Is working for the ‘exposure’ a satisfactory situation for an up-and-coming creative artist?

I believe that working for the 'exposure’ is something we must do when starting our careers in the creative industries. It comes with positives and negatives, but I think, if it is done in moderation, it is mostly positive as it allows you to experience the roles within your desired industry. It means you can work out what you want to do and helps you to understand how the industry works so that when you start a paid job you aren’t ‘thrown in at the deep end’. It builds confidence, connections and understanding of the industry. However, you have to be careful to make sure you aren’t being taken advantage of. There comes a point when you’ve worked for free for a while that you should be paid for your knowledge and skills, so you need to know when to stop working for the experience and begin working to be paid. There are other problems such as not being able to support yourself if you have no income from the work. You may have to get another job, but this causes scheduling problems. You could miss important education or days of work, which could ultimately lead to you losing your job or falling behind.

An argument for working for exposure is that it allows you to create connections. Networking is the main way we can find and get jobs as creative artists as a lot of the time it comes down to who the employer knows as to who they offer the jobs to. Working for free is a great way to make these connections. Although you shouldn’t work for free for ever, it is often necessary when you are first starting out so that you can successfully get paid jobs later in your career. This can happen through your employer recommending you to other practitioners, or your colleagues may hire you on one of their future projects. A good way of doing this is also through social media. It is a good idea to follow practitioners and companies as that way you can see if they post any job opportunities, and you can keep in touch with them to increase the likelihood of them thinking of you for a job. 

You may also get a job with the company you worked with as a result. Often, work experience is like a step up into the company, as it gives the employer an opportunity to see how you work and whether they want to employ you before they properly commit and pay you for your work. Siebert and Wilson (2013) described work experience as “a ‘try before you buy’ approach” which “means that the graduate is ‘getting a taste’ of the industry, while the employers are getting a chance to ‘test’ the candidate.” This is more likely to happen if you do work experience with a company rather than an individual person, as they could have openings in the team and can afford to hire someone. It depends on what sort of job you are looking for as to which type of experience you look for – either with a company or an individual – and whether you are looking to get a full-time job from it. 

However, working for free may actually leave you out of pocket. Some companies pay for your transportation, accommodation (if needed), food etc., however some don’t, or even make you pay for the placement, meaning you have to pay for these things whilst not being paid, leaving you with less than when you started. The question is whether this is worth it for the experience you gain that will later help you to secure a job which could ultimately make you more money. If you have more experience, you are more likely to be able to get the better paid jobs, but if you can’t afford to gain the experience you won’t be able to get the well-paid jobs that would mean you could afford to work for free. It is a deadly cycle that is biased towards those who are better off. Work experience is often also biased towards those in a location rich with opportunities. This is normally those who live in, or can easily access, cities which have theatres or workshops. People from rural areas don’t have as many options to look for the jobs, which either means they simply can’t get the experience, or they have to pay more to get to the location. This is also affected by whether the person can drive, or if there is public transport available.

From my experiences, I have only had positive outcomes. I have been lucky enough to do work experience with the Royal Shakespeare Company with the props and scenic art departments. Although this wasn’t paid, and my transport and expenses weren’t paid for, the new knowledge and connections I made from it made it completely worth it in my opinion. Not only did I learn loads of new techniques and understandings of the processes the company undertakes, I also made connections with the team. It is also a big name I can put on my CV, which will benefit me when looking for other work. Having said this, the company is probably big enough to afford to pay me, but at the time I didn’t have any official qualifications so in a way I don’t think I deserved to be paid, and I technically wasn’t being exploited as I was still learning. I think this is another consideration to be taken - I think it depends on your qualifications or level of experience as to whether you should be considered work experience or as a worker. Also, the size of the company effects if you should be paid - smaller companies may not be able to afford it, or may be more like a ‘charity’. For example, for the last three years I have worked for free with the set designer of my local panto. This is such a small organisation that there is only one set designer/painter who does everything so, because I now know her, it feels more like I am helping. Although I have done this for a few years now and maybe should get paid, I don’t fell the need to be as it’s more like helping a friend out. 

Working for free is often a sacrifice you have to make as an up-and-coming creative artist because, in the long run, it will benefit you. I think you just have to be careful on how much you do, and how many times you work for free for the same company as this would limit the connections you make. It would be better to get work experience with lots of different people to broaden your network.
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