
 

 
 

Freelancers from communities underrepresented in the arts are most at risk of having to 
leave the industry. What do organisations need to do to ensure this does not happen? 
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Whilst economic activity is restricted, what are the other activities and actions that 
organisations can undertake now to ensure freelancers from underrepresented 
communities feel like they belong in our industry? How do we maintain the connections? 
 
Concern was expressed that we are relying on economic support to solve these problems, 
which are not new to the industry. It was suggested that much of the solution lies in building 
relationships, especially during a difficult time when the industry is in crisis management 
mode. We need to be looking at what we can do now in terms of investing in relationships so 
that we return to an environment that has progressed from where we were before. Groups 
such as Stage Sight work to develop these relationships, and encourage action on the part of 
organisations. In particular they examine different recruitment methods and the ways in 
which organisations reach out to and create new pathways for individuals outside of the 
traditional entries to the industry. 
 
Organisations need to be thinking about how they can maintain and develop these 
relationships during this time, and continue to look for ways to keep making work, especially 
work which actively engages economically and creatively vulnerable groups. There is a 
responsibility to over-communicate activity and decision-making and not assume that 
freelancers know what is going on, as well as to find ways to listen to individuals and groups. 
Now is also an opportunity for fixing our habitats – ensuring that our working cultures allow 
all people to belong. There are lots of systemic problems which create a barrier to belonging 
with dignity and therefore put people off entering the industry. We need to be looking at 
creating environments that people want to be and work in, including people who are not 
already within the industry. Whilst these problems are not unique to theatre, many 
freelancers who have left have done so because they have not faced them in other industries 
(at least not to the same extent). We need to acknowledge that our industry actively retains 
a structure which excludes people and examine why. 
 
It is a mistake to think that we can row back to how things were in March. Before we get to a 
point of recovery we are going to go through a reset. This is an opportunity to engage with 
the fact that the industry that closed down didn’t work for a lot of us, and it is disappointing 
how much the industry has ignored groups such as deaf and disabled artists and audiences 



over the last few months. The thinking that has been done has been left to groups such as 
FMTW and We Shall Not Be Removed, to carry out surveys and draw up things such as the 7 
Inclusive Principles, which organisations now need to look at and take seriously. If work is not 
done to dismantle these barriers then we will return to a worse situation than we were in in 
March. Research this summer, for example, shows that disabled audiences have almost 
completely lost confidence in attending mass gatherings. Building audiences like this, which 
previously had only recently reached 12%, will take a very long time. 
 
The reasons for people leaving the industry can be broadly split into two categories: material 
issues such as money and non-material issues such as social barriers and a lack of faith that 
the industry is going to change. In terms of the material, how do we bridge the gap between 
now and full work resuming, hopefully next year? For one thing, we could be investing in 
process and creating more paid opportunities, in particular for underrepresented 
communities, such as Out of Joint’s Stockroom which is supporting four writers and paying 
individuals for roles within the company. In terms of non-material barriers, organisations 
need to find ways to open themselves up and be transparent, and form relationships beyond 
the people who are already on their radars for when work resumes. Three elements were 
identified as part of successfully bringing new people into the industry: making a clear 
investment in an individual; pledging to create opportunities for them; and nurturing their 
development through to the next stage. 
 
Even prior to the pandemic it could feel like organisations were not fully aware of the 
challenges of a working week for a lot of freelancers. For example, inviting actors to auditions 
or self-tapes with less than 24 hours notice. Not only does this create stress and anxiety but 
it is simply undoable for many people, and favours those with the privilege of financial 
security who can keep their schedule flexible. For many, the industry will become essentially 
unaffordable if these things are not taken into account as we reopen. There already exists a 
perception of having to take on ‘sensible’ jobs to make a career in the arts work, which has 
been exacerbated for freelancers who have had to take on other work during the pandemic. 
Freelancers who have had to look elsewhere for financial security need to see these changes 
happening now in order to feel like there is a place for them in the industry on the other side. 
There has been talk of freelancers using Arts Council England’s project grants to provide the 
financial stability required to stay in the industry. This is something organisations could 
potentially be looking at supporting, if only by facilitating a greater understanding of funding. 
 
There is a trade-off to be navigated between spreading support across a lot of freelancers or 
providing more dedicated support to a smaller group. Lots of companies have been unable to 
employ new people during the pandemic but have managed to offer regular work in small 
engagements which can be juggled with other jobs. It was pointed out that under-
representation within the industry can exacerbate a lack of confidence which is a barrier and 
that we should not underestimate the confidence boost even small opportunities or short 
paid engagements can give to people. Building on this, some bigger organisations have 
partnered up with smaller organisations to share the cost and resources of employing 
freelancers to work across their projects. In the same spirit of organisations sharing resources, 
it was suggested that the burdens that have fallen to freelancers, such as fitting in work, 
pastoral support, training  and HR, be shifted to incorporate collective organisations more. 
 



Uncertainty is built into the industry because it is how you make art but, ultimately, there are 
too many people in an industry that does not have enough jobs. It is great if you are supported 
by one of these initiatives but many people will not be (a recently launched open access 
scheme had 193 applicants for 3 places) and not everyone can afford to live with uncertainty. 
The ideas in all of these conversations are based on socialist principles but our industry exists 
in a capitalist society, which fuels a pressure to create work and put it out quickly. Putting 
aside this rush to create work, we should perhaps be exploring other activities that we can do 
better with reduced resources, which would give us more time to look for who is being left 
behind. Instead of looking to release productions virtually, The Young Vic and RTYDS have 
focused their directors programme and working with their local communities. Without 
changing society, there are ways we can support people with the current system, such as the 
Weston Jerwood Creative Bursaries or changes we could make such as splitting up seasons 
and creating new slots, finding uses for studio space, cultivating philanthropic support, and 
making more of an effort to engage individuals that you have not before. Building more 
structural change, at a governmental level, requires finding ways to measure the absence of 
people not in the industry, in order to produce reports for the right people. 
 
What are the concrete commitments that organisations can make now which will ensure 
we come back better and that underrepresented communities feel like they belong in our 
industry? 
 
Touring theatre is a particularly vulnerable part of the sector is because of its reliance on 
geographical flexibility and a fast turnover of teams. To protect freelancers in this 
environment, New Earth, along with Eclipse and ETT, are creating an Anti-Racism Touring 
Rider which will be presented at ITC conference later in year. Ideas like this are an example 
of a group coming together and focusing on solving one problem, with a proposal that can 
then led to other commitments and advocacy for more people to get involved. In the same 
vein, organisations need to more actively assert their statements and commitments and we 
need to find ways of increasing accountability. Arts Council England’s Lets Create strategy will 
be launching its delivery plan next year, which will monitor and ultimately sanction 
organisations to this end. 
 
In response to the Black Lives Matter movement, Birmingham Rep is one of 75 organisations 
that have signed up to More Than a Moment, the West Midlands Arts sector’s pledge to take 
immediate action to dismantle the systems that have kept Black artists and creatives from 
achieving their potential in the arts. Having launched the pledge they are now looking at 
establishing accountability. The Rep are also working closely with groups such as PIPA to 
address their working culture and Ramps on the Moon to launch a deaf and disabled fund, 
similar to Eclipse’s #AllOfUs care packages, an immediate response to support Black, Asian, 
ethnically diverse and migrant arts workers facing redundancy. Their plans for next year 
include a three week period focussing on local artists and groups, supporting productions that 
were not able to go to fringe festival this year through to development, and play readings. 
Their predominant output during the pandemic has been through the community 
participation department and this work needs to be amplified. 
 
Developing relationships can begin by opening up conversations, perhaps, for example, 
building on schemes such as RTYDS and Pitlochry’s series of conversations and webinars with 



artistic directors, which have allowed people to ask questions and get to know each other. 
This could be built on with follow up sessions such as those offered by the Greater 
Manchester Artist Hub -  one-to-one, collective, and advisory. Getting a foot in the door, 
especially for people with protected characteristics, is hard so it is good to facilitate one-on-
one or small group conversations. The Young Vic has been running a one-on-one drop in. 
Birmingham Rep have been running sessions with audiences, local directors, and deaf and 
disabled groups. These opportunities, which should be happening on a national-scale, need 
widening and regularity so that people know there is a way in. They can be expanded by 
looking at the different skills offered within an organisation and shared using groups such as 
FMTW and We Shall Not Be Removed to disseminate information outside of existing 
networks. 
 
Building on this we need to develop relationships not just with arts professionals but with 
audiences. This is an investment that should be seen not just in terms of representation but 
as financially prudent since it will grow audience numbers in the long-term. Given this, how 
do we focus on engagement that strengthens over time, and bring in freelancers to make that 
work? The theatre company New Earth have set up New Earth Academy, which has a 
professional focus on providing free drama training for British South East Asians, as an 
introduction to the industry so that people can see their way into careers in the arts. This is 
not only about building skills and confidence but also developing networks. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
The conversation was rounded off with the following thoughts: we need more data to communicate 
the growing problems and use of the work groups like We Shall Not Be Removed and work such as the 
7 Inclusive Principles;  there is still a lot of work to be done, which would benefit from borrowing 
diversity and inclusion report models from other industries; we need to embrace a shared learning 
with ethos, internally and looking externally at other sectors, and not expect individual organisations 
to solve everything; an expression of rage about the political situation and a renewed desire for 
theatre to look at its relationship with it; the benefit of being in these conversations and knowing what 
is happening, which we need to expand to the people who are not present; a hopefulness but also a 
reminder that we do not need the existential crisis of a pandemic to think about these issues and must 
not revert back to how things were before; enacting the change that we have been discussing for so 
long requires knocking things down and changing structures for the little initiatives to make a big 
difference; we must continue to fix our habitats and look outwards to individuals, each other and 
dedicated groups;  the importance of bringing different people together in a real space as soon as we 
can again (and paying them) to nurture these conversations; we need to measure the problem in order 
to solve this and use this moment to find ways to expand these conversations to the commercial 
sector; gratitude for ideas to take back to our organisations; a commitment to over-communicate and 
to use Let’s Create as an opportunity to examine how we operate. 


