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Employment 
 
The discussion began by asking how organisations and producers can think creatively to get 
as many people back into the building as they possibly can. There are roles which can be 
engaged at the point of programming work, e.g. writers, directors, designers, but we need to 
consider how this follows through to technical and making roles. A designer on a creative 
team, for example, creates many ripples of engagement with a network of freelancers such 
as model-makers, scenic artists and costumers. 
 
Many theatres have had to adapt their performance spaces and artistic output around the 
current restrictions, to which end a broad philosophy of “people not stuff” was proposed. 
However, given the reality of redundancies, redirecting production costs to outsource work 
to freelancers poses a complication for theatres that employ, or previously employed, in-
house staff. Similarly, many craft roles are dependent on the ‘stuff’ for work. 
 
Organisations which previously ran on a model of small making and running teams which 
could be expanded with freelancers for seasonal work, have perhaps been better able to 
adapt during this period. By continuing to work on projects that don’t involve live 
performance (e.g. filmed work or rehearsals for future productions), they have been providing 
as much work as possible, particularly to running teams, focussing on short-term jobs to 
create as much work and employ as many people as possible. 
 
A recurring problem for people in a position to offer work is that freelancers who have taken 
other jobs outside of theatre are now unable to accept short-term roles for fear of losing 
those jobs. This raises the question of how we ensure those people do not end up leaving the 
industry entirely. 
 
Props workshops have been able to reopen and engage freelancers for TV work and other 
odd jobs. Similarly, The Show Must Go On campaign has employed six people to do jobs like 
pack t-shirts for delivery. This might not be paying a lot but it has the benefit of making people 
feel like they still contributing to the industry, and therefore not looking elsewhere for work. 



The campaign has also staged a number of concerts, which are filling theatres, selling tickets 
and employing freelancers, which a clear policy of not expecting anyone to do anything for 
free. In total about 75 people have been employed (musicians, choir, stage management, tech 
etc). 
 
We must collectively think differently and not just accept that what is in front of us has to be 
how it is. Organisations staging outdoor work, for example, have been surprised by how 
happy individuals are to adapt and work in reduced settings (e.g. an orchestra playing in the 
paint frame to allow for distancing). Work such as this has also provided opportunities for 
freelance performers to work as ushers, with similar psychological benefits.  
 
This may require relaxing of some barriers, for example union agreements, and we must be 
careful to protect wages and ensure that changes do not become permanent, but there is a 
recognition that individuals and organisations are in this together and can collaborate to 
survive. 
 
It was suggested that people will stay in the industry as long as they know there is work but 
we therefore need to keep pushing to put shows on and create work. Individual freelancers 
have always had different timescales of planned work, the important thing is that there is as 
clear an idea as possible of when work will be available. Now, more than ever, we need to 
identify opportunities for roles in advance and over the long-term rather than filling gaps at 
the last minute. Large commercial companies, for example, who are pushing ahead with work 
with arrangements to store materials if there are delays, are providing this security and 
enabling more freelancers to return to work.  
 
There is a clear appetite to put on work, and an audience for it, but pressure needs to be put 
on the entrepreneurial class, not just producers, for facilitate  ways to work around 
restrictions. For example, the Arcola Theatre building a performance space that meets the 
requirements of an outdoor venue. Similarly theatres in South Korea are able to operate with 
full houses because of strict rules and resources which allow for fewer restrictions. As an 
industry we need to collect this data and put pressure people to be brave and make work. 
Counter-intuitively, this is perhaps trickier for bigger organisations who  are operating with 
larger structures and overheads than it is for smaller companies who can be more agile. 
 
 
Training 
 
Given that employment opportunities are going to be scarce, we should also be focussing on 
upskilling as a way for organisations to engage the communities that they cannot currently 
employ. Especially given that training and personal development is often something that 
freelancers do not have time to do between working on productions. Several companies are 
currently looking at supplementary training opportunities (i.e. not retraining) such as tech, 
social media and educational skills.  
 
As well as training, organisations could use freelance experts as paid mentors to talk about 
what they do and how they have adapted their skills during this time. This could perhaps be 
incorporated into development initiatives or theatres’ educational work with school and 



young people. This would have the added benefit of illustrating to young people how theatre 
skills and jobs can be transferable and the individuals involved would continue to feel 
connected to the industry and proud of their job. 
 
Apprenticeships are another way to engage individuals, both during this moment and in the 
long-term. This is a concept which has become less and less prevalent in the industry and very 
few theatres now offer. Prop-making workshops, for example, have been talking to schools 
about young people coming in to learn skills, which is not something that freelancers normally 
have the time or resources to pass on. 
 
 
Wellbeing 
 
The pastoral side of these connections is essential, and we must remember that those who 
are most at risk are also those who are less likely to engage. We might need to go beyond 
zoom meetings and campaigns to reach them. FMTW’s picnics and tea breaks are one 
example of an attempt to engage with this mental health aspect. 
 
Whilst offering short-term work might not be secure enough for everyone to accept under 
these circumstances, it does allow organisations to maintain links with a wide network of 
freelancers, including existing relationships and early careers individuals. Keeping this 
communication going might support people mentally and keep them in the industry long-
term even if it does not result in immediate work, especially those people who have had to 
move and feel disconnected. This is more pertinent than ever, given how disparate the 
industry can be even under normal circumstances, and it is important that we do not think of 
people who cannot work now as having left permanently. 
 
Some people have been enjoying the benefits of doing other jobs, such as working from home 
and being free in the evening, which may have an impact on our perception of work in the 
future. Work-life balance is a topic that comes up a lot in discussions but is rarely offered by 
organisations. More transparency is required to enable individuals to be open about what 
they need and make decisions about taking jobs. Organisations which have been discussing 
these issues with freelancers during this time will be able to create working patterns or 
models which can be adapted around different future requirements, such as designers 
working from home. There are simple changes which could be made straight away such as 
not having production meetings during lunch time. Similarly job shares offer more flexibility 
to working patterns.  
 
Several of the topics discussed touched on the idea of country-wide policies or networks that 
organisations and individuals could sign up to. For example a national network to link up 
people who have had to move with local institutions in their new areas, which could help to 
tackle the problem of the industry being so dependent on personal connections. There is 
perhaps a role for larger, national organisations to facilitate this and other collaborative 
networks. Groups such as FMTW and events such as the Future Labs have enabled 
connections and conversations that were not happening before, but individuals are at 
capacity keeping them going. 
 



Empowerment 
 
Individuals in organisations can play several roles in supporting freelancers. As well as 
providing mental support by showing solidarity, they are in a better position to push for these 
changes than external freelancers. They can also  support freelancers in knowing what their 
self-worth is, for example, what they should be charging for their work. Even if we use 
freelancers in different capacities, we need to remind individuals of their worth in whatever 
they do. These conversations needs to be supplemented by internal conversations so that 
they reach those in the position to make decisions and allocate resources. Those freelancers 
who sit on boards have experienced an uphill battle explaining and making space for these 
issues in conversations in meetings. As ever, they will likely have to be led by the subsidised 
sector before commercial organisations follows suit. 
 
This moment has also given freelancers time to reflect on their roles and skills, and take more 
responsibility for them. As well as organisations making changes, freelancers need to come 
to the table with more of a rider for work, i.e. identifying the things they need to do to make 
their best work. There is of course a mine-field of different needs and requirements to 
navigate but support and money won’t reach freelancers without individuals speaking up, 
which is difficult when freelancers often do not typically feel like they have much agency. 
Discussions like this which provide a forum to voice these concerns and ideas are really 
empowering. 
 
Lots of progress has only recently been made on areas such as pay parity and as budgets 
inevitably get squeezed there will be pressure to drop these standards, and therefore wages, 
which we must collectively prevent from happening. We were already in a position of still 
needing to make many of these improvements and it is essential therefore that the existing 
baseline is protected. This responsibility lies with organisations because it is a lose-lose 
decision for freelancers to resist working for less pay. Fees do not form the biggest part of any 
production budget and this is not where we should be looking to make savings. There was a 
suggestion that we should more actively and openly expose bad practice. 
 
Many freelancers have experienced negotiations becoming more difficult and drawn out 
when accepting work, which is made harder by the lack of a wage grading system in theatre, 
unlike in film and TV. Theatres which are up front about fees experience less tension with 
freelancers, especially given how reluctant we are to talk about money. It was suggested that 
this might be a solution that could be pursued in collaboration with organisations such as 
unions. For example, the Scottish Event Technicians Group have been in consultation with 
BECTU and are in the process of identifying and publishing what their rates should be. 
 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
In summing up their thoughts, individual panellists expressed: the need to fight to get work 
back in spite of the government’s woeful support; a desire for long-term engagement with 
the precarious nature of freelance work; the positive feeling generated by conversations such 
as this;  the key role of communication and transparency, especially from the top; gratitude 
for allyship and understanding between organisations and freelancers; an interest in the idea 



of using freelancers in educational work; an appreciation of the candidness of the discussion; 
the benefits of giving freelancers agency in their work; motivation to push for more 
discussions about freelancers within the organisation, in particular with the board; a question 
about how to engage the commercial sector in these issues. 
 
Chair’s Notes 
 
To be added 


