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A class crisis in the creative
industries?

Examining class-related
disadvantage
➢ Those from a working class
background are at a profound
disadvantage
➢ Exclusions start early in life;
continue in to education; inhibit
transition to work; and undermine
progression & advancement
➢ While our focus has been on
class, many barriers equally true
for other marginalised groups

Cultural engagement growing up

‘Everybody went to art classes as a
child, didn’t they?’
⚫

⚫
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The importance of ‘cultural capital’ as a part of
how we account for social inequalities
Childhood cultural life is highly unequal
Young elites given time and resources to explore
arts and culture widely - omnivorousness
⚫

⚫

being open and able to articulate interest in a range of
art and cultural forms

People in creative jobs also more likely to have
been encouraged as children

“Certainly, school would have been very encouraging. I was
never short of colouring pencils and god knows what else. And art
classes. I’m sure I went to art classes. Everybody went to art
classes as a child, didn’t they? Something to do on a Saturday
morning … Didn’t we all? Didn’t we all do papier mache at some
point in our lives? I did piano and horse riding. But yes, lots of
books, lots of art materials, lots of trees, lots of animals. All of it,
just all of it. Very, very fortunate. Oh gosh, we went to the
museum weekly … An awful lot of things. I mean, I consider board
games quite cultural given the right context. And there was
always music playing. Yes, just the stuff you kind of imagine
everybody else does as a child, but maybe they don’t. I don’t think
so. I think it was more just a steady progression of influences and
support, or nice comments or something. Just lots of small, steady
progressions as opposed to one massive thing. There probably
was one massive thing but it seems I had quite a busy childhood. ”
⚫ Lydia, 20s, white woman middle class origin, artist

Summary of Unpaid Work
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Unpaid labour is seemingly endemic to CCIs
Experience of different forms of working for free is
socially stratified.
Precarity may be a common aspect of CCI
occupations, but its experience and effects are
unequally distributed.
Difficulty of challenging unpaid work, when senior,
influential social groups experience it as benign or
even beneficial.

Working for free

Unpaid internship

Older interviewees
Perspective grounded in their autonomy and ability to
choose, and to ‘gift’ free work:
‘Well I have chosen to do bits and bobs for free, when I have
been a consultant. I think partly that is a generational thing’
(M, 50s: senior curator based in London)
‘I’m a trustee and before that I was a volunteer, I always will
try and do something which is consciously free.’ (F, 44:
designer)
'Only by choice…as a favour…it has been a pleasure to do
it…it has never been onerous really’ (M, working class, script
writer, 60s)

Opportunity or Exploitation?
⚫
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Veronica, white woman, 30s, working class origins, fashion design
“There were girls in my year, I think, in the summer were spending, I
think it was, six months in London, in Shoreditch, being able to work
for free, whereas I could only do it for three months and that was a
struggle. So, it is something that you really should be doing as a
fashion designer because it really does help you, but then if you
don’t have the money to do it, you don’t really get a chance to
grow, so it’s not really fair.”
Georgie, white woman, 30s, middle class origin, graphic design
“I think it’s always been a choice to work. I’ve done some
placements which were unpaid and I’ve done some projects which
were unpaid or very, very low paid but I never had to do them
because I didn’t have other work … I haven’t personally felt like, ‘If I
didn’t do unpaid work, I’d never be able to get a job.’”

Hiring as cultural matching
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Not just about having shared tastes, but who is seen
to be worth fighting for in the interview room, and
investing time and resources in developing
In creative jobs, potential employees need the
eclectic omnivorous mode of consumption to appear
‘different like me’ in the eyes of interviewer.
Also applied to recruitment to art and music colleges
Middle class upbringing misrecognised as having
talent or potential

Intersectional experiences
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People of working class origin, of colour, and for
women, are offered opportunities, albeit fewer.
Allowed only to fill specific ‘gaps in the market’. They
are not afforded the same creative freedoms
associated with the somatic norm of the ideal type
creative worker
White middle class authors work is seen as universal,
but PoC/Working Class can only represent their own
backgrounds

“I was the only …”
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⚫

“When I go to industry events, I am still the only black person
in the room and that, for me, is shocking. It's also very
isolating. …the only time that they'll come to me to discuss
something to do with my race, not to ask me about the things
that are my expertise. It's very, very frustrating.”
“Any time there's a bit of funding to do with diversity, then
suddenly we're flavour of the month. We don't hear from
these people year on year and suddenly Oh yes, come and
see us. Let's go for a drink," Then the next bit of
communication is, "Do you think we could have a letter of
support." It's not even a pretence at real partnership.”

…in a hostile environment
⚫

“I still feel like we're on an uneven playing field, I do.
We're still having to almost justify our very
existence. We've been up against a number of
people and organisations who've felt that you're only
getting the funding because you're black. That's
absolutely not the case. At what point do people
start thinking, "Well they might actually be good at
what they do"? It feels like a continuing battle to be
acknowledged for the quality of the work that we
do.”

Conclusion: not getting in, not
getting on?
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Inequalities begin early in life and the cultural sector
is no different
Impossible to separate inequalities within the
cultural sector from the fact that cultural production
and consumption takes place in unequal societies.
Culture reflects inequality; inequality reflects culture
Failure of many inclusion, diversity, and career
development policies, demonstrated by labour
market statistics and fieldwork interviews
What works to drive change?
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