as ensure that those with lived
experience of community based, socially engaged practice help to drive future policy
development. As Banks (2022) notes, there is now a key need for “new creative
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economy imaginaries” that can bring about an impactful and inclusive creative indus-
try for all involved.

Overall, these findings identify clear steps that can be taken to support sustainable and
progressive development in the creative industries to respond to artists’ needs: provide
stable and fair pay and working conditions, build accessible professional networks and
infrastructures that can provide personalised support mental and physical wellbeing,
and embed diverse and inclusive practices at all stages of artistic work. This will
promote and protect the wellbeing of creative workers alongside, not at the expense
of, the financial viability of the sector.

Note

1. Eligibility for the Self-Employment Income Support Scheme varied slightly across each of the
five rounds, but included being self-employed and required individuals to have traded in tax
years, 2019–2020 and 2020 to 2021. More details can be found here: https://www.gov.uk/
guidance/claim-a-grant-through-the-coronavirus-covid-19-self-employment-income-
support-scheme.
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