Contemporary Challenges – CP 2 (Essay)
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“Is working for the ‘exposure’ a satisfactory situation for an up-and-coming creative artist?” Is a big question everyone should ask themselves before entering into the creative industry. At first glance, you deem it a positive aspect, it’s what’s expected of you when entering this type of employment to help build up your CV. After all, the creative industry is a popular and demanding field, making it challenging to find work. The creative economy itself “is large and growing… It finds that the creative economy employed nearly 20 million people across those nine economies [In Europe: Germany, UK, France, Italy, Spain, and Turkey. In Asia Pacific (APAC): Japan, South Korea, and Australia] in 2018.” (Deloitte, n.d.) Yet, despite all this, the UK government are still cutting funds to fuel this career path. Therefore, making it even harder to gain employment, almost forcing those aspiring to work in this industry to work for free in order to pursue their lifelong passion - in which some aren’t in the financial situation to do so. Therefore, I ask this question again, is working for ‘exposure’ good or bad?

On a skillset basis, working for exposure can be deemed a good thing. From a student and graduate perspective, it allows you to add experiences to your CV. Therefore, helping you standout to future employers of companies when you eventually end up applying for jobs in the future. As “Nothing impresses an employer more than seeing that you’ve gone out of your way (especially during your free time) to gain work experience and improve on your skills.” (Get into Theatre, 2019) Not only that, but it also shows your interest in this area to other potential employers, whilst also giving you the chance to network with other creatives and develop relationships that can develop into future work opportunities. As “One of the major bonuses to working in a theatre is that you can network without even trying!” (Baker, n.d.) Many people in the creative industry still till this day do unpaid work as they believe in the director and company. “If you believe in the project and want to be part of it… if you are in a stable enough position to undertake something because the idea or the script or the author or the director speaks to you; go for it.” (stagemilk, 2021) But like anything, working for exposure is good in sensible consideration and moderation.

The negative side to unpaid work. Working for ‘exposure’ only helps to a certain degree within your career, it can act as a building block for creative artists that don’t have that much experience and are wanting to build up their connections. As in this particular industry, it’s who you know not what you know if you ever want to reach a certain level professionally. However, if you already have that experience and skillset under your belt that producers and directors are seeking for, then you are at a risk of undervaluing your design work and essentially getting robbed of money. “In reality, the more people willing to work for free, the less incentive editors and artistic directors have to pay their freelancers and artists. After all, why pay a living wage when there’s hundreds of people already vying for a chance to work for just exposure?” (Diep Tran, 2014) It also doesn’t guarantee that you will be noticed by others in higher places in the industry. As, “The allure of potentially grabbing the attention of major industry players can make working for exposure seem like a stepping stone to greater things. Yet, the reality is that these success stories are the exception, not the rule.” (Matt Crawford, 2021) Then again, the risk that creative artists also have is the financial impact it will have on them. Working as either a scenic artist or set constructor, you may have to buy and bring your own tools to set, which are very expensive. The added worry to that is, if those tools and brushes get damaged on set, you wouldn’t receive compensation meaning not only have you not gained an income from this ‘exposure’, but you are actually at a loss with the cost it’s going to be in order to replace everything that got damaged. 

Now that I have gained a better understanding regarding if “working for the ‘exposure’ is a satisfactory situation for an up-and-coming creative artist?” I have recently reflected on my past experiences and found although I came away with many positives from it. Such as gaining an understanding of the environment that I will be working in for the future, having a new skillset I can now build on and receiving contact details for potential future employers. I have also been blinded by the negative aspects that come with this. As a university student I have had to balance work experience and study time, this I feel isn’t fair on a student to either sacrifice their grade for their CV or sacrifice their ‘exposure’ and not have assurance that they can get a job at the end of their degree, due to the lack of experiences on their CV. Adding onto this, not everyone has the financial income to live off working for ‘exposure’ How would you put food on the table? How would you keep a roof over your head? “When you are building your industry on the backs of free labour, then you are automatically closing the doors to those who cannot afford that, either because they have families to support, or because they come from a middle-to low-income background and their parents cannot afford to pay their rent while they take that unpaid internship for three months.” (Diep Tran, 2014) These are all contemporary challenges people face in this creative industry to pursue the career that they desire. However, it’s really up to each individual person whether they deem it to be worth it or not.
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