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

The positives and negatives of working for exposure is a long-debated question throughout the creative industries. Some people consider it to be work experience, whilst others see it as “creative Exploitation” (Vertogen, 2021) Although I can see the challenges that come from working for exposure, I believe that if you are able to, you should take every opportunity presented to you regardless of payment. 


The creative industry is extremely competitive. Film Connection (Film Connection, 2023) describes it as “difficult to break into, take very few new people, and is incredibly competitive”. They recommend that the best way into the industry is by building connections and networking. They state that you should reach out to as many people as possible, even if they are not strictly related to your niche, as you never know what connections people may have. Networking is also a good way of gaining information and advice about your chosen career and may introduce you to areas you had not considered.


Ed Wethered, development editor at BBC Films, states, “No matter how driven and bright you are, there will always be an element of luck in where you end up. So it's important to maximise your chances of finding an opening”.  (White, 2011) this reaffirms that the best way into the industry is by taking every opportunity that you can. For an up-and-coming artist, this will mean working for exposure at the lower levels and then building your way up after finding your opening.

Research has discovered that employers, on average, take 6-8 seconds to look at your CV. (Fennell , 2021). If this is the case, the more experience you have will help your CV stand out. Employers are going to be less interested in whether these experiences were paid or not and will focus on whether you have the best experience to do the job. Therefore, it makes sense for you to take jobs where you can build up your portfolio.


In 2021 the government confirmed that they would cut the funding for university arts courses by 50%, leading to many courses being discontinued. (Harris, 2021) This has caused a lot of controversy, with the Guardian stating its “one of the biggest attacks on arts and entertainment in English universities in living memory” (Weale, 2021) This will have had a decrease in entry options for our industry and will push more people into seeking work experience. People will be seeking work experience sooner in their career instead of after a 3-year degree, so to keep ahead of the game, you might need to gain work experience alongside your university degree. As you won’t be able to commit to full-time jobs and will have fewer available hours, you should focus on getting the exposure rather than a paid job which will have more responsibilities.  As a up and coming artist but also a student, I am in a fortunate position where I can gain work experience throughout my summer and in combination with my studies, this means I can focus on getting a wider range of opportunities as I do not have to focus on only earning money. 
As well as the benefits to your career, working for exposure can help you develop yourself personally.
Scientists have noted that large amounts of dopamine are released when we try something new, and dopamine gives us a feeling of happiness. Therefore, you should actively seek out new opportunities for the benefit of your mental health without thinking of money as the only reward. (Rhimes, 2016)
Working for exposure can also be a way of giving back. You could work for a charity or for a cause that you believe in. Not only will this look good on your resume, but studies show that helping others develops your self-esteem and helps you to form connections. These connections could then be used to gain work in the future. (Mental Health Foundation, n.d.)
I also think that working for exposure can help to take the pressure off of you when you are starting out in the creative industry. To make yourself a valuable member of any team, you need to understand its workings, and it can be hard to learn this whilst you are in a job with its own responsibilities. Working for exposure can be a good way to gain key skills and experiences with an understanding that you are still beginning your career.


Although I strongly believe in working for exposure, if you are able to, there are some times when I believe this may not be the best option for an up-and-coming artist. For example, you should not take on a project if you are not able to do this to the best of your ability, as your reputation is crucial in this industry, and you don’t want bad exposure. (Horton, 2018)

You should also not take work where you know you will be treated poorly or you are clearly being taken advantage of. You should make sure what you agree to will help you develop your career or will give you valuable skills. (Alexander, 2017)


You should also think clearly about the type of work you accept. Make sure the short-term exposure will help you in the long term. (Rahimian, 2019) You may end up wasting time if you say yes to everything, even if it is not relevant. This could cause you to miss out on other opportunities or lead you to feel burnt out. 

Finally, I personally think that if you can afford to do so, you should focus on building yourself as a person and learn from your experiences. As an up-and-coming creative artist, I think of working for exposure as an opportunity rather than a form of payment.  I am aware that my opinion may be unpopular; however, I think that the most valuable thing for my future career is to gain as much experience as possible whilst I am at the bottom of the hierarchy. 
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