Being paid in “exposure” is a fairly common practice in the creative arts, as success in the industry relies heavily on making connections and building a reputation for yourself as an artist. Gaining exposure can therefore be incredibly valuable when it comes from the right source. However, working for free is certainly not an ideal situation: money is an essential part of daily life and, in this day and age, you need a lot of it. While exposure can be useful in certain circumstances, there are many more circumstances in which it is nothing more than a waste of your time and effort.
A study conducted in 2018 by the Association for Independent Professionals and the Freelancer Club showed that freelance creative professionals in the UK were losing up to £5,394 every year due to working without pay (Young-Powell, 2018). That amount of money might not keep someone afloat on its own, but it is still a significant sum that would most definitely help in everyday life. So, why does it happen? Why do artists choose to work for exposure? The short answer is that they often don’t. In the UK, the median hourly rate in the creative arts industry is a measly £2.60, drastically lower than the minimum wage of £9.50 (Quinn, 2023). While that is more than nothing, it is also insultingly low and nowhere near enough to cover living expenses – and that number is a median, meaning there are undoubtedly artists who work for less. When someone works without being justly paid, it is often the result of their employer asking that they do so. While many professionals have no problem demanding that they be paid fairly for their work – and indeed, that level of confidence is a vital skill in such a cutthroat industry as the creative arts – there are situations in which turning down such a request may seem like a bad idea. For example: if your client is a friend or family member, there might be an expectation that you should work for them without compensation, as it would be seen as a favour for a loved one rather than a job. In addition, if you are working for someone successful and well-connected, you may view the exposure they can provide you as valuable enough to make up for the loss in potential earnings – or you may be too intimidated to bargain for fear of gaining a negative reputation among them and their peers (Forgeard, 2022).
A much more insidious form of this practice involves unpaid overtime, in which an employer will pay their artists for their work, but not for the additional hours and constant availability that are demanded of them. Artists are often expected to go above and beyond, putting in more time and effort than they are being compensated for as “a test of [their] commitment” (Hill, 2019). With art being primarily driven by passion and personal expression, workers are made to believe that if they do not want to go the extra mile and put in 110% on every job, they are just lazy and in it for the money. There is a level of stigmatisation around the notion of asking for additional pay for your work, as it can be seen as greedy and selfish, despite the fact that employers will typically jump through hoops to pay their employees as little as possible. This is why it is so important to garner a sense of confidence and self-worth when working in the creative arts: if you know the value of your work and do not accept anything less than, you will never be wrangled into a situation where you are not getting paid what you are owed. As put by Laurence Cook (2019), a long-time writer for Backstage Magazine, “nobody worth knowing will think any less of you for turning work down.” If you instead take jobs for little to no pay and allow yourself to be swayed by the unreasonable demands and expectations of employers, you will get stuck in a loop of working for less than it is worth. If you gain a reputation as someone who accepts unfair salaries – or worse, no salary at all – then you will only continue to get offers looking to exploit that.


Of course, the concept of working for free is not exclusively immoral. I could be entirely acceptable for an artist to refuse pay from their client in certain situations, the key word here being “refuse.” Being paid through exposure, or not being paid at all, should be a choice made and suggested by the artist, not one that is expected of them by their employer. Furthermore, they should retain the right to turn down work or demand additional payment if they feel as though they are not being compensated appropriately. Art is often undervalued due to its inherently emotional nature: it is primarily motivated by love, care and a genuine desire to create rather than financial gain or any other tangible rewards, and so artists are seen as greedy or unauthentic if they focus too much on what they are being paid for their work. What people forget is that artists need to earn a living just like anyone else and all they want is to be able to earn that living doing what they love. Fulfilment and financial stability are not mutually exclusive as motivations, it is entirely possible to be driven by both, and those who work in the creative arts should have both of those motivations respected just as is the case for any other professional field.
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