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How to be an arts freelancer in 

2013 by Dany Louise 

 

In the first of a two-part series, Dany Louise maps the lay 

of the land for creative freelancers and some common 

mistakes made 

 

 

Sharpen your pencils and your arts freelance skills with these dos and don'ts 

from Dany Louise. Photograph: Ragnar Schmuck/Getty Images/fStop 

 

Being freelance in 2013 is still a positive professional choice for 

many people – myself included – but for others it has become a 

necessity. Increasing numbers of PAYE arts jobs are being lost, and 

provision, where it is being replaced, is often being filled by 
                                                             
1 http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-
blog/2013/jan/23/how-to-be-arts-freelancer-2013 
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freelance contracts. This means that there is opportunity, but also a 

tricky environment to negotiate if you want to succeed. 

For those who are newly freelance, there are some very real skills 

and knowledge that need to be acquired pretty quickly. This includes 

identifying useful networking opportunities and being able to present 

yourself confidently (emphasis on 'useful' rather than merely social 

or like-minded – although these have their place for support and 

meeting potential collaborators, they're less likely to lead to actual 

income in the near future); identifying your strengths and how you 

can turn them into income streams; and negotiating contracts and 

fees that work in mutual favour. 

One of the best pieces of advice I've been given is from David 

O'Connor,a freelance graphic designer with thirty years of 

experience: "If they haven't got the money to pay you, they're not a 

client." Simples. The complexity begins with agreeing rates that are 

commensurate with the job, the market, your experience and your 

skill levels. 

For more established freelancers, it's still a challenging environment, 

with increased competition, fewer substantial contracts being 

advertised, and the same work being expected for less money. 

Contracts with a value of £5,000 in 2008 are now offered at £3,000, 

and organisations are prioritising more than ever before spending 

their money. As Phyllida Shaw, freelance facilitator, researcher and 

writer with 20 years experience says: "There are more twigs than 

logs now." 

So it is precarious times for us all. Frances Lord, visual arts curator, 

mentor and consultant, notes that: "There are fewer large projects – 

ambition has been scaled back to more modest levels. The 

http://www.daviddesigns.co.uk/
http://www.phyllidashaw.co.uk/
http://www.phyllidashaw.co.uk/
http://www.franceslord.com/


3 
 

backbone of my work for the last 12 years has been public art 

commissioning, an area particularly hard hit by the cuts. The cuts 

have also had an impact on clients' ability to pay for freelance work. 

It can put freelancers in a tricky position where you may end up 

subsidising projects with your own, precious and unpaid, time." 

Being broad with your specialism 

What strategies is she employing and what is her advice for the 

newly freelance? "Be pro-active, don't rely on advertised 

opportunities, self-initiate projects if you can according to your 

specialism, maintain your contacts and networks via occasional 

newsletters, keep your website up to date, think laterally, be flexible. 

It's a very good thing to be a specialist but be as broad within your 

specialism as possible. Then if one strand of work begins to 

weaken, you can develop another of your strands." 

She makes a good point about maintaining your existing 

relationships; most freelancers depend on repeat business from a 

relatively small client base and it's much harder to gain new clients 

and build relationships from scratch. Remember too that your 

reputation and integrity are your most important assets. The arts are 

a relatively small sector, and a bad reputation will travel as fast as a 

good one. Being freelance is the ultimate in performance related pay 

– if you don't deliver, you don't get paid, and future work will be 

harder to come by. 

But now more than ever, numerous organisations do rely on the 

quality of freelancers' work – and the often important, critically 

supportive and reciprocal relationships with artists and arts 
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organisations they have developed over long professional careers. 

These rich relationships are valuable to all concerned, but beyond 

that, this huge under-the-radar network of professional relationships 

– of which freelance arts professionals are a critical part – are a vital 

part of the arts ecology. 

The "hidden jobs market" 

If you're not already part of your relevant networks, geographically 

and thematically, formal and informal, then you need to become so: 

this is the source of the huge "hidden jobs market". Research I did 

into the professional needs of freelancers for a-n The Artists 

Information Company in 2012 showed that a whopping 65% of 

freelance work comes via the hidden jobs market, with only 35% 

from advertised opportunities. 

Which means that you now also need to be able to answer this 

question, because it will be asked a lot: "So you're freelancing now? 

What exactly do you do?" You need to have prepared a confident 

concise answer, which isn't necessarily as easy as it sounds. In fact, 

deciding exactly what it is you are going to specialise in, and 

therefore how you are going to market yourself and to whom, can be 

remarkably tricky. 

Model, actress, whatever 

Many new freelancers make what I think is the mistake of presenting 

themselves as a MAW ("model, actress, whatever") – a disparaging 

term coined in Hollywood for the mass of wannabe-famous beautiful 

young women trying to get noticed. The arts equivalent is a CV, 

website or elevator pitch that goes something like: "I'm a creative 

http://www.a-n.co.uk/
http://www.a-n.co.uk/


5 
 

producer, educator and cultural commentator specialising in project 

management, fundraising, strategic development, marketing and 

PR, and my interests are in the visual arts, architecture, digital, radio 

and the broadcast media…" 

The problem isn't that you can't do all or any of those things, and 

probably do them well enough – many arts professionals are 

extremely multi-skilled, but that you won't stand out, and it doesn't 

tell potential employers what they need to know. And what they 

really need to know is this: what are your key strengths? Where has 

the bulk of your experience been? How can you be of use to me? 

They want, and need, specifics. 

Far better to have a shorter response, such as "I'm a creative 

producer of high-quality experiential events for young people," or "I 

specialise in developing philanthropic giving, legacies and 

developing robust and sustainable individual giving schemes" (and if 

this is your skillset, right now you can take your pick of jobs). The 

slow reveal of your other valuable skills and experience can take 

place as your relationship with each employer deepens. 

This is the first in a two part series – read the second piece here 

Dany Louise is a visual arts specialist and writer with a focus on 

organisational development and cultural policy – follow her on 

Twitter@danylouise 

 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-blog/2013/jan/24/arts-freelancing-professional-support-resources
http://danylouise.wordpress.com/
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