Since the negative impact COVID-19 had on employment rates, 2.4 million jobs in the creative industries were filled in the UK in 2022 – a 14.1% increase since pre-pandemic. (The Creative Industries, 2023). Why is this information worthwhile? Because if 2.4 million jobs are available to those seeking work within the industry, how genuinely beneficial can working unpaid in order to gain ‘exposure’ be for up-and-coming creative artists in the UK? 
Auditions leave us open and vulnerable to a panel of strangers for no more than 15 minutes and demonstrating employability in more than just a monologue can be difficult, which is why we have CVs. CVs are written to be short and sweet but full of experience that is of better hireable quality than others and as up-and-coming actors, it is a vicious cycle that starts with needing job experience to gain job experience. However, there is a difference between experience and exposure – the industry is constantly and quickly changing and the skills gained through repeating the same level of experience numerous times isn’t valuable; what’s valuable is being exposed to “different situations, scenarios, problems, and getting battle-hardened” (Rungta, 2020). There’s no better way to toughen up an unexperienced actor looking for work than to throw them into the deep end, and working for free will demonstrate the dedication needed to survive in this industry. 
With exposure, comes skill development. Expanding on what was previously mentioned, the industry is always adapting and changing in the same way the world does and so the skills we use should develop the same. Skill development is vital throughout all stages of education and career and using this mindset when working for exposure can open up a variety of opportunities to gain transferrable skills not just to benefit your acting, but your professionalism and transferrable skills too. A notable way of gaining skills and exposure is by attending workshops; acting workshops can be open to all levels of experience within the industry who are looking to refine their talent as well as network with other actors, casting directors and coaches in the space. Taking part in workshops encourages the enrichment of countless skills such as character development, script writing, analysis, and improvisation and they can be tailored to find a workshop based on a skill you are specifically looking to develop, in an area that is close to you. Whilst a potentially negative side being that some acting workshops do ask for a fee, this could be overlooked as the cost isn’t often extortionate and what you receive are skills and connections that are “essential to succeed in the competitive entertainment industry” (Genik, 2023).
Making connections through exposure is one of its biggest benefits, by working with creative artists under any circumstance, a connection is already being made – taking this attitude into unpaid work can help shift any negativity when thinking that you’re not gaining anything from it, because you are automatically putting yourself forward for any future opportunities that arise through these connections. Building a genuine, secure relationship with the people you work with acts as a “safety net”, If your previous work with someone is up to professional standard and impressive, then you are someone who is “more likely to be considered for roles, even if they might not fit the initial part for which they auditioned” (Stenmoen, 2023), and these are perhaps the people you can turn to advise, support and collaborative options on projects that you build from the ground yourself in the future.
It's important to recognise that the phrase ‘working for free’ shouldn’t be taken lightly. If the work you are providing for a company isn’t delivering an income back, losing money definitely isn’t an option. It is often expected of up-and-coming creative artists to work unpaid to begin to establish their careers and more often than not creatives in the early stages have to work elsewhere to be able to afford what it takes to start up an acting career. Sometimes actors providing their services will be reimbursed for their travel expenses or offered food during the breaks on longer days; but this shouldn’t be the standard – “performers and creatives deserve to be treated with the respect workers in other industries take as a given.” (Equity, n.d). The National Minimum Wage Act 1998 states that as long as they are over the age of 16 and are titled as a ‘worker’, they are entitled to minimum wage with the exception of members of the Armed Forces and volunteer work, which means no exemptions are necessary for those who work in the creative industry. 
In the early stages of an acting career, it may feel like every job has to be picked up for experience or exposure, rather than actually wanting it which isn’t an appropriate outlook to have when trying to become a financially stable actor. It could be a good idea to consider what goals will personally be achieved through this project, how to get the most out of what is being proposed. If you’re working for exposure but not getting what was hoped out of the experience then was it really worth the time and money spent on travelling? Not to mention the possibility of being treated differently or unfairly due to the nature of it being free work – it may be seen as an opportunity to take advantage of somebody if it’s noted that they’re willing to work for free, what else are they willing to do? “If you are working for someone for low or no pay, they are not doing you a favour. You are doing them a favour!” (Currivan, n.d). 
Given all the points mentioned, unpaid work in the interest of exposure does have its reasonable advantages, it can be a great chance to network and gain experience in the work world, but it is important to evaluate the opportunity that’s presented in the moment to see if it is a satisfactory use of time, money, and talent. Having previously worked for free myself, I have had a mixture of experiences and chances to develop my skills and network with some incredible people and it’s because of them that I do see the point in needing to work for free for exposure, but if I hope to be able to work consistently one day, there will come a time where a method of payment such as a reimbursement isn’t worth the length of time and commitment to the project, so we must stand up and professionally demand a suitable, normalised payment for our work. 
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