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The conversation began with some ideas that had been suggested in advance, including 
networking strategies, monitoring or buddying systems, graduate associates and associate 
schemes at regional and mid-scale theatres. 
 
Early Careers 
 
The discussion began with a rejection of the word emerging, in favour of using entry-level, 
early career, and established to distinguish between career stages. In order to diversify the 
industry, organisations need to find ways of supporting entry-level roles for people outside 
of traditional training or industry routes. For example, introductory courses and paid 
observing roles give an insight into jobs and careers without requiring experience or relying 
on the ‘bank of mum and dad’ privilege. In other words, initiatives need to be built around 
acknowledging that not everybody is a graduate. Ideally, schemes such as this also need to 
account for career progression and lead to roles – they should not just be one-off 
opportunities but long-term connections to organisations. For example, an introductory 
directing course leading to an observational position, leading to a trainee director role. 
 
Broadening access to careers in the arts beyond the established routes means engaging with 
people who do not necessarily see themselves as artists and we need to work out how best 
to create opportunities for them. In a previous project with Dance Base, an early career 
dancer was taken through process of making their first piece from beginning to end, with a 
professional director, creative team, and support for understanding things such as budgets 
and funding. Many artists struggle to find their place in terms of things such as paying 
themselves, networking, and building project or show etc. Schemes such as this or artist in 
residence programmes provide a healthy and safe environment in which to gain this 
experience. 
 
The concept of agency is a big part of this discussion. An entry-level or early careers freelancer 
coming into an organisation is likely to be one of the least experienced individuals. The wrap-
around activity that can be provided on top of assisting or shadowing roles needs to provide 
them with agency, including plotting aims and goals. Organisations have a responsibility to 
arm individuals with the skills that will help them get their next job and not just treat them as 



coming in for the organisation’s benefit. Ultimately the aim is to develop and keep individuals 
in the industry so that they can return, which requires building creative entitlement, 
especially for individuals who have not received this through traditional environments such 
as university. 
 
A recurring problem, which feeds into this lack of agency, is unpaid roles. Expecting people to 
work without payment because of their lack of experience erodes confidence in skills and 
abilities, which reinforces the feeling of lacking agency. 
 
The feelings of disempowerment caused by not belonging to any institutions can lead to 
mental health issues, especially for commodified roles such as actors. Organisations do not 
just provide job opportunities but create sense of community, which in turn allow people to 
negotiate and figure things out without being siloed. 
 
In order to help people get through the door, a system for sharing information and resources 
about roles and opportunities, easy and free for freelancers to use, was suggested.  This might 
ultimately allow people to build their own communities by offering paid opportunities for 
individuals and groups to access and find their space in organisations.  
 
The Society of British Theatre Designers  recognise early, mid and established career levels 
and attempts to open doors and open up buildings. This applies not just to people who are at 
an early stage of their career but also individuals who have become stuck in a particular aspect 
of their career, e.g. a specific area of theatre. A desire was expressed for more symposiums 
for people at all stages and in all communities. This period has given more established artists 
time to think about how they can mentor others and associations are a really good place for 
this in terms of building communities and networks. 
 
Kickstart 

 
18-24 year olds are going to be the group of people most affected by crisis, and it was already 
difficult for them to break into the creative industries, especially for those not from a middle-
class background. There are many different apprenticeships, schemes and opportunities but 
ultimately they are jobs and fundamentally we need to move away from thinking about 
individuals as freelancers in favour of employees. To this end, young people who want to work 
in creative roles need to have jobs, for which various support programmes exist including the 
Kickstart scheme, which can be subverted to support freelancers with a bit of creative 
thinking.  
 
Modelled on the Future Jobs Fund, the scheme allows people to come off benefits and directly 
into paid jobs for six months. Using this scheme in the creative sector would have a number 
of benefits - it would inevitably diversify the workforce because it operates outside of usual 
recruitment methods, and the opportunities are actual jobs, so organisations would have to 
adapt in order to facilitate taking on people with limited skills. It is worth remembering, that 
particularly in craft professions, traditional apprenticeship models would not have expected 
individuals to arrive with a full set of skills. We need to invert our mindset to adopt a 
responsibility for bringing the next generation of people into professions.  
 



Creative Society are looking at ways to make the Kickstart scheme work for the theatre sector. 
During the last recession they provided opportunities for freelancers, taking on young people 
who were technically working for the charity but able to develop their own practices. Very 
few freelancers would be able to take people on themselves, in the model of apprenticeships, 
so the organisation would make these arrangements and handle reporting to the DWP and 
the freelancer would shape the role and mentor the individual. Some theatres have already 
begun looking at this as a model, particularly for creative roles. 
 
In all of these areas, we need to be mindful of the entrenched barriers to traditional entry 
points, such as taking productions to the fringe, which are inaccessible on a number of levels, 
financial and logistical. Amongst other things, we still rely on self-funded productions and we 
need to find ways to get money into these areas to challenge this. As a way of tackling this, it 
was suggested that we enable people to learn from this self-funded model by finding ways to 
give excluded groups the confidence and resources to set up their own “networks of support”. 
For example, theatres could form companies of creative alumni. 
 
Existing perceptions 
 
Replacing the phrase emerging with entry-level removes the onus for progression from the 
individual and puts it on the organisation. There is currently an unhelpful pattern of 
organisations expecting the work of supporting and diversifying to happen at an earlier stage, 
for example larger theatres relying on smaller theatres who are relying on drama schools who 
are relying on schools. Instead, we should be encouraging diversity and engaging with entry-
level artists at every level. 
 
Alongside apprenticeships and assistantships we need to give people more agency to identify 
as artists and practitioners. To this end, we need to challenge the model of handing down 
practice, which suggests that the existing institutions and ways of doing things are perfect, 
when in fact they are narrowly modelled on concepts embedded in society which tend to 
favour a white, middle-class, male mould. Bringing people into this is limited unless we 
empower them to unlock their own craft and agency and embrace a shake-up of the accepted 
way of doing things. For example, we distinguish between theatre and ‘youth theatre’ which 
creates a hierarchy. Conversely, Company 3 adopts a model of giving the young people they 
work with power and acting as their assistants. Across the industry, challenges like this will 
require people in established positions to give up a bit of space. 
 
In relation to creative roles, it was suggested that people, especially in their early careers, 
often feel that if they are not fulfilling the role as it is typically conceived, for example directing 
productions, if they are doing work such as youth theatre or creative engagement. We need 
to challenge this perception, to embrace the portfolio of jobs which are all part of flexing your 
creative muscles. Alongside this, we need to include an understanding of the business-side of 
being a freelancer, which is often negatively perceived, despite its necessity and benefit for 
things like funding applications and feeding into complimentary work. It was suggest that this 
might be helped by a menu  of different people who could offer a taste of different 
experiences, so that the obligation is not on the individual to follow an existing route into a 
particular role.  
 



This downtime is an opportunity for companies to look at ways they can create and support 
meaningful opportunities. Making connections now between individuals and established 
artists from whom they can learn and gain experience means that as we return to work we 
can offer them ‘associate’ or ‘assistant’ roles, which are job titles that are better than 
‘apprenticeships’ both in terms of an individual’s feelings of agency and as a line on their CV. 
To this end, a bit of work is required to tailor opportunities to individuals in order to make 
them meaningful, and not assume that we know what they want or, in fact, that they know 
what they want.  
 
Theatrecraft has done a lot of work to help 18-24 year old break into theatre, by identifying 
roles and venues that offer access points and running workshops. Particularly in backstage 
roles, this is facilitated by offering opportunities understand more about what the roles entail 
and the experience required. In many cases this mentoring is as simple as offering a 
conversation over a coffee or linking individuals up with teams, e.g. lighting or sound, who 
can share their knowledge and connections with venues. Building these relationships also 
creates connections which can lead to work for early careers individuals in areas such as 
scenic art. Increasing the visibility of these roles, and pinpointing exactly what is expected of 
them, will broaden access to them.  
 
In a national emergency, where unemployment only takes about three months to lead to 
people feeling dispirited and undermined, providing any kind of work is incredibly supporting.  
As we move forward there will come a time when organisations begin reemploying some of 
the roles they have lost to redundancies, which is a sensitive subject but might be an 
opportunity for some more creative ways to take responsibility for supporting freelancers by, 
for example, creating flexible opportunities for individuals to offer their marketing skills. 
 
A developed model for long-term career entry is already being explored, beginning with 
mentoring post 16, followed by an award for three year training and partnering with an 
organisation for a two year paid placement. This offers five years of stability and disbands 
some of the hierarchies about who is perceived as worth training and who is not. 
 
Entry to the arts has been in decline for some time and is only going to get worse under the 
current circumstances. If we don’t keep fighting to create pipelines for entry then the industry 
will retreat to a white, middle-class monolith, and we will lose a lot of our purpose. 
Recognising that these circumstances that people are in are not necessarily new just because 
of the pandemic creates even more of a need to put the responsibility on organisations and 
the government. To this end we need to enable people to be in a state where they are being 
creative even if they can’t make work, including financial support. We are always talking in 
theatre about not having enough time to make our work. We should be using this opportunity 
to look forward and take more time to develop artistic work, including investing in people and 
developing ourselves. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
Concluding statements from the panellists included: an assertion that we have to be careful 
not to use new initiatives simply to replace – new roles should exist across the scale of 
experience, including for someone who knows nothing; an advocation for more positions in 



buildings, tailored specifically around what they can offer and what the individual needs; a 
plea for buildings to be more aware of just how vulnerable freelancers are and for more 
cross-fertilisation between organisations and freelancers; a desire to use time better and 
find a balance between rushing and creating opportunities for longer-term change; a 
request for more joined up thinking and open access; a reminder that some existing 
environments are not safe for the people we want to bring into the industry and that 
working-class individuals are particularly vulnerable to having to leave the industry; feeling 
inspired by the focus on making entry-level opportunities better and opening up 
communication; a commitment to keep using personal experience to help others and to 
continue learning; an expression of the challenge presented by everyone being at different 
stages of getting back to work and the need to hold everyone side by side; an 
encouragement to think outside the box about what we are offering and why we are 
offering it. 
 
Chair’s Notes 
 
To be added 


