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To prevent a repeat of this year, what power do freelancers need within organisations to 
avoid being left as vulnerable and isolated as they were this year? 
 
To begin with, it was asserted that it is incumbent on people who are not freelancers to lead. 
This year is unprecedented and has revealed a lot of fault lines that are not to do with the 
pandemic. There was an extraordinary generosity and understanding when production 
initially had to shut down, and a feeling of we’ll get through this together, which perhaps has 
not been sustained. There can be a real opaqueness to how theatres are run and an 
appearance of moving slowly or withholding information. On the flipside, artistic leadership 
roles can be overwhelming and there is a perception that organisations have all the answers 
when they do not. We must find ways to be clearer and communicate better what is 
happening in buildings and what conversations are taking place, and make it possible for 
freelancers to be involved beyond just the production process. Traditionally, there is not 
much engagement prior to the start of rehearsals, despite freelancers often being the people 
who contribute to the most important thing that theatres do. 
 
It was suggested that the greatest solution to this would be inviting more freelancers into 
conversations earlier in processes, which means the industry relinquishing some of the 
collective ego around who makes decisions. Freelancers know that no one person (e.g. Artistc 
Directors) have all the answers, but there is a lack of conversation. We know that people are 
advocating but freelancers are still missing as active participants in those conversations. 
 
As the lockdown has exposed, our industry is still built on capitalist principles, which 
encourage an erosion of workers’ rights, organisations having to prostitute themselves to the 
government, over-stretched working cultures, and a reliance on ticket sales. The industry has 
to face the fact that it depends on a model which puts its workers, who are largely freelance, 
in the same situation as those we perceive as being exploited, such as Amazon workers. We 
have a responsibility to decide if we are going to make sacrifices to better embed and support 
freelancers and it does not yet appear that we are using this moment to fully achieve this. 
 
Several organisations have turned to freelancers, who have developed business knowhow 
through their careers, to advise on how to involve freelancers and find ways to engage them, 
in decision-making and creativity. There is a deep infantilization of creatives of this industry 



that manifests itself in things such as the idea that you don’t need to look at your contract, 
that’s what your agent is for. The pandemic has revealed that this impacts everyone, 
regardless of perceived success, and freelancers with status need to also take responsibility 
for addressing it to support emerging or vulnerable individuals. 
 
There still appears to be a confusion from the government and DCMS about why the industry 
is still angry despite the CRF and an ignorance about the lack of support for freelancers or that 
they make up 70% of the workforce. Funding is still bound up in a government that does not 
(or chooses not to) understand this. The responsibility to solve this therefore falls to 
organisations. Conversely, at a recent meeting between Artistic Directors and a Labour MP, 
there was a clear and impressive understanding of the pressures currently faced by 
freelancers and a commitment to put them front and centre in parliamentary debate (though 
notably no freelancers appeared to have been in the meeting.) 
 
Compared to other, more commercial arts industries, the salaries we pay freelancers are 
much lower, which needs to change over the long-term.  Beyond this, ties need to be 
developed with freelancers who can be invited into discussions such as programming, 
planning or board meetings. Organisations need to begin exploring ways of doing this, which 
will ultimately make decisions more meaningful because they will have to go both ways. For 
example, the Creative Council model at globe, which is a freelancer advisory board that exists 
alongside the board (ideally in compliment to freelancers who also sit on the board). 
 
Building on this, there was a suggestion that not every freelancer will want or be suited to 
sitting on boards and that there are other opportunities for collaborative thinking within 
executive teams, which is where a lot of the decision-making happens. Dancebase have used 
some of their Cultural Recovery Fund (which has less strict spending parameters in Scotland) 
to form an artistic advisory group who are brought into all decision-making and organisational 
strategy and running the board. The scheme is being piloted for six months and has been 
successful so far. Alongside this they are looking at a model for ‘Artistic Co-Pilots’ who, over 
the course of two or three years, spend a few days a week involved with the artistic leadership 
team. This means some restructuring to give them agency, not just an observational role. 
 
At Out of Joint, a quarter of the board (3/12) is made up of freelancers, which took a while 
and a process of stripping back and starting with roles related to organisational robustness 
(e.g. legal, HR) and then building in artistic voices. Alongside this, they have launched 
Stockroom, a writers’ room of five writers that the company is being restructured around and 
whose work the programme will be built on. They are also looking at points of contact 
throughout the organisation, such as giving each writer a board buddy and a paid relationship 
with the executive team, including pastoral meetings. Separate from the Stockroom they have 
formalised two associate artist roles – both paid to come in once a month to talk about the 
work on the slate, which has been enormously informative – and two or three rotating roles, 
generally younger artists, coming in every so often. The Stockroom is built around bringing 
freelancers into the staff team without compromising the nature of their freelance work. It is 
a two-day-a-week commitment with support (e.g. office space) for their other work, which 
will ultimately benefit their relationship with Out of Joint. They are conscious of having finite 
resources and that this concentrated support and relationship leaves out meaningful 
engagement for people who aren’t involved with the organisation. To this end, they have 



committed to advertising every creative role and undertaking a recruitment process, which 
has been challenging due to the interpersonal nature of creative teams. 
 
A distinction needs to be made between having financial security and power or agency in the 
industry, both of which are overlapping problems for freelancers but have different solutions. 
The immediate financial problems are tied to the fact that freelancers were dispensable to 
organisations in a moment of crisis, which won’t be solved by putting freelancers on boards. 
Linguistically, we should stop talking about ‘buildings’ – companies and organisations are 
made up of people – as soon as we talk about buildings it feels like a thing  that has power in 
the conversation and forces us to make decisions. We have to adjust the discussion to ‘I and 
we’ not ‘it’ and stop talking about organisations but interdependent groups of individuals, 
some employed, some voluntary, some part-time etc. Shifting the focus in this way will make 
it easier for us to get to where we need to be. As it is, the current structure enables people 
not to put the effort in to making the change now. Similarly, we need to view and discuss 
freelancer representation (creatively and organisationally) in the same terms that we would 
discuss health and safety – i.e. not as something that we are able to make excuses for. 
 
People Make It Work is a group of freelancers that support organisations to change and 
develop and individuals to make change. During the pandemic they have decided to focus on 
paying and supporting freelancers, and pivoted to creating as much work as possible, whilst 
hiring a therapist, coach and holistic practitioner to provide support. They have borrowed 
money in order to do this and to launch Culture Reset, a practical rapid response programme 
to inspire more relevant and impactful cultural organisations and practices through 
individuals attached to organisations. Throughout the crisis, their decisions and operations 
have been determined by the values that they believe in. 
 
Longer term, how can the structures and cultures of organisations reflect the collective, 
collaborative, and inclusive way in which we make theatre? 
 
At the moment there exists a division between the way buildings are run, more like a business, 
and the way we create work, which is more collaborative and democratic. Ideally we would 
not think of ourselves as being two separate groups. This requires a shift in perception, 
starting with concepts of employment. For example, of employees being made redundant but 
freelancers simply not working. Poor pay for freelancers creates risk and is linked to a 
misunderstanding about what they do and how much time is involved. Freelancers who 
already sit on boards have experienced the difference that providing that perspective makes 
to an organisation. I can explain what people need from a creative point of view (alongside 
how to maximises profit). We need to embrace more of the principles of our creative practices 
in our organisational structures and understand that this is enrichment, not power-grabbing.  
 
A question was raised about what barriers are preventing organisations from just doing these 
things, which seem obvious but are only starting to happen now. It was pointed out that these 
roles and relationships need to be paid, in other words an actual investment, because 
freelancers do not have salaries to support roles which are traditionally voluntary such as 
board membership. These roles may also require so training but this should not be a 
significant barrier.  The expenses attached to these should be something organisations 
prioritise. This time, whilst organisations are closed, can still bring freelancers into 



conversations to do thinking, to cook up some projects which we may be able to implement 
when we do reopen. A ‘structure of inevitability’ was identified – for example, the idea that 
sitting on boards would not be for all freelancers equally applies to lawyers and accountants 
but we don’t say this as an argument against their traditional inclusion. 
 
The most successful relationships freelancers have experienced with organisations have been 
where the artistic directors are the most welcoming, generous and open hosts. This is the 
attitude that we should be adopting moving forward. Organisations with associate freelancers 
have experienced the benefit of this on their thinking, and acknowledged the need to support 
and enable them to balance commitments. However, these broader changes need a more 
open door ethos so that it is not just a select group of established artists who are able to form 
these relationships. Whilst good artistic leadership teams are always open to good ideas, the 
routes to engage with them are usually opaque, if they exist at all, and not all freelancers have 
the time, security or resources to pursue pitching ideas. 
 
In order to give freelancers more power within the industry we cannot just try and insert them 
into the existing structures. We need to find ways to engage freelancers that allows for 
juggling commitments and work – perhaps, for example, appointing a rotating group of 
freelancers to a board. It is hard to get freelancers in around their availability but we need to 
look at the positives – that means that they bring in more perspectives. Translating these 
conversations to action requires an acknowledgement that neither freelancers nor 
organisations are homogenous and that the individuals within them do not exist on a level 
playing field. We always need to be thinking about who these initiatives are reaching and who 
is missing. To this end, there are barriers within our current structures that need to be 
dismantled for meaningful change to occur across the industry. This is not something the state 
is going to do for us meaning we need to do it for ourselves. 
 
Ten immediately actionable changes were identified to empower freelancers: Treat the 
challenge through the same urgent lens we do inclusion and representation; Explore the 
issues in a (paid) dialogue with freelancers already in your organisation; Invite freelancers 
onto boards with equal power; Create new board models – e.g. freelancer advisory boards 
and trustees; Identify the points of power within an organisation and how they can be shared; 
Create physical space for freelancers; Engage people earlier in the creative process; New 
models for exploring creative ideas with freelancers; Open up transparent decision-making; 
Create a skills-based programme to support freelancers and their voices. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
In closing the conversation, the following things were expressed: the need for a conversations 
to lead to action; a desire to look for opportunities and action them in a way that leads to 
results quickly; we all have agency and a voice but we need to keep interrogating who is in 
these spaces and how they are valued; the principles of action, boldness, openness, friendship 
and communication; the existence of groups like FMTW and their willingness to be part of 
conversations; the need to have these conversations at a governmental level; an example of 
the recently set up Freelancer Advice Bureau at the Globe; encouragement not to look at this 
time just as a tragedy but also as an opportunity for change; the importance of the industry 
not looking the same as we move forward, which will require everyone and bravery. 


