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Introduction 
 

About the project 

The research project Dancing Through Crises was conducted by the Dance programme of 

the School of Arts, University of Roehampton, in collaboration with the Paris-Lodron 

University of Salzburg, Austria. Collecting bottom-up insights into the impacts of Brexit 

and the Covid-19 crisis on the UK’s freelance dance scenes, it aimed to propose policy 

recommendations for the medium-term future.  

The study received full ethical approval from the University of Roehampton, and all 

questionnaire and interview respondents had the choice of remaining anonymous. Data 

was collected from: 

a) A questionnaire open to freelance dance artists living and working in the UK or 
who had done so in recent years. A total of 36 responses were collected from UK 
citizens (77.8%) and international artists (22.2%). 

b) Fourteen semi-structured in-depth interviews with freelance artists as well as 
representatives of institutions working extensively with freelancers: Alistair 
Spalding (Artistic Director, Sadlers’ Wells); Anita Clark (Director, The Work Room); 
Anne-Gaelle Thiriot (independent dance artist); Farooq Chaudhry (Executive 
Producer, Akram Khan Company); Henrietta Hale (Co-director, Independent 
Dance); Karl Jay-Lewin (Creative Director, Dance North Scotland); Nicola Curry 
(Artistic Director, Maiden Voyage dance company); Jacky Lansley (Artistic 
Director, Dance Research Studio); Hofesh Shechter (choreographer); Colette 
Hansford (Executive Producer, Hofesh Shechter Company); and four independent 
dance artists who preferred to remain anonymous. 

c) A panel discussion with Adam Moore (Independent Artist / Choreographer), 
Angela Woodhouse (Choreographer), Assis Carreiro (Dance Freelance Task 
Force), Eddie Nixon (Artistic Director, The Place), Hanna Madalska-Gayer 
(Advocacy Manager of OneDanceUK), Rita Marcalo (Dancer, Choreographer and 
Artistic Director of Instant Dissidence), Sheila Creevey (Chief Executive Officer of 
Dance Ireland) and Virve Sutinen (Artistic Director, Tanz im August – International 
Festival Berlin). 

Particular attention was paid to understanding the effects of Brexit and the Covid-19 

pandemic on the diversity of the UK’s dance scenes insofar as freelancers are involved. 

This research did not apply a strictly circumscribed definition of diversity: responses in 

the questionnaires and interviews used ‘diversity’ to refer to protected characteristics, 

groupings developed through sociological demographic work informing and informed by 

legal frameworks, and different dance genres and art forms.  
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Contextualization 

In order to understand the compounded impacts of Covid-19 and Brexit on the 

livelihoods, professional opportunities and creative outputs of freelance dance artists in 

the UK, it is important to contextualize the analysis of these impacts with an 

understanding of the situation of freelancers in the UK prior to Covid-19 and Brexit. 

Relevant points are summarised on the following pages. 

 

Freelance majority: According to research by ‘Freelancers Make Theatre Work’ 

(https://freelancersmaketheatrework.com/), 70% of dance artists are freelancers. This 

makes them a crucial part of the field without whom larger institutions and companies 

would not be able to continue their work. Vice versa, institutional decisions shape 

freelancers’ work. It is therefore important for institutions to promote a sustainable 

artistic practice environment that supports artists in their creative practice. Some 

institutions, such as Sadler’s Wells, already see themselves as having such a supporting 

role. 

 

Precariousness: Freelance dance artists faced precarious working conditions and low, 

unregulated/non-standardised pay arrangements even before the impact of Covid-19 and 

Brexit. Most freelance dance artists we consulted spend numerous hours on unpaid work 

in order to secure funding, for instance writing applications, or in low-paid or unpaid 

apprenticeships for companies (especially in ballet). A number of them require a second 

job to support themselves, which curtails their opportunities for artistic development. 

Relatedly, freelance dance artists’ work is often short-term, project-based and dispersed. 

This factor augments the precariousness of the sector, but also means that freelancers 

often have high levels of resourcefulness and flexibility. While a non-freelance 

respondent considered this as a source of entrepreneurial spirit, it was conceded that 

freelancers need protection. 

 

Eroding links with education: Freelance dance artists can sometimes find dance-related 

work to contribute to their income in higher education, dance pedagogy and learning or 

engagement activities of institutions. However, higher education jobs are now being lost 

as Dance courses are closing, while the treatment of hourly-paid teaching staff at HEIs 

contributes to their precarity. 

 

Support networks: Freelance dance artists participate in small-scale networks for 

solidarity and mutual support. Despite this, our responses also pointed to polarisations 

https://freelancersmaketheatrework.com/
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and debates within freelance communities which may be attributable to the pressure 

experienced due to limited resources for the sector. These networks require support from 

institutions without undermining their ‘bottom-up’ structure. 

 

Mobility: Prior to Brexit, UK-based freelance dance artists holding either UK or EU-

member passports used their freedom of movement extensively for work and education 

between the then-28 member states. Freelance dance artists holding passports from non-

EU countries were subject to the specific agreements between countries. Some UK dance 

companies applied and paid for work visas (generally tier 4 or 5) for non-EU and non-UK 

passport holders in order to work in the UK and to tour in Europe. They also applied for 

visas for UK-passport holders to tour in other continents. These costs have sometimes 

been covered by the company, or the hosting festival or theatre, through additional 

funds.  

Due to the ease of movement for work (performing, creating, researching, etc.) and 

education between EU members, there was a lively exchange of dance and choreographic 

praxis between the UK and continental Europe. It should also be noted that for individual 

artists and small-scale companies, touring in Europe was not necessarily profitable, while 

for mid-scale and larger-scale dance companies it was both profitable and necessary, as 

it made it financially viable to be based in the UK by balancing structural and 

organisational funds from ACE with touring or commission funds. Moreover, there were 

pre-existing constraints within the UK as far as mobility within the EU was concerned, due 

to the public funding system for the arts. For instance, where a UK dance company or 

individual was in receipt of funding from the Arts Councils of England, Wales, Northern 

Ireland or Scotland, there were limits on how much of this subsidy could be used to tour 

abroad; even Scotland counted as a ‘foreign’ country for the purpose of the Arts Council 

of England touring funds. The CEO of The Place Theatre in London, Eddie Nixon, further 

remarked that UK funding mechanisms did not provide significant support for touring 

(e.g. through the British Council), limiting small companies’ capacity to participate in 

international festivals. 

Prior to Brexit, a benefit of EU membership for the diversity of UK’s freelance dance 

scenes was that EU-passport holders working in the field of dance were able to live and 

work in the UK without encountering visa-related issues, financial pressures, and 

restrictions on entry/re-entry that other migrant workers in the UK faced. However, the 

UK Home Office’s ‘hostile environment’ policy, a set of administrative and legislative 

measures announced in 2012 and implemented in the Immigration Acts of 2014 and 2016, 

was designed to make life in the UK difficult for people without ‘leave to remain’ in the 
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hope that they would ‘voluntarily leave’ (MiC, 2019, 4)1. According to a survey of over 600 

respondents, Migrants in Culture noted that in 2019 (pre-pandemic and pre-Brexit), 25% 

were thinking of leaving the country as a result of their status, and the ways it had affected 

their study or work (MiC, 2019, 6). Hence, the diverse migrant cultural workforce which 

includes dance artists has been adversely affected by factors such as the Hostile 

Environment, Covid-19 pandemic, ongoing changes to the immigration legislation, 

xenophobia and racism. The Immigration Act ratified on 31 December 2020 has 

transformed the country’s immigration system, moving all non-nationals to a points-

based system2 and ending freedom of movement for EU citizens and their families (MiC, 

2020, 11). This has already had an impact on the diversity of the UK freelance dance 

scenes as more artists are leaving the field of dance and/or the UK, or are likely to be 

doing so in the coming years. In our panel, choreographer Rita Marcalo explained the 

constraints she and fellow artists have faced, representing the voice of these artists.  

 

European funding: Membership of the EU enabled UK artists to access EU-wide initiatives, 

including the European Commission’s ‘Creative Europe’ programme, initiated in 2000, 

which has been particularly instrumental in developing contemporary dance and more 

broadly the performing arts in EU-member states and candidate countries, for instance 

through performing opportunities, residencies, festivals, mobility schemes, platforms, 

and networks. Yet it emerged that freelance artists and small companies often did not 

benefit from EU funding, as it was too time-consuming for them to submit applications in 

spite of support from the European Culture Desks. However, UK state money and 

networks (IETM) also came partly from the EU through other funding processes. 

 

Unequal access and hardship: Several respondents expressed concern over a lack of 

support for artists with specific protected characteristics who in the past and in 

contemporary Britain have experienced inequality. This points to a need for increased 

provision and specifically tailored support through financial and legal infrastructural tools, 

with attention given to how such provision is advertised to ensure that it is sufficiently 

visible and accessible. Furthermore, awareness of specific differences in situations or 

needs still needs to be increased. Combining a freelance career with parenthood, for 

                                                           

1 http://migrantsinculture.com/ 

 

2 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/new-immigration-system-what-you-need-to-know  

http://migrantsinculture.com/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/new-immigration-system-what-you-need-to-know
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instance, is particularly challenging. Inequality also impacts on mobility: one panellist cast 

doubt over the suggestion that prior to Brexit, artists were “travelling wherever we 

wanted to”, pointing out that he and many others were unable to do so even then, due 

to financial and other constraints.  These particularly affected “people or artists who are 

from lower economic backgrounds, women or female-identifying performers, non-binary 

performers, black artists”. In this context, responses from artist-led contemporary dance 

organisations also suggested that there was pressure for representation of protected 

characteristics; that freelancers generate diversity because they have less to lose and 

engage in more risk taking; and that there is more representation of issues around 

diversity in the freelance community. Respondents rated particularly highly the 

importance of policies supporting age heterogeneity (including incentives for dance 

artists over 65 years old); ethnic diversity (such as specific funding opportunities for 

projects by BAME choreographers); dance artists with disabilities; and dance artists from 

disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. Respondents also mentioned the need for 

national diversity among dance artists (e.g. facilitating the relocation of foreign artists to 

the UK); interaction between artists of different backgrounds (in terms of age, ability 

status, socio-economic background, ethnicity, nationality or other); and works whose 

content is about minority groups or issues pertaining to them. 
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Covid-19: impacts and recommendations 
 

Impacts 
 

The impacts of the Covid-19 crisis and the associated lockdowns (and other restrictions) 

on freelance dance artists can be summarised as follows: 

 

1. Loss of income for a sector already severely underpaid 

- Institutional productions have been halted leading to the employment of 

freelancers being suspended. For institutions dependent on ticket sales for 

income (e.g. in the case of Sadler’s Wells this amounts to 80% of their revenues), 

payment of artists has become impossible; many freelance contracts have been 

cut short as they are often easier to terminate. 

- Tours and performances of completed works have been cancelled. This is 

particularly crucial as many companies’ business models rely on international 

touring funding or subsidised UK touring. Money lost from touring was only partly 

recouped: for example, the Hofesh Shechter dance company suffered a loss of £1 

million in 2020, and only recovered £33,000 of this, relying on furlough schemes 

for its survival. 

- Funding applications have in some cases been delayed or cancelled. Loss of 

funding is more acutely felt because of the unpaid hours put in to secure it. 

- Freelance artists have, in some cases, lost the secondary jobs they did to support 

their finances. 

- Various freelance occupations in the dance field have been impacted, including 

journalism. 

- In an unregulated context where teaching fees for dance artists vary widely, 

unequal pay was exacerbated with the increase in online work.  

- This loss of income builds on the fact that freelancers have little or no ‘cushion’ as 

they were already lowly paid before the Covid-19 crisis. 

 

2. Support networks to address lost income did not always work efficiently for 

freelancers 

- Furlough is by definition inaccessible, as are other advantages of employment (e.g. 

regular training). 

- Many freelancers, due to the complexity of their situations, slipped through the 

net of SEISS (the Self-Employment Income Support Scheme), for example if they 

did not work full time or earnt less than 50% of their income from freelancing. 
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- Other funds – e.g. the Cultural Recovery Fund/CRF – were distributed according 

to government-defined criteria and did not always reach freelance artists. 

- Newly self-employed artists and recent graduates often slipped through the net 

of support schemes. 

- Some artists experienced difficulty in understanding which support scheme was 

relevant as freelancers often hold multiple types of jobs. 

 

3. Financial impact is expected to be long-term 

- Some freelance dancers have left the field entirely. 

- Institutions have had to ask for loans (e.g. CRF), placing them in a complicated 

financial situation in the longer term. 

- According to Alistair Spalding, the director of Sadler’s Wells, it will take two years 

for the field to reach pre-Covid levels of employment. 

- Since there has been little to no work to document in 2020, funding applications 

for later years will be more difficult. 

 

4. Impacts are worse for under-represented groups 

- Some respondents believed that groups who were under-represented before the 

pandemic (e.g. those from socio-economically disadvantaged areas, ethnic 

minorities, disabled dancers, and women) will come out of the crisis worse. 

- One respondent suggested that artists from disadvantaged backgrounds are more 

likely to leave the field or may not enter the field if they are young. 

- Parenting has made impacts more acute. Lack of childcare options has further 

compounded the situation for artists who are parents. 

- There is an observation that supporting solutions and policy recommendations to 

maintain and increase diversity in the UK dance scene depends upon the 

intersection of different categories, protected characteristics, and people's 

personal circumstances. For example, mothers and differently abled artists have 

been affected by specific governmental policies, such as shielding and home 

schooling, which have had a direct effect on their lives. But because all groups 

have suffered in some way, there was reluctance to rank certain groups as more 

‘in need’ than others. Any and all inequalities that exist in society have been 

affected, compounded and made more extreme during the Covid-19 crisis, 

because people’s incomes disappeared, and this affects people differently based 

on their wealth and privilege. There was an argument that because all artists, from 

West-end performers to recent graduates, stopped working, this has nothing to 

do with ethnicity, nationality etc. – but rather with what they do for a living.  
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5. Mobility and travel, which is key in freelance dance work, has been halted or made 

more difficult 

- The complexity of traveling under pandemic circumstances makes short-term 

travel, which is often necessary for freelancers, harder, so some jobs may be lost 

on these grounds.  

- UK artists have faced quarantine obligations and expensive tests in order to travel 

for work in Europe and elsewhere. 

- Overseas artists were similarly obliged to refuse work in the UK because of 

quarantine times and unsustainable test prices. 

- The uncertainty of measures has made it very difficult to plan international 

projects. 

- Many freelance projects relied on grouping various artists together to work 

intensely for a period of time, which is now more complicated. 

 

6. Loss of studio space and hence training and research opportunities 

- The lockdown prohibited dancers from being able to rehearse and develop skills. 

- Loss of training opportunities has led to a loss of technique and skills, as well as 

injuries due to training in non-adapted spaces. 

- Collaboration and creative work that requires co-presence has been impossible. 

- Community dance activity remains restricted, and local independents who 

facilitate such work and often support themselves with it are losing income and 

access to shared facilities for developing project work. 

- The fluid, exploratory and process-oriented work of dance creation is impossible 

under these conditions. 

 

7. Loss of platforms and visibility 

- Temporary or permanent closure of small local arts and performance venues that 

are unable to function economically has suspended performances, leading to loss 

of public profile and audience support. 

- Networks for freelance dance have been adversely impacted, with some of them 

disappearing. 

- International events have been cancelled. One respondent gave the example of 

the ECITE (European Contact Improvisation Teachers’ Exchange), which was 

planned to be organised in the UK to convey a message for the post-Brexit period, 

but which had to be postponed.  

- The visibility of experimental forms may be compromised by a tendency towards 

‘safer’, commercially driven programming choices following financial hardship. 
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8. Difficulties in adapting to online formats 

- Digital and hybrid formats as well as constantly changing plans require more hours 

of work. 

- Certain respondents experienced pressures of ‘having’ to go online. 

- The cost of digital streaming is not sustainable for companies if dancers are to be 

paid fairly; income from pay-per-view can in certain cases cover distribution but 

not production costs, and the sustainability of this is not yet proven. How artists 

will receive royalties for their contributions to digital work is also for the moment 

not clear. 

- Most artists agree on the digital realm being another option but not a replacement 

for live performance. 

 

The Covid-19 crisis has also, nevertheless, had certain positive outcomes: 

1. Online training has become more accessible and more wide reaching, due to the 

absence of travel expenses. This has also benefits artists with previously existing long-

term health conditions or disabilities that prevent them from participating in-person. 

2. Online performances have had increased reach and visibility, while also allowing work 

to happen trans-nationally without the need for travel. 

3. The sense of community for certain freelancers has been boosted and diversified. 

4. New artistic formats have been explored. 

5. Time has been available to think and respond to global movements (such as the Black 

Lives Matter protests). 

6. The importance of freelancers to the dance sector’s ecology has been made clear to 

institutions. 

7. Online work has been an opportunity to develop new skills.  

8. There has been some increase in professional peer networks and in international 

conversations and sharing. 

9. There has been increased recognition of issues regarding work-life balance. 
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Recommendations 
 

Proposals to counter the impacts of Covid-19 are outlined below. While some of these 

may in time become less urgent – for example, subsidising tests might be less crucial in 

the context of a widely vaccinated population – it is important that they remain on the 

agenda in case new variants cause further disruptions to the currently ameliorating 

situation. 

 

1. Financial support 

- Developing an intermittence system (as exists in France) or basic income during 

inactive periods to provide a reliable safety net; a Universal Basic Income (UBI) 

system also was proposed by some of our participants. 

- Repurposing institutional funds to support individual artists, e.g. through 

bursaries awarded on the basis of need. 

- Developing bursaries which are flexible enough to adapt to the needs of carers or 

those who are shielding (e.g. research bursaries). 

- Directing funding to freelancers rather than resources ‘trickling down’ to them: 

reducing the number of ‘gatekeepers’. 

- Providing long term, sustainable funding, rather than hardship or project-based 

funds. 

- Funding research and re-evaluation time. 

- Giving freelancers more financial security in their contracts with institutions, 

notably by establishing and reviewing a basic day rate. 

- Extending the job retention scheme and developing a re-insertion fund for those 

who have left the profession due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

- Supporting already existing initiatives from (for instance): ACE, Freelance Task 

Force, Dancers Career Development, Independent Dance, Chisenhale Dance 

Space, Artist Benevolent Fund, DCD/Dancers Career Development, South East 

Dance, Freelancers Make Theatre Work, Wayne McGregor RESET, Equity, Dance 

Professional fund, Emergency Covid Grant from the Arts Council, Cultural 

Taskforce, BDN/Birmingham Dance Network, Jerwood Arts, Artist 4 Artists, Work 

Room, Groundwork Pro, BAID/Black Artists in Dance (these examples are not 

exhaustive). 

- Creating funding that is sensitive to the different needs of recent graduates, mid-

career and established artists. 

- Adapting funding to the projection that “once freelancers are given the OK to 

work, it will take a good year to reorganise their working lives”. 
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- Privileging the allocation of tax revenues to the cultural sector rather than 

adopting an approach of ‘austerity’ leading to cuts, especially in the period dealing 

with the post-Covid-19 accumulated debt. 

  

2. Support for marginalised groups 

- Supporting ethnic minority artists, disabled artists, artists from disadvantaged 

economic backgrounds and other artists who are members of marginalised 

groups.  

- Using the Covid-19 crisis as an opportunity to become (more) aware of systemic 

inequalities. 

- Fostering mental health support for the freelance dance sector. 

- Supporting recent graduates, graduates of professional training programmes 

taken in 2020-21, and young/early-career professionals who may have less 

experience, fewer network contacts and lower confidence. 

- Support for older dancers and freelance artists, who are often precarious and 

invisible. Some close to so-called ‘retirement age’ are aware that this might not 

be affordable. Older practitioners are also more likely to be impacted by the shift 

to digital formats, being less familiar with and adaptable to new technologies.  

- Support for artists who are parents, as childcare and home schooling will have 

taken up more time than they did pre-pandemic. 

- Given the prevalence of women in the independent dance scene and the 

possibility that the dance sector’s historic gender imbalance will be exacerbated, 

policies which support gender equality are also important.   

- Support for artists who have taken on long-term caring roles for family members 

as a result of the pandemic (as reported in June 2021, 376,000 people in the UK 

have had long Covid-19 symptoms for at least a year). 

 

3. Facilitation of travel and mobility 

- Subsidising Covid-19 tests necessary for travel. 

- Adding artists to the quarantine exemption list. 

- Ensuring that artists are a priority for vaccination boosters, especially if these are 

a precondition for travel. 

- Supporting local contexts to reduce the necessity for constant mobility by, for 

example, increasing subsidised rehearsal space or opportunities for showcasing 

work in local communities. 

 

4. Provision of the necessary conditions for training, research and rehearsal 

- Providing Covid-safe rehearsal spaces 
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- Continuing the supply or cheap or free testing kits/access. 

- Funding to allow independent artists to ensure their working conditions are as 

Covid-ready as possible (e.g. that they can provide collaborators with adequate 

testing and tracking, masks, sanitisers, regular cleaning of workspaces, ventilation 

etc.), in case new variants put the sector’s capacity to return to work at risk. 

- Persuading large institutions to share the space they have with professionals, and 

encouraging venues to open for rehearsal and filming. 

- Enabling smaller studio spaces to support freelancers. 

- Medical insurance or free subscriptions to Health Cash Plans.  

 

5. Providing visibility 

- Prioritizing the opening of venues as early and as far as possible even with social 

distancing rules (e.g. reduced capacity). 

- Underlining the need for body care, bodily intelligence and promoting dance and 

somatic practices as tools for this. 

- Fostering local authority investment in arts centres. 

- Developing/providing access to distribution systems and platforms for online 

work, e.g. a central website where dance artists’ work can be previewed and 

reviewed. 

- Providing training for producers, fundraisers and tour-bookers to support 

freelance artists in the longer term. 

- Publicly valuing the sector and the artists working in it and recognising the impact 

it has on people so that it is not neglected or overlooked again. 

- Ensuring that there is dance education in schools. 

 

6. Fostering digital transition without making this a precondition for access to funds  

- Providing funding to continue digital and hybrid work which can increase 

international visibility. 

- Fostering new forms of collaboration outside of the studio, also to promote 

inclusivity (e.g. of carers/parents). 

- Supporting small scale structures that do not have the resources to move towards 

digital formats. 

- Funding for skills development (e.g. editing, multiple camera use, digital security, 

copyright, GDPR), for internet access and equipment that is not product-

dependent. 

- Funding for digital recordings of pieces and captioning. 

- Funding for collaboration with filmmakers and producers. 

- Supporting training for online teaching and the different approaches and skills 

needed (e.g. Hofesh Shechter company has offered this to its dancers). 
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7. Support within the field  

- Fostering informal, horizontal support/exchange networks. 

- Enhancing possibilities for institutions and freelancers to collaborate to avoid 

fragmentation of (financial or other) resources. 

- Longer-term support to the field could be provided by ensuring that cultural 

education at primary and secondary levels is given adequate resourcing and is 

inclusive, diversifying opportunities for participation in the cultural sector(s).  

 

Several respondents stressed the need to take the climate crisis into account during the 

recovery from the Covid-19 crisis. 
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Brexit: impacts and recommendations 
 

Impacts 
 

The impacts of Brexit on freelance dance artists by mid-2021 are summarised below. It 

should nevertheless be noted that its effects will only be fully understood once the 

limitations due to Covid-19 are gradually lifted. Respondents underlined the importance 

of pre-empting the precarious situation in which freelance dancers may find themselves 

once Covid-19 support cushions are removed in the post-Brexit context. At the same time, 

the Advocacy Manager of OneDanceUK, among other respondents, stressed the need to 

use the ‘breathing space’ of the Covid-19 standstill to prepare better for the post-Brexit 

work conditions of freelance dancers. It should also be noted that Brexit support policy 

strategies are on hold because of the Covid-19 crisis. 

Cultural organisations working with freelancers are dependent on different governmental 

agencies and the budgets assigned to Arts Councils and other funding structures, largely 

in four-year cycles. Since Brexit, planning has become increasingly unpredictable given 

the uncertainty from government on rules and regulations specifically with regard to 

mobility. Questions such as which visas/work permits are needed for individual countries, 

how movement between them might be possible, what costs are involved in applying 

for/renewing visas, and how long it takes to process visa applications have not been 

clarified. This lack of information has impacted upon the capacity of arts organisations 

and freelancers to budget and plan, for example creating uncertainty over whether  

participation in current international networks will continue. Respondents indicated a 

lack of access to available information when they are less (or not at all) connected to 

institutions. This situation is eroding opportunities for work and artistic creation.  

Taking into account this lack of clarity, the main impacts of Brexit on freelance dance 

artists and the diversity of scenes in the UK were identified as follows: 

 

1. Mobility 
 

- Mobility of independent artists to travel to the EU for short and long-term work, 

training, residencies and auditions has become more expensive and time-

consuming to coordinate (when not cancelled or postponed). The funding of 

additional visas required for work in EU countries by UK passport-holders poses a 

major challenge for independent artists’ small and mid-scale work.  
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- Migrants and EU citizens in the UK are particularly impacted by the stress of 

applying for residency, and making decisions about where to live and travel to for 

work. Residency in the UK is not financially accessible to everyone. 

- 27 different bi-lateral agreements are needed between the UK and EU member-

states, some of which are not yet ratified. This will exacerbate the difficulties in 

multi-country touring for both individuals and companies.  

- Reduced public subsidy for arts and increased pressure/competition for it in the 

UK will mean freelance artists covering costs for touring. Some have already 

expressed doubts as to whether touring their own creations will be viable 

financially, therefore reducing the visibility of their work in the EU.  

- Work is being lost by British artists due to mobility issues: Hofesh Shechter 

Company, for example, reported having to exclude UK-passport holding dance 

artists from a project in France in January 2021 due to restrictions arising from 

Brexit (compounded by Covid). Our panel raised other examples of British artists 

already lost work in the EU because of complexities around visas.  

- The pool of talent available to UK choreographies and companies has been 

reduced. For one UK-based dance company, 45% of its audition attendees are 

from continental Europe, and Brexit has created extra costs in employing them. 

For example, one artist from Italy has cost the company around £800+ for one 

month of research.  

- From the perspective of the artistic director of an international touring company, 

the assumption was that Brexit would not directly impact their ability to create 

more diversity or limit the diversity of the pool of people they can work with. The 

Global Talent visa 3  has already supported the mobility of certain dancers, 

especially in ballet, and made it possible for some dancers from the EU and 

elsewhere to work in the UK. However, this is not suitable for all as it only supports 

artists who are already internationally recognised, and whose reputation is 

endorsed by the Arts Councils of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

The UK government skills shortage list4 includes dancers at this level, showing an 

interest in maintaining the diversity of dance scenes, but also imposing criteria by 

which this is managed. This creates a paradox in the current situation for dance 

artists already in the UK, regarding they can reach this level of international 

reputation when support and conditions are not in place to do so.  

- Brexit poses a threat to UK dance companies that operate with partial state 

support but largely through entrepreneurial or business models, because reduced 

                                                           

3 https://www.gov.uk/global-talent-arts-culture/combined-arts-dance-literature-music-theatre-or-visual-

arts 

4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skilled-worker-visa-shortage-occupations/skilled-worker-

visa-shortage-occupations  

https://www.gov.uk/global-talent-arts-culture/combined-arts-dance-literature-music-theatre-or-visual-arts
https://www.gov.uk/global-talent-arts-culture/combined-arts-dance-literature-music-theatre-or-visual-arts
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skilled-worker-visa-shortage-occupations/skilled-worker-visa-shortage-occupations
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skilled-worker-visa-shortage-occupations/skilled-worker-visa-shortage-occupations
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access to the EU creates expensive travel conditions, and reduces opportunities 

and choices for touring. It remains important for UK companies to continue 

touring in Europe (especially to France, the Netherlands and Germany) as it 

guarantees significant elements of coproduction costs. Nevertheless, there is a 

fear that British companies will lose out on future European co-productions and a 

possibility that UK companies will be asked to reduce their fees if travel costs to 

the EU are too high. This may not be sustainable.  

- Touring with set and costumes will incur new customs and excise duties for 

vehicles passing from the UK to EU countries, entailing more logistics, extra costs 

and time to meet these requirements. Touring is so complex that it may 

necessitate new roles within companies to handle the administration. 

- The costs of transferring physical materials across borders makes collaboration 

across different artistic mediums more problematic, which impacts 

interdisciplinary collaborations e.g. between choreography and the visual arts. 

- For the UK’s constituent countries, notably Northern Ireland, where funding is 

particularly low, touring outside of NI and the Republic of Ireland will be even 

more complicated.  

2. Access 

- Concerns were expressed that the difficulties facing the mobility of artists and 

companies between the UK and EU will negatively affect the flow of knowledge 

and practice, which impacts upon experimentation, development and diversity of 

artistic and creative work in the UK. There was also concern that UK-based 

international artistic collaborations may be disbanded, and that there will be less 

engagement of EU practitioners with UK contexts. The necessity for some artists 

to travel between the UK and EU countries in order to secure work has meant that 

since the 2016 referendum and after Brexit some artists have now left the UK 

altogether.  

- Since 2016, it has not been possible for UK organisations to lead on Creative 

Europe projects, although they can still benefit from them as partners. Creative 

Europe desks provided significant networks, access to discussions and the sense 

of belonging to a European scene. This has been disrupted with the closure of the 

desks in 2021.  

- The discontinuation of the Erasmus scheme reduces the potential for EU students 

choosing to study in UK. The replacement Turing scheme is designed only for UK 

nationals, and includes no bilateral agreement regarding fees. This concurs with 

one of our participants’ diagnosis that the UK may become a “less attractive place 

to study”, also because of increased fees for EU students. Combined with limited 

possibilities for movement across borders after graduating, this may reduce future 

pools of talent. 



 

 

18 Dancing Through Crises: The Impact of Brexit and Covid-19 on the freelance dance scene. A research report.  

July 2021 

- A significant number (relative to the sample size) of questionnaire respondents 

noted that they will potentially lose access to EU training, workshops, residencies, 

production, touring/dissemination opportunities, project-based funding, and 

most significantly the mobility to pursue freelance work. 

- UK dance companies are uncertain how easy it will be to hire EU dancers given the 

new visas/residency status. This is especially because annual or longer-term 

contracts for freelance dancers in companies are rare as many companies operate 

with project-based funding.  

- EU-funded companies may not be willing to employ British dancers, decreasing 

their access to work; e.g. EU-based dance companies/auditions may ask for non-

UK/EU-only passport holders only.  

 

3. Diversity 

- The diversity of the UK's dance scene was perceived by our respondents to have 

been negatively impacted by Brexit (compounded by Covid-19) because fewer 

artists from the EU can work in the UK in the short term, e.g. in teaching, 

participating in workshops, and performing 

- While further research will be necessary to corroborate this, it is feared that the 

longer-term diversity of the UK's dance scene will negatively impacted by Brexit, 

both because fewer artists from the EU will be able to work in the UK, and because 

it will be harder for UK-based dance artists to find work and gain experience in EU 

countries  

- Programming choices (e.g. works selected to be shown in UK festivals and 

theatres) may be limited, for instance because it is more complicated for works 

produced overseas to tour in the UK. 

- Dance artists from who have historically been and still are marginalised due to 

ethnicity, age, ability, socio-economic background and status, education, right-to-

remain etc. – may be harder hit by the effects of Brexit 

- Brexit may lead to increased opportunities for freelance dance artists in the UK 

because there is less competition, and travel restrictions could lead to greater 

attention being paid to UK-based artists.  

- However, there was concern among respondents that there is too much focus on 

‘Britishness’, creating a sense that the UK dance scene is becoming smaller and 

more introverted and has reduced diversity.  
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Recommendations 
 

1. Dance-specific support 

There was a range of perspectives on whether policy recommendations for 2021-24 in 

the light of the impacts of Brexit should be dance-specific, or relate apply widely to the 

performing arts or the arts in general. The majority of answers advocated for dance-

specific policies, although both ‘performing arts’ and ‘arts in general’ received support 

from just under a third of respondents. Our research shows that different art forms inform 

one another, and artists often work across and between them. However, musicians and 

actors have a longer history of greater visibility and unionisation, while dance is often less 

visible in mainstream discourse, journalism and lobbying, and risks becoming more 

peripheral when all the arts are in conversation. Emphases therefore included:  

 

- A need for understanding that freelance dance artists should not be asked to 

compete and succeed in the same system designed for those with far more 

resources, or who work in companies/touring.  

- A need to pay dancers more, and raise the Equity rates in line with other artists 

such as choreographers and designers.  

- Dance, as well as the arts in general, brings many health benefits and is adaptive, 

and supports fitness and recreation. It needs specific support, especially as 

through lockdown it has been a vital tool for many people’s well-being.  

- Dance requires specific spaces, flooring, and access to these that differ from other 

art forms. The physical dimension of dance involves forms of contact and touch 

that are different from other practices, which needs to be recognised. 

- Policies to support diversity could include facilitating engagement between 

different types of dance communities. 

- Policy recommendations to support ‘performing arts’ place emphasis on 

promoting live work. Additionally, it was argued that art and culture is vital and 

should be protected from vulnerability, but freelance insecurity is not limited to 

cultural workers alone – reinforcing how an inter-sectoral approach to 

ameliorating conditions created or exacerbated by Brexit can be supportive for 

dance. 

 

2. Visas  

- Access to visas for UK dance artists needs to be as cheap and simple as possible to 

maintain and enhance the diversity of freelance dance scenes. 

- Facilitate visas for British dance artists to be able to work in EU countries more 

easily and cheaply, through negotiation at the level of both the European 
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Commission and individual states. The introduction of ‘artists’ passports’ should 

continue to be lobbied for. 

- Where visas are required, there should be subsidies for freelancers to cover or 

reduce their costs (including health surcharges).  

- Allow touring to more than two EU countries at a time to increase the visibility of 

UK companies and artists in Europe, as well as making touring financially 

sustainable.  

- Ensure that Tier-5 visas for EU dance artists working in the UK last for 6 or 12 

months, rather than 3 (as shorter visas are far less useful). Negotiate visa 

exemptions or annual work passports for an entire season for European (and 

ideally US-American) companies.  

- The system for renewing visas should be cheap and uncomplicated.  

- Alistair Spalding suggests a temporary solution for UK institutions would be to ask 

EU companies coming to the UK to be responsible for the visa (administration and 

fee). However, this would limit the diversity of dance presented in the UK to those 

who can afford this.  

- The Chief Executive Officer of Dance Ireland notes that the Irish and UK 

Governments have agreed to continue the Common Travel Area, meaning artists 

can move freely between the UK and Republic of Ireland without visas. The 

Republic of Ireland can therefore be a meeting point for British and European 

artists. 

 

3. Funding  

Specific suggestions for how existing funding sources could operate, as well as for creating 

specific ring-fenced funds include: 

- An anonymous freelance artist, and an artistic director both proposed funding 

systems and grant opportunities which include at-minimum quotas ring-fenced 

for protected characteristics. While the whole field does not share this opinion, 

and are working on alternative approaches to increase access and diversity, it is 

important to underline that the current systems for inclusion do not work 

adequately, which might be the motivation for proposing quotas.  

- Ring-fence funding for bottom-up development to avoid providing funds only to 

those at the most established levels in dance. 

- Subsidies and support should be developed for collaborative working, 

development of localised collectives, regional and interwoven networks. 

- Specific funding for joint UK/EU independent artist partnership projects, and 

funding schemes that value artist collaboration and support international artists 

to come together and show their work in the UK and abroad. 

- More British Council funding that supports dance, more links between national 

Arts Councils and local/municipal funds to help freelancers. 
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- Extra support and funding should be made available to improve training for artists 

and production managers to transition to the new administrative requirements of 

the post-Brexit context, e.g. visa applications, taxation etc. and for freelancers in 

writing funding applications.  

- Bursary opportunities for UK dancers to cover potential extra costs of travel to the 

EU. This could take the form of a fund that artists can directly apply to, or it could 

be supported by festivals. 

- Increased funding for process-orientated artistic research, exchange and 

collaboration, as well as site-specific work and outdoor performances. This is in 

light of an observation that making work about specific issues is not a priority for 

all choreographers and should not take precedence over other approaches.  

- A perception revealed by the research was that the dance sector is too risk averse, 

and so policies and support are needed to encourage artistic innovation and 

experimentation without financial penalties. 

- Ensure that equitable resources for freelancers based in rural areas are made 

available.  

- Support and investment in 2021-2024 should be at local, regional and national 

levels to help expand international participation and not at the expense of it. 

National initiatives are cultivating parity between regions, but more localised 

funds can respond with greater nuance to specific contexts of practice.  

- More stable funding is needed for ongoing, long-term development of skills, 

knowledge and talent provision at local levels which may enable freelancers to 

work closer to home, encouraging more artists to remain within the field. 

- Increasing access to local spaces for dance rehearsal and opportunities for 

performance, and valuing and supporting small- and mid- scale dance that might 

not be commercially viable can reflect and expand diverse practices. This would 

develop audiences and give a wider range of artists more opportunities for 

experience and practice to progress in their professional development.   

 

4. Role of networks and collaboration 

The roles of networks are crucial for information and resource sharing, collaboration in-

person and through online spaces, and distributing funding. Examples and suggestions to 

take further advantage of these include: 

- Easier access to correct legal advice about issues regarding travel, visas and work 

permits. Arts Council of England has pledged to build the Arts Info Point website 

(https://artsinfopointuk.com/) developed in Wales into a reliable and trusted ‘one 

stop’ source for information. This needs to be accessible for disabled artists, as 

well as clarifying information for dance artists in the UK and those wanting to 

travel to the UK (not limiting the focus to UK-passport holders alone).  

https://artsinfopointuk.com/
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- The idea of a ‘Cultural Export Office’ was mentioned by our panel participants but 

also criticised for its deviation from the pressing, immediate needs of the sector.  

- One of our panellists underlined the need for post-Brexit policies to be elaborated 

through collaboration between political and arts institutions of all the UK nations, 

as well as through a cross-government approach. 

- Existing networks should be made more inclusive, illustrated by a need for 

collaborator directories, with increased resource signposting and opportunities 

for freelancers.  

- Priorities that networks might support further – and require support with – 

include residencies, research, dissemination, performance and touring.  

- There was a need expressed to develop specific networks, for example, for 

experienced or older artists; and for a social platform for black artists to promote 

work and find collaborators. 

- Ongoing participation in European networks such as IETM is considered vital. For 

example, The Work Room have been able to subsidise different freelance dance 

artist members each year to attend IETM meetings.  

- Fostering links and funding exchanges with dance institutions in the EU that 

include freelancers, creating talent exchange opportunities between companies 

and countries, and developing networks (‘memorandums of understanding’) with 

other regions, countries and continents to continue knowledge exchange and 

collaboration otherwise constrained by the impacts of Brexit.  

- Independent Dance in past years has shared touring of non-EU artists (in 

cooperation with TQW, Vienna, and Tanzfabrik, Berlin). Support needs to be 

available for these kinds of collaborations between EU and non-EU organisations 

that benefit dance artists’ ability to travel and gain experience in different places. 

- Maintaining and continuing to disseminate findings from national networks, e.g. 

National Dance Network; Movement for Change (a subgroup of NDN).  

- Continuing to nurture domestic networking, for instance via online conferences, 

exchange platforms or workshops. The movement of information, knowledge and 

practices also needs to be passed back into the UK educational system. 

- Ensuring that National Portfolio Organisations foster a given number of 

freelancer/small company-generated projects per year and are encouraged to 

share resources (e.g. space for rehearsal or production, production expertise, etc.) 

with freelance artists. 

 

5. Fostering diversity  

Respondents emphasised that diversity does not depend only on individuals but that 

organisations and institutions need to unpick the ways in which they contribute to 

structural inequality. Recommendations in response to the impacts of Brexit include: 
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- Ensuring that policies do not further marginalise or overlook certain groups, or 

people who cannot be neatly categorised into groups (as Migrants in Culture 

observe, migrant artists often have intersectional identities).  

- Recognising that in dance, all ages and conditions require security, in particular 

the need of specific support for parents and carers to be able to continue to work 

in the field; for migrant artists in the UK who often fall through the cracks in 

support; for community engagement and youth programs that celebrate existing 

role models; and for continuing opportunities for older people who often find that 

more projects and awards are geared towards first-time or younger 

choreographers. 

- More diversity in the boards of companies and institutions is needed to expand 

agency. Similarly, greater diverse representation among choreographers and 

performers is encouraged, and willingness to cast dancers from a range of 

backgrounds. This needs to be done without ‘pigeonholing’ artists; for example 

expectations that black artists only want to produce work about black 

culture/history, or only supporting this; or expecting disabled artists to make work 

about disability. 
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