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What is wellbeing? 
 
The conversation started with a discussion about what we mean by the phrase ‘wellbeing’. In 
simple terms, it was suggested that wellbeing can be defined as how we are feeling and how 
we feel we fit in to our environment, feelings which are generally characterised as good or 
bad. Many elements feed into this sense of wellbeing, not all of which seem immediately 
connected, such as the need for space to create when working in creative spheres. Building 
on this, a distinction was made between wellbeing and mental health, which requires much 
more training and specificity to engage with and shouldn’t be swept up in ‘catch-all’ 
approaches to wellbeing. This perhaps raises questions about the parameters between and 
around the two concepts. 
 
From experience, it was suggested that when talking to people at work who are having a bad 
time, it is usually linked to something outside of the immediate problem at work, that they 
for whatever reason struggling to deal with. However, there is a culture within our industry 
of not allowing people to be unwell, physically or mentally. There is a pressure to be well or 
at least to able to find solutions to your problems. This is, in turn, exacerbated by bad work 
culture, poor pay etc, which are external pressures that individuals cannot solve. This makes 
it hard to tackle issues such as bullying and ableism in the workplace because our industry 
built on a need for people being able to stay resilient. The standard industry response is 
currently proposed are helplines and external charities, whose services are usually therefore 
provided too late and not tackling the root of the issues. Genuine solutions require more 
money, more time and more people. 
 
A highlighted failing of the industry was the lack of rigorous evaluation processes – evaluation 
forms after a project is finished do not help solve issues during the project, and are often 
phrased in a way that doesn’t provide license to really criticise the environment. Alongside 
this, we tend to create a lot of well-meaning policy that is not actively communicated or acted 
upon before or during projects. There is also an issue of risking your employability if you are 
open about problems you are experiencing. 



One project that is attempting to change this is Inc Arts Minds, which is providing free 
“emotional wellbeing support” in partnership with mental health experts for people in the 
creative arts who experience racism. Individuals can anonymously access the service through 
the website without having to inform their employers. 
 
The service offers four therapeutic group sessions, based around the ‘tree of life’ model:  

- “roots” exploring strengths, gifts and skills rather than problems;  
- “forest” coming together to explore different experiences 
- “storms” discussing the external and personal problems experienced;  
- Drawing the parts together in celebration and thinking about the next step  

The service is open to people who have experienced therapy or never had it, and aims to 
explore each individual’s own story and heavy topics in a safe space. 
 
Alongside this, Inc Arts Minds offers peer-support groups to create safe spaces for individuals, 
especially freelancers, to explore what’s going on and provide practical advice. These are 
currently based online but they are exploring physical sessions and 1:1 support for the future. 
 
An awareness was expressed that the current NHS mental health provisions are severely 
lacking – it is very difficult to get services (minimum 3 year waiting period) and they are 
rushed. This lack of resources means that they are often only able to engage once an 
individual’s mental health has reach a dangerous point. The question was then asked – how 
can the industry/producers/organisations offer this kind of support within a working 
environment, and expand initiatives such as Inc Arts Minds to the entire workforce?  
 
There was an agreement that arts bodies such as SOLT and unions should build on their 
current offerings, ensuring that services are provided to freelancers who are often not 
reached by these relationships. At the moment there is too often a feeling that such bodies 
are complicit, either by not prioritising working conditions or by perusing a ‘both sides’ 
neutrality in high-profile cases of dispute (e.g. Laurence Fox). Freelancers cannot accept 
charity in place of their rights – the conversation needs to be framed, by people in power, 
around structural change in cultures, not token gestures. 
 
Practitioners working with individuals with mental health issues are offered paid supervisions 
throughout the process to check-in. It is often not immediately apparent to an individual 
when they are mentally unwell, it can manifest as stress until it reaches a crisis point, 
especially within a culture of get on and do. By actively embedding regular supervisions it is 
possible to catch these things before it becomes too late. The difficulty of actioning this with 
short contracts was acknowledged but it was suggested that it be made part of the production 
process and that this could become part of funding requirements for organisations. The role 
of the producer was identified as key to maintaining “process supervision” and overseeing 
wellbeing dynamics throughout a production. 
 
It was generally agreed that these improvements  require long-term planning and change, not 
just quick fixes off the back of a fashionable focus on wellbeing. We need to act now but also 
think about processes beyond our generations and perhaps embrace slower thinking and 
working cultures (“learning from a mountain”). To this end, it was suggested that better 
working practices be embedded in training for all disciplines, bringing experts into the 



conversation from the beginning, perhaps even school. Serious and long-term endeavour is 
required to build trust in organisations. At the same time it is important to remember that 
nobody is actively setting out to weaponize environments against mental health and that, 
whilst acknowledging the problems, we need to move forward without thinking that we are 
working against each other. Building on the failings of post-production evaluation processes, 
we need to find ways of building a richer dialogue between freelancers and organisations 
about processes and methodologies.  
 
Previous experience from feedback after a production suggests that regular issues stem long 
working hours, high pressure deadlines etc and that there are several freelance roles (e.g. 
costume supervisors) who are often missed from these conversations. Workers within a 
building have the safety net of things such as sick leave and are able to enter a dialogue with 
their employer that short freelance contracts do not allow for. Conversely, freelancers often 
lack this sense of belonging and have nobody to turn to if they experience problems. How do 
we take this net of responsibility and throw it around freelancers? There are obvious barriers 
in money and resources but the pandemic has made it clear how many people in the industry 
are freelancers, outside of buildings, and illustrated the impact this lack of a safety net can 
have on our wellbeing. 
 
Organisational responsibility is too often dictated by financial considerations. Perhaps the 
industry, individually and as a whole, needs to create a budget line for wellbeing and mental 
health. The example was given of theatres which have adopted access lines in their budgets 
and the increasing need for this to be considered in funding applications. It was pointed out 
that such money needs to be centralised so that it is not absorbed by other areas if there is 
surplus on individual productions. It was pointed out that there is an overlap here, in that 
wellbeing is part of access, and is has been included as such in several funding applications.  
Similarly, for other access considerations, a dedicated access person is often appointed by 
organisations who is able to take the time to address potential problems, in consultation with 
individuals, before they arise (e.g. with touring accommodation). In this case, the ethos is one 
of shared responsibility – not trying to solve issues on someone else’s behalf but also not 
expecting them to do all the labour. To this end we have to accommodate things going wrong 
and take responsibility so that it does not feel like the individual’s fault. 
 
What works already that we want more of? 
 
Loneliness and isolation were identified has having huge impacts on emotional, physical and 
mental well-being.  In part due to a working culture that rewards ‘busyness’ there is a lot of 
loneliness in the sector, more so for people already discriminated against or who have to 
adapt their behaviour to be employed or feel accepted. Mutual Aid was proposed as a model 
with a great record of improving all three, plus in a sector full of performers (who are trained 
to perform wellness) the consistency of mutual aid is perhaps a helpful tool in building 
honesty and trust. 
 
There are inevitable gaps when freelancers move between jobs which, combined with 
inevitably squeezed budgets, makes putting structures and provisions in place that look after 
creative teams and how they are relating to one another feel like the most important thing. 
In improving the working culture, we need to push for better pay and less long hours, perhaps 



with more help from arts bodies and unions. The pervasive mentality of being lucky to be 
working normalises a bad working culture. Alongside this, to address the difficulty of 
supporting freelancers across jobs, we need to lobby at a government level for provisions 
such as sick leave and better maternity pay for freelancers, which are beyond organisations’ 
ability to address. The responsibility lies with all of us but until there is a huge shift needed at 
highest level in valuing freelancers. 
 
One highlighted issue with unions is that they are often structured around a model of 
buildings and employees. A large body of work is required to address the dynamic for 
freelancers. For example, a “freelancer” has no legal standing and has to identify as a sole-
trader, i.e. a business of one, meaning that in employment terms we are being treated in the 
wrong way. Workers such as costume supervisors are seldom employees, they are mostly 
freelances paid by a flat fee. It ought to go without saying that this fee should be enough to 
live on. Whilst employees get sick pay, holiday pay and have employment rights, freelancers 
do not, so their daily rate ought to be higher in order to account for these things. 
 
There was an acknowledgement that there are a lot of complications in this regard – such as 
a conflict between proposed sick pay for freelancers and their hard-won tax status. It was 
suggested that the government understands completely these distinctions and complications 
but that it suits them to maintain an environment where we end up wrangling with ourselves 
about having too many people, i.e. a ‘meritocracy’ where perceived talent is protected.  
 
Many companies operate an employee assistance programme, which is available to everyone 
working for them, including freelancers, several of which have been extended retrospectively 
to offer support during the pandemic. This provides access to a confidential phoneline, a 
number of counselling sessions, and online resources, covering anything from money, caring 
responsibilities, and other external challenges. Ideally this usually lasts for a period beyond 
the end of a contract. Schemes like this need to ensure that they are not just signposting to 
other services such as those provided by the NHS. As a rule, in-house ones are better, 
especially with touring companies. Alongside training and appointing mental health first 
aiders, organisations have also run group coaching sessions, which experienced coaches – 
managing things such as anxiety, stress and dealing with difficult situations. To go further, 
organisations should break-down inaccessible policy documents, consulting freelancers in the 
process, and make provisions such as these part of the contracting process as standard. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
In concluding the conversation, panellists raised: the need for rigorous research, sharing lived 
experience and joined up thinking; the recurring issue of money, both in terms of resources 
and fees; a call for proactive organisational responsibility embedded in our working culture); 
the suggestion of a wellbeing lobby group, or a nation-wide dark period; further consideration 
of politics, fragility, supervision and responsibility; an excitement at the prospect of 
collaboration; a desire for shared responsibility going right up from individual freelancers, to 
organisations, to lobbying for change at a governmental level; an opportunity to reset, and 
normalise these conversations; an urge to review, reflect, keep talking, and take 
responsibility; an openness to listen and continue conversations. 


