
 
 
 
 
 
Eikhof, D. R. (2020) COVID-19, inclusion and workforce diversity in the 

cultural economy: What now, what next? Cultural Trends, 29(3), pp. 234-

250. (doi: 10.1080/09548963.2020.1802202). 

 

This is the author’s final accepted version. 
 

There may be differences between this version and the published version. 

You are advised to consult the publisher’s version if you wish to cite from 

it. 

 
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/221659/    

                    
 
 
 
 
 

 
Deposited on: 03 August 2020 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Enlighten – Research publications by members of the University of Glasgow 

http://eprints.gla.ac.uk  
 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09548963.2020.1802202
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/263457/
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/


1 

 

COVID-19, inclusion and workforce diversity in the cultural economy:  

What now, what next? 

 

Manuscript in preparation for publication in Cultural Trends. 

Please do not cite or circulate.    

 

Author details  

Professor Doris Ruth Eikhof 
School of Culture and Creative Arts 
University of Glasgow 
Glasgow G12 8QQ 
dorisruth.eikhof@glasgow.ac.uk,  
ORCiD 
Twitter @DEikhof 
 
Author bio  
Doris Ruth Eikhof is Professor of Cultural Economy & Policy at the University of Glasgow, School of 
Culture & Creative Arts. She has published widely on work, employment and careers in the cultural 
economy, recently with a special focus on inclusion, opportunity and diversity. Doris’ current 
projects include her AHRC Leadership Fellowship Everyday Diversity as well as collaborations with 
Creative Diversity Network, the British Film Institute and BAFTA. From 2016-2020 Doris was Deputy 
Director of the CAMEo Research Institute, University of Leicester.  
 

Abstract  

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the cultural economy poses a significant threat to inclusion 
and workforce diversity. This article combines pre-COVID-19 research with emerging industry and 
policy evidence to identify where key impacts on inclusive practice and, consequently, workforce 
participation and advancement in the cultural economy are likely to occur. The article demonstrates 
how considering the cultural economy’s typical business models and resultant work and employment 
practices allows understanding that the inclusion and diversity impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will 
be driven by more than workers’ differing abilities to buffer short-term income insecurity. The article 
highlights four areas relevant to inclusion and workforce diversity that research and policy responses 
to COVID-19 should attend to in revising existing and designing new responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 
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1 – Introduction 

The cultural economy, in the UK and internationally, has an inclusion and workforce diversityi problem: 
Women, workers from BAME and working class backgrounds, disabled and older workers and workers 
with caring responsibilities are significantly under-represented and find it disproportionately more 
challenging to establish and maintain a career (e.g. Aylett, 2016; Coles et al., 2018; Diversity Arts 
Australia et al., 2019; Pilarczyk, 2020; Reelworld, 2020; Saha & van Lente, 2020). There is increasing 
agreement between academics and campaign groups as well as employers and governments that 
improving inclusion and opportunity in the cultural economy should be a strategic priority (e.g. for the 
UK, CIF, 2017; HM Government, 2018).  However, these strategic priorities are now in danger of being 
sidelined by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has seen vast shares of cultural economy activity grind to a halt. In the UK, 
which is the empirical focus of this article, COVID-19 led to a near-complete lockdown of public life 
from late March 2020. Within days, the cultural and creative production upon which thousands of 
workers’ livelihoods were based, broke away (e.g. Bectu, 2020a; Brabin, 2020a; Oxford Economics, 
2020; Tsioulakis & Fitzgibbon, 2020). At the time of writing, lockdown measures are being lifted and 
production and demand for cultural labour are set to slowly resume. However, for the UK, the cultural 
economy’s turnover is projected to fall by 30% over 2020, and employment reduced by 400,000, out 
of an estimated 2m cultural economy jobs (Oxford Economics, 2020), and cultural workers remain 
sceptical about their future prospects of making a living (e.g. a-n The Artists Information Company, 
2020; Creative Access, 2020; CVAN, 2020). Governments around the world have set up substantive 
rescue programmes for the cultural economies (e.g. Bailey, 2020; Deutscher Kulturrat, 2020; Jericho, 
2020; GOV.UK 2020a). Although those initiatives were welcome, many commentators also pointed 
out that they are focused on cultural economy institutions and businesses rather than workers, and 
questioned their effectiveness in supporting in particular the substantive share of cultural workers 
earning their living from a precarious portfolio of self-employment and short-term employment 
contracts (Campbell & Brown, 2020; Jericho, 2020; Evans, 2020; Pratt, 2020; Wildermann, 2020). 

What has, to date, been much less discussed is that job losses and increased precarity of work and 
employment in the wake of COVID-19 might have different implications for different groups of 
workers, and thus affect inclusion and opportunity in the cultural economy more broadly (e.g. CDN, 
2020b;  Ibekwe, 2020; Brabin, 2020b). Indicatively, Comunian & England (2020)’s analysis of more than 
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20 surveys run by UK sector organisations to establish the impact of pandemic on individuals as well 
as businesses and organisations, found that “none of the live surveys […]asked for demographic 
information and no demographic differences have been reported from the completed surveys so far” 
(Comunian & England, 2020: 120). Moreover, where concerns about inclusion and opportunity have 
been raised (e.g. Banks, 2020; Film & TV Charity, 2020; Tsioulakis & Fitzgibbon, 2020), they have 
focused on workers’ ability to cope with loss of income – an important aspect, but by no means the 
only one.  

Pre-COVID research on the cultural economy in the UK and internationally strongly suggests that the 
pandemic will have demonstrably different outcomes for different groups of workers. Bringing 
together pre-COVID research and emerging empirical evidence, this article identifies where key 
impacts on inclusive practice and, consequently, workforce participation and advancement in the 
cultural economy are likely to occur. In so doing the article demonstrates how considering the cultural 
economy’s typical business models and resultant work and employment practices allows 
understanding that the inclusion and diversity impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will be driven by 
more than workers’ differing abilities to buffer short-term income insecurity. The conclusion  
highlights four areas research and policy responses to COVID-19 should pay attention to. 

Pre-COVID-19 research evidence is predominantly drawn from the UK screen industries,ii while recent 
evidence includes the broader cultural economy in the UK and internationally wherever possible. 
Because this article is being written as both research and policy responses to COVID-19 unfold, the 
detail of evidence and examples cited may change swiftly. However, the underlying principle of how 
research and policy should attend to the impact of COVID-19 on workforce participation and 
advancement in the cultural economy is likely to remain current, both in its substance and, 
unfortunately, its relevance, for some time yet. 

 

2 – Cultural economy business models, inclusion and workforce diversity  

As Comunian and England (2020) point out, a lack of data impedes direct analyses of the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on workforce participation and advancement. Research and policy responses to 
the pandemic thus have to, at least in the first instance, turn to pre-COVID studies to identify likely 
impacts. In doing so, it is important to distinguish the different drivers of unequal workforce 
participation and advancement discussed in that research. The first of these drivers is a Eurocentric, 
white, middle class, non-disabled and male idea of talent, which influences decision-making in 
recruitment, casting, awarding finance or access to training and education to the detriment of 
individuals who deviate from this idea (e.g. Banks, 2017; Eikhof, 2017). A second driver is the 
persistence of misogynist and discriminatory working cultures in large shares of the cultural economy, 
which makes them a less welcoming environment for individuals from under-represented groups to 
establish and maintain a career in (e.g. House of Lords, 2015; O’Brien, 2014; Randle & Hardy, 2016; 
Raising Films, 2018). A third driver are the cultural economy’s typical business models and their 
resultant exclusionary work and employment practices (e.g. Brook et al., 2018; Eikhof & Warhurst, 
2013; Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2012; O’Brien, 2014). While it is possible that COVID-19 will entrench or 
worsen exclusionary perceptions of talent or discriminatory working cultures, the main and immediate 
impact of the pandemic is on the cultural economy’s business models. In the absence of rigorous ‘live’ 
data on a developing situation, the most promising approach for projecting and mitigating the impact 
of COVID-19 on workforce participation and advancement is therefore to revisit the links between 
cultural economy business models and exclusionary work and employment practices, and explore how 
these links are likely to be impacted by COVID-19. 

Cultural economy production is focused on projects. This ‘cite par projects’ (a project oriented society 
[or state], see Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005) has variously been explained as resulting from, or 
accompanying, an allegedly innate need to organise creative production dynamically and flexibly (e.g. 
Howkins, 2001). Notably though, project-focused production is a business model of choice for keeping 
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costs, especially sunk costsiii, low in the face of high product market risks and nigh-impossible 
predictions of what will sell and what will flop (Caves, 2000; Hesmondhalgh, 2007). Project-focused 
production translates into project-focused work and employment: Employment contracts are often of 
short duration, offered at short notice and undertaken in a self-employed or quasi-freelance capacity. 
In addition, ‘famine & feast’ working patterns dominate, which require long, unsocial hours and 
considerable geographical mobility, and are often scaffolded by high performance/high commitment 
industry cultures (for an overview see Eikhof & Warhurst, 2013). To mitigate the risk of recruiting 
unsuitable project staff, financially backing an unsuccessful project or commissioning a flop, decision-
makers excessively rely on personal networks and recommendations (e.g. Grugulis & Stoyanova, 
2012). Unpaid work, whether as an internship, pitch preparation or to gain exposure, is widespread at 
all career stages. From a business model perspective, unpaid work, too, allows cutting cost and 
reducing risks – it provides a free sample of someone’s ability to do the job. These elements of the 
typical cultural economy business models result in exclusionary work and employment practices. They 
create conditions under which establishing and maintaining a career is disproportionately more 
challenging for workers whose availability is limited (e.g.  because of caring commitments (Raising 
Films, 2018)), who have less access to influential networks (e.g. disabled and BAME workers (Randle 
& Hardy, 2016; Saha & Lente, 2020)) or are more vulnerable to income uncertainty (e.g. workers from 
working class backgrounds (Brook et al., 2018)). While individual work and employment practices, 
most notably the recruitment through networks, are widely recognised as exclusionary, there is less 
discussion of how these practices combine and interact to support the cultural economy’s project-
based production models. This article deliberately emphasises the link between work and 
employment practices and business models. As the following section outlines, the primary impact of 
COVID-19 is on the business model, and from there, secondarily but powerfully, on work and 
employment practices.  

 

3 – The cultural economy under COVID-19  

In the UK, the COVID-19 pandemic has affected, and will continue to affect, the cultural economy’s 
business models in three waves. Immediately, the lockdown measures implemented by the UK and 
national Governments from March 2020 necessitated the closure of venues and production across 
much of the cultural economy (e.g. Brabin, 2020a; Oxford Economics, 2020; Thorne & Aurthur, 2020). 
Disrupted supply chains meant that activities which could, wholly or partly, be moved to online 
production or remote collaboration, were impacted too. For 2020, the UK cultural economy’s turnover 
is estimated to be 30% lower than in 2019 (Oxford Economics, 2020). Large shares of cultural economy 
activity, and with it the demand for cultural labour, broke away within days. In the first quarter of 
2020, which only covers a week of UK lockdown, more than one third of respondents to a Creative 
Industries Federation survey had all their freelance contracts terminated, and a further 46% had seen 
half of their freelance contracts cancelled (Oxford Economics, 2020). In the short-term and as the UK 
moves out of lockdown, cultural economy production resumes, at greatly differing paces and under 
various measures for ‘COVID-safe’ working and engaging with the public, including measures that 
make trading not economically viable, for instance for performing arts organisations and music venues 
(House of Commons, 2020). This resumption will reignite some demand for cultural labour, though 
not at previous levels (e.g. a-n The Artists Information Company, 2020). With the end of lockdowns, 
Government support schemes are also being phased out, and where employers have been able to 
furloughiv workers, many organisations are now forecast to close down or at least have to lay off part 
of their workforces instead. A fifth of employed and self-employed cultural workers in the UK economy 
are projected to lose their job over the course of 2020 (Oxford Economics, 2020). For the mid- to long-
term, the impact of COVID-19 on the UK economy overall is forecast to put long-lasting strains on 
public and consumer/audience budgets, leading to a much lower influx of finance via public funding. 
Mid- to long-term there will thus likely be significantly less resource flowing into the cultural economy.  
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For the foreseeable future, cultural economy organisations and businesses will thus find themselves 
in a triple bind: there will be less resource available for cultural production overall, organisations and 
businesses will incur additional production costs for ‘COVID-safe’ measures, and any financial reserves 
will already have been depleted in attempts to survive lockdown. The cultural economy will be pushed 
into this triple bind from the already precarious position in which the economic impacts of the Global 
Financial Crises in 2008 left it (Banks, 2020; Comunian & England, 2020).  

The impacts outlined above put major pressures on the cultural economy’s business models. 
Organisations and businesses will need to cut costs to remain competitive in an intensified battle for 
reduced funding and commissioning budgets, and despite having to now include costs for ‘COVID-19 
safe’-production. In doing so, they will likely seek to reduce especially sunk costs, so that they are able 
to respond to any new developments (for instance another lockdown to counteract a second wave of 
COVID-19 infections) flexibly and with as little lost investment as possible. In relation to staff cost, 
there will be strong incentives for organisations and businesses to:  

- use flexibly contracted labour and services (e.g. short-term PAYE, self-employed, sub-

contractors) instead of more permanent contracts; 

- commit to contracts for labour and services at as short a notice as possible;   

- cut salaries, day rates or hourly wages; 

- request or at least encourage unpaid work, possibly in return for future reward; 

- recruit via existing contacts rather than more costly formal appointments processes;  

- cut back voluntary inclusive practice, e.g. paid internships, travel support or on-site 

childcare provision;  

- intensify work, for example by contracting fewer days/hours than before to deliver a 

certain output or by requesting individuals to fulfil multiple production functions (e.g. 

camera and sound) instead of hiring separate staff for each function.  

As outlined above, it is precisely work and employment practices like these that act as barriers for 
workforce participation and advancement for individuals from under-represented groups. The first 
general projection of the impact of COVID-19 on workforce participation and advancement in the 
cultural economy is thus that without intervention, increased pressures on existing business models 
will make already exclusionary work and employment practices even more exclusionary and will 
further curtail the representation of workers from already under-represented groups. The following 
sections 4 and 5 discuss projected impacts in detail.  

 

4 – Increased precarity and employment insecurity 

Presently, the most discussed impact of COVID-19 is the reduced opportunity for cultural workers to 
earn a living. The sudden breaking away of cultural production under lockdown has put many workers’ 
livelihoods into existential crises, especially where employment contracts were flexible or freelance. 
A survey of nearly 3000 cultural workers about how they coped with lockdown revealed that ‘many 
film, TV, theatre, live events and arts freelancers have access to extremely limited support and are 
being forced into debt or relying on charity to get through the crisis’ (Bectu, 2020a, no pagination). 

In the UK, public debate of this impact has mostly related to Government’s emergency support 
schemes. The contractual relationships underpinning much cultural economy employment made large 
shares of cultural workers ineligible for support from either of the two flagship rescue initiatives, the 
Job Retention Scheme or the Self-Employment Income Support Scheme (Campbell & Brown, 2020).v 
Up to three quarters of UK film and TV workers, for instance, self-assessed as not eligible for 
government support (Film & TV Charity, 2020; WFTV, 2020). Visual artists, too, reported struggling to 
identify relevant support they were eligible for (CVAN, 2020) to International evidence suggests similar 
struggles elsewhere (e.g. Morris, 2020; Wildermann, 2020).  
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Again, different waves of likely impact need to be distinguished. Emerging evidence suggests that with 
fairly immediate effect, the lack of financial support will result in individuals dropping out of the 
cultural economy workforce to seek more secure employment in other sectors (e.g. Bectu, 2020a; 
Brabin 2020a; Evans, 2020). Over half of UK film and TV workers responding to Viva La PD’s (2020) 
survey stated that they would need to find work elsewhere if production remained suspended or 
substantially reduced for longer than three months. Cultural workers have, for a long time, been used 
to bridging considerable periods of unemployment – a third of film workers surveyed by Screenskills 
(2008), for instance, had been out of work for more than half of the reporting year. Such strongly 
negative projections of individual ability to buffer loss of income due to COVID-19 thus indicate that 
pre-COVID-19, the cultural economy workforce was, as Banks (2020: 3) puts it, ‘already “low 
immunity” – a vulnerable body susceptible to almost any kind of economic shock.’ Pre-COVID evidence 
suggests that this ‘low immunity’ and financial inability to sustain a cultural economy career are likely 
to be more widespread amongst workers from working class and BAME backgrounds, workers with 
caring commitments and disabled workers (e.g. Brook et al., 2018; CAMEo, 2018; Raising Films, 2018). 
Early findings from Creative Access’ (2020) survey of industry entrants support these projections, 
showing that income sources, job prospects and, as a result, mental health had worsened amongst 
the predominantly non-white respondents. A study of visual artists showed how for disabled workers, 
carers and members of the LGBT+ community, the loss of day-to-day support structures during 
lockdown further compounded problems to uphold professional practice (CVAN, 2020). Without 
policy intervention, it is thus likely that disproportionately more workers from already under-
represented groups, and especially those who belong to more than one under-represented group, will 
drop out of the cultural economy workforce.   

For the mid- to long-term, pre-COVID-19 research suggests that the pandemic will affect the diversity 
of entrants into the cultural economy workforce. Pre-COVID-19, work and employment conditions in 
the cultural economy deterred particularly young people from BAME and working class backgrounds 
from pursuing a creative career (Allen & Hollingworth, 2013; Work Foundation, 2017). Similarly, many 
new parents did not even contemplate a return to their previous careers after parental leave (e.g. 
Raising Films, 2018). Given that the mid- and long-term pressures on cultural economy business 
models are projected to result in a sustained increase of precarious employment and income 
insecurity, workers from under-represented groups are, if anything, now even less likely to consider 
the cultural economy an attractive, viable career destination. Negative impacts of precarious 
employment on a sector’s reputation as a viable career destination are not confined to the cultural 
economy (Warhurst, 2020). However, given the ubiquity of making a living from self-employment, 
from a portfolio of contracts and often across multiple professional roles within and outwith the 
cultural economy, such considerations are likely to be particularly pertinent for inclusion and diversity 
in these sectors.  

 

5 – Exclusionary work and employment practices  

At the time of writing it is impossible to comprehensively predict how exactly work and employment 
practices in the cultural economy will be affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Guidelines for ‘COVID-
safe’ working are still in development, and will apply differently to practices that already vary, 
between and partly within, cultural economy sectors. However, in the light of previous research on 
exclusionary work and employment practices, some recent developments and emerging evidence do 
give cause for concern in a number of areas.  

Firstly, workers from ‘at risk’ groups will require additional measures to work safely, for instance extra 
space, physically separated workspaces or extra cleaning, as well as more in-depth, individual 
consultations (Bectu, 2020b; GOV.UK, 2020b; ITV et al., 2020). Such measures make them ‘costlier’ 
human resources. Previous studies show that disabled workers often struggle to find work because 
employers do not want to engage with (let alone fund) the reasonable adjustments disabled people 
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are entitled to (e.g. Randle & Hardy, 2016). Such evidence suggests that organisations and businesses 
will, in the future, also avoid contracting workers for whom additional COVID-19 safety measures have 
to be put in place. UK disability campaigners have already raised such concerns (Brown, 2020). Most 
likely to avoid contracting workers who require reasonable adjustments are micro-, small and 
medium-sized organisations and businesses – a group that makes up large shares of the cultural 
economy.  

Secondly, information about who is considered to be ‘at risk’ is, at the time of writing, still ambiguous, 
and is set to remain so for some time. Again, previous research on disabled workers showed that 
employers’ lack of knowledge about disability made them less likely to even consider contracting a 
disabled person, even if no reasonable adjustments were required (Eikhof et al., 2019). Extrapolating 
from this evidence it is likely that the lack of clarity about ‘at risk’ workers will make employers ‘play 
safe’ and favour workers without potential ‘at risk’ characteristics. Such practices would particularly 
negatively impact BAME and disabled workers, for whom infection and mortality rates have been 
reported to be significantly higher (e.g. Pareek et al., 2020; Tidball et al.; 2020). Employers are thus 
likely to see BAME and disabled workers as a ‘less safe’ choice than non-BAME or non-disabled 
workers – even though it is still unclear which individuals are indeed more vulnerable to COVID-19 
infection and which statistics had interfering variables, e.g. BAME individuals being over-represented 
in jobs with higher infection risks (Pareek et al., 2020).   

Thirdly, implementing ‘COVID-safe’ workplace measures will require, or at least incentivise, 
organisations and businesses to ask workers to disclose personal information believed to be related 
to increased risks of contracting COVID-19. Such information would likely include conditions workers 
would previously have been much less likely to (have to) disclose, for instance asthma, diabetes or 
HIV-AIDS. Moreover, workers might conceivably be asked to disclose such information not only about 
themselves, but also about other members of their household. The disclosure of personal information 
is generally associated with a considerable risk of discrimination, as research on disability and workers 
with caring commitments shows (e.g. Raising Films, 2018; Randle & Hardy, 2016). The concern here is 
that COVID-19-related information might, now or in the future, lead to intentional or unintentional 
discrimination against workers who have disclosed certain characteristics. 

Fourthly, there is emerging evidence from film and TV production that organisations are adapting 
production processes with the benign intention of reducing infection risks but without awareness of 
the potentially exclusionary consequences. In Germany, for instance older actors report being unable 
to find work: Because production companies seek to avoid the higher costs of ‘COVID-safe’ working 
for individuals from ‘at risk’ groups, parts for older actors are written out of scripts (Mittagsmagazin, 
2020). Similarly, early recommendations for COVID-safe productions in Sweden and Denmark actively 
discouraged ‘casting actors at “increased risk of severe illness” and those above 70’ (Keslassy, 2020: 
no pagination; similarly Bectu, 2020b). Such practices not only reduce work opportunities for older 
actors (who are already under-represented (CDN, 2020a)), they also effect diversity of representation 
on screen. A different example of potentially exclusionary practice comes from Californian TV 
production, where actors’ real-life partners are used to shoot scenes that involve two characters 
touching (Porter, 2020). Also introduced with the benign intent to protect workers, this ‘solution’ 
incentivises hiring actors who have an available, non-‘risk group’ partner without caring or career 
commitment. It encourages discrimination against actors without a real-life partner or whose real-life 
partner is shielding or unavailable.  

In addition to such changes to organisations’ and businesses’ practices, at sector level the cultural 
economy’s reliance on personal networks gives cause for concern, too. Industry events such as 
festivals or awards ceremonies are key to building networks and gaining visibility vis-à-vis gatekeepers 
and decision-makers, both in person and through the exhibition of one’s work. The cancellation of 
these events has reduced these opportunities for making contacts and building visibility (a-n The 
Artists Information Company, 2020). While online-festivals may make participation possible for a 
wider range of audiences, there are fears that fewer opportunities to meet face-to-face will 
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exacerbate existing inequalities in accessing networks (Vahabzadeh, 2020). Where industry events do 
take place in the physical world, admittance may be limited or they may be less accessible, generally 
because of general transport and travel restrictions, and specifically for workers who are at higher risk 
of COVID-10 infection. Overall, the difficulties in accessing key networks that workers from under-
represented groups have been shown to have had pre-COVID are likely to persist or worsen – at least 
in the short term.  

Lastly, personal networks are the main conduit for ‘soft information’, for instance about workers’ 
personality and work ethic (Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2012). It is possible, even probable, that such crucial 
‘soft information’ will start to include information about (a) someone’s attitude to COVID-19, i.e. how 
much risk they are willing to take, whether they insist on ‘COVID-19 safe’ measures, and (b) whether 
someone is believed to be from an ‘at risk’ group, e.g. due to invisible underlying health conditions. 
Previous studies have demonstrated that gaining reputation as a ‘killjoy’ or ‘trouble maker’, for 
instance for not accepting unsafe or exploitative working conditions, negatively affected access to 
work (House of Lords, 2015; O’Brien, 2014). Inferring from these findings, there is considerable danger 
that COVID-19-related information about individual workers circulating through personal networks 
will create new and entrench existing exclusion from opportunity.  

As the pandemic and its impacts develop, the issues outlined above may be superseded by new 
evidence, policy and regulation. However, the above examples do illustrate general principles of how 
pre-COVID-19 research can be drawn on to identify areas of concern. The next section uses the same 
approach to discuss research and policy responses.   

 

6 – What next for researchers and policy-makers?  

At the time of writing, public and policy debate is moving towards mid- to longer term responses to 
the impact of COVID-19 on the cultural economies (e.g. Evans, 2020; Film & TV Charity, 2020; Pratt, 
2020). The above projections strongly suggest that inclusion and workforce diversity need to be a 
fundamental consideration of such responses. Bringing, again, pre-COVID-19 research in conversation 
with emerging evidence, this section suggests four areas that warrant particular attention in this 
regard.  

Firstly and with respect to policy responses beyond immediate financial support, previous research 
clearly highlights the limited efficacy of ‘empowering interventions’: interventions that aim to support 
individual workers from under-represented groups to ‘get in and on’ in the existing system (Newsinger 
& Eikhof, 2020). Progressing inclusion and workforce diversity requires ‘transforming interventions’ 
that do not merely help specific individuals, but change industry practice overall. Such transforming 
interventions might, for instance introduce paid internships and training, carer-friendly work-
arrangements, accessible workplaces or inclusive recruitment practices as a matter of course, not a 
one-off initiative. In some instances, public funding for cultural economy organisations and businesses 
has, pre-COVID0-19, been tied to applicants evidencing attempts at transformative change (e.g. Arts 
Council England, 2017; BFI, 2020). Given the – justified – immediate pressures to financially support 
individual cultural workers, in particular self-employed, there is a danger now that empowering 
interventions again receive more attention than transforming ones. In the mid- to long-term, such a 
shift in attention would give even greater cause for concern than before. Because COVID-19 puts cost 
cutting pressures on the cultural economy’s business models, organisations and businesses can now 
even less be relied upon to voluntarily make work and employment practices more inclusive, 
especially where doing so might create a competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis others, who, for sake of 
argument, might not be paying their interns or investing in accessible workspaces (Brown, 2020). It is 
thus important that where funding, licensing, commissions or the eligibility for industry awards are 
already tied to evidence of inclusive practice, these requirements remain firmly in place. If anything, 
existing schemes should be strengthened and extended, to previously not covered industries and 
sectors, but preferably also by asking businesses and organisations how they assess the impact of their  
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COVID-19 responses on inclusion and opportunity. Also, COVID-19 could usefully fuel conversations 
about more radically transformative interventions such universal basic income (UBI) in the arts (e.g. 
Pratt, 2020). Similar to the Intermittence du Spectacle in France or the Künstersozialkasse in Germany, 
such a scheme could guarantee a minimum of financial support where cultural economy workers’ 
income from other sources fails to reach a certain minimum level, per month or year. In so doing, a 
UBI scheme would disrupt the link between project-based production and income from project-based 
employment, and make working in the cultural economy a more accessible and financially sustainable 
prospect for workers from currently under-represented groups. Moreover, modelling of COVID-19 
responses in the UK showed that UBI schemes were more likely to benefit those in most financial 
need, whereas the support schemes introduced by the UK Government were more likely to benefit 
workers on higher incomes (Painter, 2020; Painter et al., 2020). From an inclusion and opportunity 
perspective, this potential to deliver better distributive justice makes UBI schemes a particularly 
interesting intervention for rebuilding and reforming the cultural economy. Of course, UBI schemes 
for the cultural economy would not completely decouple business models from exclusionary work and 
employment practice, e.g. they would not prevent recruitment through networks or facilitate 
accessible, carer-friendly work practices. But UBI schemes would provide at least some buffer 
between pressures on business models on the one hand, and inclusion, workforce diversity and 
opportunity on the other. 

Secondly, and with respect to supporting work and employment practices that are COVID-safe and 
inclusive, previous research on disabled workers in particular can help identify potential ways forward. 
In the UK, where organisations and businesses are knowledgeable about Access to Work (GOV.UK, no 
date), a scheme that helps fund the reasonable adjustments a disabled worker might require, the 
provision of financial support does have a positive impact on employment opportunities (Adams et 
al., 2018). A similar fund to help organisations and businesses resource ‘COVID-safe’ workplace 
measures in particular for workers from ‘at risk’ groups could thus help counteract the already 
occurring narrowing of opportunities for some workers. Evidence on disabled workers’ opportunities 
also shows that such financial support infrastructures in themselves do not prevent discrimination, 
but that demonstrable change depends on the level of knowledge and understanding amongst 
organisations and businesses. In a previous study, UK broadcasting industry experts explained how 
the widespread lack of knowledge about disability led to fear of ‘uncomfortable conversations’ or legal 
consequences as the major obstacle to organisations and businesses engaging with, let alone 
contracting disabled workers (e.g. Eikhof et al., 2019). Governments and sector organisations should 
thus provide and actively promote information about why assessing the impact of business responses 
to COVID-19 on workforce participation and advancement is important, how changes in business 
practice can be assessed (for instance akin to the Equality Impact Assessment mandatory for public 
organisations in the UK (EHRC, 2020)) and how non-exclusionary practice can be designed. In addition, 
to avoid discrimination against ‘at risk’ workers, workers need to know which personal information 
they can rightfully be asked to disclose. Organisations and businesses need to be given clear guidance 
on what they are allowed/required to ask, and how the personal information obtained may be acted 
upon and stored. Again, lessons can be learned here from guidance on the implementation of the 
2010 Equalities Act (GOV.UK, 2013). But ‘diversity [as] a constant’ (Ibekwe, 2020; no pagination), as 
an integral ubiquitous element, is currently missing from Government and industry guidance and 
responses (Brabin, 2020b; Ibekwe, 2020), and researchers and policy-makers should marshal evidence 
from previous research to demonstrate its importance.  

Thirdly, and with respect to data gathering, current discussions of policy responses to COVID-19 have 
exposed a longstanding general problem of designing effective interventions for improving inclusion 
and workforce diversity. Because large shares of cultural workers earn income from a portfolio of 
contracts, conventional employment statistics and employer surveys (e.g. Ofcom, 2019a; Screenskills, 
2016) can provide only limited information about the size and diversity make-up of the cultural 
economy workforce (e.g. Film & TV Charity, 2020; Ofcom, 2019b). Alternative approaches, for instance 
in the UK screen industries Project Diamond, which gathers self-reported diversity data (CDN, 2020a), 
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or the BFI’s (2020) analysis of diversity information in funding applications, can equally only provide 
certain pieces for the overall jigsaw of information required for designing effective policy responses. 
The lack of attention to inclusion and workforce diversity in current policy responses, in the UK and 
elsewhere, may not be caused by the lack of data about freelancers in the cultural economy workforce. 
But the absence of easily accessible, comprehensive and good quality data has certainly not helped 
make the case for including these concerns in policy-making. Researchers and policy-makers should 
heed this COVID-19 wake-up call to expand existing and develop new methodologies for monitoring 
workforce diversity information across the cultural economies, in the UK and internationally.  

Fourthly, researchers and policy-makers should seek to capture, evaluate and promote those 
responses to COVID-19 that have made industry practice more inclusive. Most prominently, cultural 
production under lockdown has proved that remote working and collaboration are possible in much 
larger shares of cultural economy production than practitioners considered possible. The UK games 
sector, for instance, cites a rapid shift to remote working as key to maintaining productivity and 
meeting increased consumer demand under lockdown (Oxford Economics, 2020). Working remotely 
for all or part of one’s role can greatly increase opportunities for disabled or older workers, workers 
from outwith urban cultural economy centres or workers with caring responsibilities, for instance. 
There are opportunities for cultural outputs here, too: the now widespread consultation of experts 
via video-link could significantly broaden the range of on-screen representations, for instance. Using 
video conferences or self-shot tapes not only for casting (e.g. Keslassy, 2020) but also for job 
interviews, auditions or admission interviews for university degree programmes could greatly lower 
job search costs and thus increase opportunities for anyone with increased access costs (e.g. long 
distance travel) or with limited access to finances for supporting a career in the cultural economy. And 
while the initial loss of face-to-face networking likely has problematic implications for inclusion, online 
networking, if it were to become a more widespread industry practice, could potentially widen 
opportunities to access gatekeepers and decision-makers (a-n The Artists Information Company, 
2020). App features such as live captioning mean that the accessibility of remote interactions of all 
kinds can often be increased with much lower effort or investment than in face-to-face situations 
(Ibekwe, 2020). Such shifts in practices may not be as radical as, say, introducing a universal basic 
income for artists. But given that organisations and businesses now have at least temporary 
experience with these practices, they stand a high chance of being adapted. Their introduction, 
however, needs to be flanked by research and educated industry guidance – not least to prevent new 
exclusions from arising, for instance due to lack of access to digital infrastructures.  

The economic impact of COVID-19 on cultural economies across the world has been ‘sudden and 
massive’ (Oxford Economics, 2020: 19), and previous and emerging evidence gives cause for great 
concern about its impact on inclusion and workforce diversity. However, as writer Viet Thanh Nguyen 
(2020: no pagination) reminds us, ‘our real enemy is not the virus but our response to the virus’. That 
response, Thanh Nguyen continues, has so far ‘been degraded and deformed by the structural 
inequalities of our society’. The research and policy task at hand now is to reform our responses to 
the impact of COVID on inclusion and workforce diversity in the cultural economy before it is too late. 
Our pre-COVID work provides plenty evidence and experience with which to approach that task.  
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a population (e.g. participation in decision-making) etc. The term workforce diversity is used descriptively, to 

refer to the degree of heterogeneity or homogeneity within a specific workforce regarding certain characteristics. 

Because the degree of workforce diversity can (but does not have to) indicate presence or absence of inclusive 

practice, workforce diversity is often cast as a goal in its own right – a usage this paper does not advocate. The 

phrase workforce participation and advancement shifts attention to the perspective of the individual and there 

opportunities (or lack thereof) to be included and progress in the cultural economy workforce. The term 

‘advancement’ is added deliberately to emphasise that while workforce diversity refers to the variance within a 

particular population of workers at a point in time, any discussion of inclusion and opportunity also needs to 

consider individual workers’ opportunity to progress within their chosen occupational or professional context, 

e.g. through promotion or training (see also Eikhof, 2017).  
ii The UK screen industries constitute a particularly well-evidenced empirical footprint with respect to workforce 

diversity. Legislation and practices for gathering diversity-relevant information vary considerably between (e.g. 

(e.g. OECD, 2018). The UK’s Equality Act 2010 (GOV.UK, 2013) provides the basis for gathering and 

analysing possibly the widest range of diversity characteristics internationally. It mandates (for public 

organisations) or recommends (for private organisations and businesses) the collection of information on nine 

protected characteristics, and in its extension allows, for instance, provision of such data about employees to be 

a condition of funding (e.g. BFI, 2020) or broadcast licencing via Ofcom (Ofcom, 2019). Campaigning 

organisations, academic and industry research in particular in the UK screen industries have used this data to 

build an expansive body of evidence (for an overview see CAMEo, 2018) that offers systematic insights into the 

structural dimensions of inclusion and workforce diversity.  
iii Sunk costs are irrecuperable, often one-off investments that cannot be adapted to volume of activity at a later 

point (e.g. the costs for building a stage set remains the same, whether it is used for one or 100 shows of the 

play). Long-term investments or commitments can be considered sunk costs if they cannot be changed during a 

particular planning period (e.g. the lease/rent of a property that cannot be terminated if production stops).   
iv Under the UK’s Job Retention Scheme, the Government financially supported employers to ‘furlough’ 

employees, i.e. to continue paying part of their wages, if they would otherwise have been laid off because the 

business/organisation was shut down under COVID-19 lockdown restrictions.  
v The Job Retention Scheme supported employers to continue paying up to 80% or £2,500 of wages for workers 

who would otherwise have been laid off. Because workers needed to have been employed for a minimum length 

of time when the UK went into lockdown, many cultural economy workers on short-term employment contracts 

were not eligible under this scheme. The Self-Employed Income Support Scheme provided grants of up to 80% 

or £2,500 of a self-employed’s monthly profit. Eligibility restrictions such as minimum trading periods, 

maximum income earned from other sources or as dividends meant that large shares of self-employed, in 

particular in the cultural economy, were not eligible for the scheme (e.g. Campbell & Brown, 2020; Warhurst, 

2020).    


