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

The topic of exposure within the creative industry cannot be any more relevant than where I am currently at during my time of studies. As a student at University of Wales Trinity St David’s studying Set Design & Production, I am directly experiencing the navigation of “working for the exposure”. I am fortunate enough to be extremely time rich, which in turn is teaching me first hand my own self-worth. 

As an individual that is in awe of the magic behind any production, whether it be tv & film or touring theatres, concerts, and events; I am awfully spoilt for choice on what to “specialise” in or see myself doing. Because of this, and needing to identify my own wants and needs, I have taken a year out of my studies in the hopes to gain “exposure” within the creative industry, to identify where I could potentially see myself.

The trouble I find myself in is, what is my time worth?

The world literally revolves around money; whether that be ‘socially, economically, or politically’ (Mhlanga, 2023). I feel it’s extremely hard to pursue any type of free “exposure” without financial freedom and commitments of daily life. For a creative individual or even a form of production – ‘you will always find that finance is the major contribution to success. Everyone needs some form of funding in order to operate successfully and stand out against their competitors’ (Mhlanga, 2023).

I find this topic to be very fascinating and extremely relevant as when discussing with GAM group 5 and other creatives, as well as what can be found through online research, I am not alone in trying to ascertain the value of one’s time and whether the “exposure” is truly worth it.

The term “exposure” is loosely used within the creative industry; essentially meaning that your unpaid work will be exposed to new audiences. ‘It’s believed that creative professionals are more commonly asked to work for free compared to any other type of profession’ (Vertogen, 2021).
Whilst creativity in my opinion is at the core of everything that we see (Goyal, 2018), it is severely undervalued and does not receive enough recognition or respect (Liu, 2017). Many associate creative works as just a hobby (Vertogen, 2021), “But it's the difference between enjoying baking brownies on the weekend and working as a chef in a restaurant. That person won't be able to afford their own food if all their time goes into cooking for strangers. Many businesses just don't see that.” (Lufkin, 2018)

‘Though some believe that no artist should ever work for free, no matter what it is for, due to the outcome having the same value as any other work in the market’ (Matt, 2023).



It is extremely important to reflect where you are as an artist and the type of exposure you are considering. 

When reflecting on the situation I find myself in, I personally feel that working for the exposure is not necessarily a bad thing. If anything, I see it as a great opportunity to flit between different productions and departments without any commitments, with the hopes to identify where I see myself within the industry. I do believe it’s a lot to ask for a company to employ a student that hasn’t yet officially acquired the necessary skills sets needed to excel, let alone to be trusted to perform alone within the industry. Hence, applying for shadow work experience, internships, or any other form of exposure within the different departments and productions, suits both my needs and the company. Ultimately, the end goal when working for any type of exposure is to land paid work. I would hope that from a company’s point of view, they too would want to land a reliable crew member in the long term, having already trained them and assessed whether the individual fits within their environment.

I have the perspective that whilst in university, I must facilitate my development into my field of interest, and working for exposure would allow me to do that. 
I would find it silly not to acquire as much experience as possible before completing my qualification and then working for the exposure, as I would run the risk of delaying the progress of finding a reliable source of income and potentially jeopardize my own self-worth.

This is where I think some research on “exposure vs exploitation” is interesting (Ruth, 2015). If I am a student that has completed 3 years of studies, has acquired sufficient knowledge and skills sets at an entry level standard and would then be expected to work for the exposure, that is where it is wrong. 

At this moment in time, I am considering the possibility of exploring multiple opportunities through production technology. As a first-year student, I do not have the knowledge, experience, skill sets or qualifications to be paid as a Theatre Technician for example. 

‘The role of a technician is to ensure that the lighting, sound, and overall technical operations run safely, smoothly and on time’ (Helling, 2020). As an inexperienced student, I could not be expected to produce a lighting design plan, along with rigging the stage alone. However, once graduated – I would have plenty of experience with references and would be expected to be paid if a director asked me to do that. 

Through the university I was luckily enough to gain some exposure with The Riverfront Theatre in Newport (Live, 2023). Travel and lunch were included within the experience, and it was my first ever opportunity to put in to practice my knowledge gained from my Production Technology module in my first year of studies, outside of campus. 
 
To conclude, as a student – yes. Work for the exposure! This will allow networking to flourish, and kick start one’s career. It’s important to acknowledge that although it optional, one of the module topics worth 20 credits is, work placement (UWTSD, 2023).
Hopefully, it will be paid. 
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