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Introduction 
Contemporary Visual Arts Network (CVAN), working with other UK based visual arts 
sector support and professional bodies, commissioned a UK wide study into the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the related lockdown on the sector. This is the second 
study of its type and a follow on from the study conducted last year during the pandemic 
and related lockdown in the UK. In May 2020 the first study acted as a rapid action tool 
to understand the position of the workforce dependent on freelance gig economy in the 
visual arts sector in the UK at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. This England wide 
study had 1,045 responses. The second study provides evidence on the current situation 
of the workforce in the visual arts sector in the UK. In addition to the impact of the 
lockdowns and restrictions, the study also investigated the response of the sector to 
emergency sector support measures announced by Arts Council England (ACE) and HM 
Treasury.  

The study was delivered by Earthen Lamp and funded by CVAN Contemporary Visual Arts 
Network England, Artquest, Red Eye - The Photography Network, and Visual Arts Group 
Wales. Further in-kind support was provided by a-n, The Artist Information Company and 
it was distributed by the Visual Arts Alliance of sector support organisations. As key 
sector support organisations working to support the visual arts in its broadest sense, the 
findings from the study aim to inform how best to deploy their capacity and resources 
over the challenging time ahead. The findings will also act as an evidence base to 
advocate for artists and arts professionals in a position of hardship over the coming 
months and to gain a better sense of the economic and non-economic position of the 
sector’s key workers. This study included responses from a range of individuals that work 
in the visual arts sector - from artists and makers to technicians and fabricators, from 
curators to consultants. The overview of the findings from this study have been compiled 
in this report.  

This study was conducted through an online survey available in English and Welsh. The 
survey, hosted by Earthen Lamp, was circulated nationally to visual arts workers through 
established networks of the partner organisations. The online survey was live in August 
2021 and 674 completed surveys were received. Please note that some level of 
duplication has been noted in the data set and all quantitative findings have a margin of 
error of ±2%. 
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Applicability of support measures 
 28% of respondents indicated that they have successfully applied for income 

support while 32% were either unsuccessful or ineligible for support 

 34% were satisfied with the support measures announced by strategic bodies, 
while 66% felt that other support measures were needed 

 70% were unaware of non-economic measures in place by professional bodies and 
support organisations. 18% were aware of training resources, 17% knew about 
new skills programmes while 9% were aware of financial management advice 

Phase 1 of the study into livelihoods of visual arts workers was delivered at the start of 
the pandemic and first lockdown in May 2020. Just over a year on, Phase 2 of the study 
in some sense examined the reality as compared to the anxieties expressed in Phase 1 
and the perception of level of usefulness of the support measures announced in May 
2020.  

 

Overall the level of satisfaction with the range of support measures made available by 
the government has increased. This can be evidenced by 66% of the residents in 2021 (as 
compared to 74% of respondents in 2020) requesting other types of support measures. 

Some other interesting trends can be seen with regards to the economic support 
measures announced by strategic bodies for visual arts workers. Having had the 
economic support in 2021 more respondents found it useful than they originally 
perceived (33% in 2021 as compared to 24% in 2020). 
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Work in the sector 
 48% reported that the pandemic had an impact on their ability to get future 

contracts and commissions 

 41% of respondents reported loss of contracted work because of the pandemic 
and related lockdown 

With regards to postponement of work in the visual arts sector, the picture is starting to 
look more positive. This is a trend that follows the positive outlook presented by other 
parts of the cultural sector. The percentage of respondents who faced the indefinite 
postponement of contracted work has dropped from 51% to 35%. This indicates that 
some visual arts activities that were postponed at the start of the pandemic were now 
taking place or had now been rescheduled. 

 

Comments offered by individuals also highlighted the complexities related to work that 
were not originally perceived in the first study. Some of these related to Brexit, 
uncertainties brought about by a volatile funding landscape after the pandemic and 
increased health and safely and social distancing regulations related to the pandemic.  
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Income of visual arts workers 
 The average loss of earnings by visual arts workers due to the pandemic is £7,000 

 34% indicated that they had lost more than £10,000 in income as a result of the 
pandemic 

 28% indicated that they had lost income of between £1,000-£5,000 

 70% of respondents indicated that their income had reduced as a result of the 
pandemic 

 7% indicated that their income had increased as a result of the pandemic 

There is no doubt that the pandemic has had a marked impact on income of visual arts 
workers, with 70% indicating a drop in their income. Although the level of loss in income 
varied, 28% lost between £5,000 and £10,000, and a further third lost more than £10,000 
in income over the pandemic.  

 

Using the ONS median income in 2020 of £29,9001, the findings indicates that a third of 
visual arts workers lost about a third of their income due to the pandemic. For many this 

 
1 For financial year ending 2020 (April 2019 to March 2020), the period leading up to the coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic, based on estimates from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Household Finances Survey. 
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was a lot more and a larger percentage of loss. With further analysis, a conservative 
estimate of the average loss of income for a visual arts worker over the pandemic was 
just over £7,000. 

“Having to home-school and then also take on care of elderly parent 
after death of mother has meant I have just about covered my 

overheads but not taken any income from my work...I feel I’m in survival 
mode rather than using the time to develop new work which would 

have put me in better position once exhibition opportunities open up 
again. The home-schooling and care work has meant that I haven't had 
the headspace to learn new technical skills that would have helped me 

teach online.” 

Interestingly around 7% of visual arts workers were able to increase their income over 
the pandemic and much of this has been attributed to innovation, access to technology, 
new markets or pivoting their role or practice in some way in response to opportunities 
offered by the pandemic. 
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Impact on artistic practice 
 A third of respondents indicated loss of work, income or opportunities, however 

mental health struggles were also frequently mentioned 

 48% indicated that the pandemic had affected their international connections and 
opportunities. Respondents reported the cancellation or postponement of 
performances, exhibitions, or projects abroad, difficulties in travelling abroad, as 
well as a negative impact on communication, collaboration, and networking 

 7% had to give up their studio and/or office space 

 13% managed to keep their studio and/or office space due to rent break. 2% 
funded this through the Cultural Recovery Fund 

About one in four visual arts workers highlighted how they had adapted to the pandemic 
to keep their work and artistic practices going. These related to changes made to 
incorporate new ways of working, showing the adaptability of artists to changing 
circumstances. Respondents mentioned changes that were forced due to circumstances, 
but also to positive aspects of learning new skills, development of practice, and the ability 
to access learning opportunities online. Although opportunities were often highlighted, 
the challenges arising from working in a digital space were also commented on. This 
included the challenges and limitations of moving online, such as lack of equipment and 
the inability for virtual viewing of art to replace the experience of viewing it in real life. 

“I was able to keep my practice going, but it was harder to make a living 
and grants became more competitive than ever since everyone was 

desperate and applying for them. I teach private classes which needed 
to be much smaller but didn't qualify for aid I think because my income 

is low.” 

The loss/inaccessibility of venues and facilities were highlighted with the closures of 
galleries and loss of studios due to financial difficulties, as well as difficulty in accessing 
venues due to travel restrictions and, in one case, the loss of the respondent’s home. 7% 
had to give up their studio or office space due to the pandemic which had a marked 
impact on their practice.  

While some felt the pandemic offered some space and time to reflect on practice many 
more highlighted the negative impact of the pandemic on their ability to think and work 
creatively. 
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Impact on wellbeing 
Mental health and wellbeing of respondents and peers were referred to by a third of all 
respondents. While a few of these related to no change in wellbeing, or an improvement, 
the vast majority expressed challenges relating to deterioration of mental health 
explicitly or to factors linked to poor mental health such as isolation, stress, worry, or 
loss of confidence and self-esteem. 

“My mental health has gone downhill, seriously downhill. I miss, so 
much, friends, company, and communication with art directors etc. We 

are all social beings...missing other social beings.” 

Some of these responses are linked to the isolation felt by artists, who expressed the 
negative impact of travel and contact restrictions on communication, collaboration, and 
networking. Such difficulties and the knock-on negative effect on building relationships, 
support networks and future sales were expressed by 17% of respondents. 

While some respondents increased their workload during the pandemic, most suffered 
a loss of income with, “greater competition for funding from ACE and other 
organisations,” and “loss of sales”. Loss of venues such as galleries and studios 
compounded this issue, and networking and communication were negatively affected. A 
number of respondents reported that their wellbeing had suffered. Others struggled with 
the effects of physical ill health including COVID-19. Some respondents felt that the 
government and ACE were not supportive of the sector. While some respondents were 
able to adapt to new ways of working, this was not always viewed positively as it could 
create “pressure”.  

“Huge impact on mental health which affected my creativity amongst 
other things. I was unable to fully participate in the projects I took part. 
The constant need of looking performative online and on social media 

was a cause of stress which led to unhealthy comparisons to my 
practice.” 

Over a third of respondents referenced the positive impacts of, or engagement with, 
digital and online connectivity as an outcome of the pandemic. For many, the ability to 
connect with other artists and creatives as part of a peer support network was as 
important as maintaining professional connections. This helped individuals to cope with 
the mental health impacts of the pandemic, lockdown, and associated uncertainties.  
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Profile of respondents 

 69% of respondents were artists or makers while 11% were photographers and 9% 
curators, producers, and project managers 

 74% have worked in the visual ats sector for ten years, while 6% have for less than 
three years 

 41% were fully dependent on the visual arts sector for their income, while 19% 
were dependent on it for less than a quarter of their overall income 

 29% of respondents were between 55-64, 26% were between 45-54, and about 
8% were younger than 35  

 74% of respondents identified as White (English/Welsh/Scottish/Norther 
Irish/British) 

 At least 19% of respondents identified as deaf or disabled 

 57% of respondents are happy to be contacted in the future for further research 
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Reflections 

At the heart of the economic growth of arts and culture are 
artists who work independently and have a professional 

practice. It is these artists who need vital financial support 
over the next phase of the recovery.  

In addition to the information about precarity of artistic work and income experienced 
by visual arts workers, many positive and unexpected impacts were noted, including 
increased engagement with digital and online connectivity as an outcome of their 
experience, and time to reflect on creative practice. 

A significant number of respondents criticised local and national authorities’ responses 
to the pandemic, specifically with regards to the visual arts sector. In particular, 
respondents felt that support and funding were in many cases not made available quickly 
enough, that requirements were often extremely strict, and communications were 
confusing and frequently shifting. Some respondents also felt that the visual arts sector, 
and the cultural sector in general, had not received the appropriate support and 
consideration during the COVID-19 emergency. 

Additionally, many responses highlighted how ACE and government guidelines had 
precluded certain groups from qualifying for financial support, despite this being urgently 
needed in some cases. Examples drawn from participants’ experience often highlighted 
how having multiple income strands, which is often essential for individuals to be able to 
make a living in the sector, was a complicating or sometimes disqualifying factor, despite 
work in all areas coming abruptly to a halt.  

More broadly, respondents felt that current funding and business models within the 
sector are unsustainable and had been so even before the pandemic; they often cited 
the short-term nature of projects to which grants tend to be awarded, which leads to 
precarious conditions for individuals and the wider visual arts ecology. Funding was also 
perceived to be largely awarded to arts organisations and venues rather than individual 
artists, with the latter often being excluded from immediate, vital support over the 
course of the pandemic. These issues were exacerbated by the extremely high levels of 
competition for funding and work in the last year and a half.  
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In addition to the issues outlined above, respondents felt in many cases increasingly 
isolated from their networks, which proved to be a significant disadvantage at both the 
personal and professional level. Disabled individuals faced severe challenges, with work 
being cancelled, employers not providing the necessary flexibility and adjustments, and 
the return to in-person 
activities potentially causing 
the exclusion of those who are 
clinically vulnerable.  

Many respondents were also 
concerned about issues such 
as recent cuts to public 
funding for arts education, 
Brexit (which has had a 
significant impact on the cost 
of shipping artworks), and    
the climate emergency. 
Respondents worried about 
the long-term effects of these 
problems in conjunction with 
the pandemic, with several 
pointing out that they are still 
struggling and, in some cases, 
had given up on working in the 
sector altogether. They also 
expressed concerns about the 
future of the next generation 
of artists and arts professionals. On the other hand, some respondents highlighted a few 
positive outcomes of the pandemic, such as opportunities to connect online and for 
artists and the public to engage in creative activities together. 



 

 

 

 

Earthen Lamp exists to bring bright thinking to cultural 

and heritage organisations and creative businesses. 

What sets us apart is our straight talking approach, our 

experience, and attitude to tackle any challenge with 

gusto. We believe that simple ideas and solutions can 

light up the darkest corners and solve complex issues.  
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