
 

 

Zoom Forum hosted by Leo Wan & Leigh Toney: Tuesday 21 August 2020 
 
 

SUMMARY 
 

UPDATES 
 

• Collecting freelance data from orgs, continuing with Labour Party back 
channels, pushing Personal Managers’ Association (PMA) to publish 
guidelines, speaking to trade unions about SOLT’s negotiating stance, Leigh 
leading a discussion around mental health. 

• FTF ends officially on 11 September 2020 – what’s next? The radical FTF 
group has already published a “Freelance Supporters’ Menu”: 
https://www.the-uncultured.com/blog/introducing-a-freelance-supporters-
menu-version-1 

• Lobbying opportunities: comprehensive spending review, Brexit, second 
investment package. Arts Council Wales considering basic income for artists. 
Cameron Mackintosh (worth £1.28b) is making 850 redundancies across his 
theatres. Cultural Learning Alliance reports that there has been a 37% drop in 
arts GCSEs over the last 10 years. Some theatres have announced re-
opening dates (for socially distanced performances). A farmer has built a 
theatre on his land and is encouraging others to do so. 

 
GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
Provocation: Parents in Theatre. How do organisations support their 
freelancers with caring responsibilities? 

• Beyond theatre. Avoid exceptionalism. Pandemic might leader to greater 
appetite for work/childcare reforms across sectors. What is a better working 
week for everyone? 

• Parents at risk. Worry that parents might be some of the first to leave 
industry – financial pressures to provide for family. 

• Experiences. Generally bad experiences. Not mentioning parenting in 
interviews. Started to improve five years ago. Four-day weeks. Venues 
contributing to childcare. Children in rehearsals rooms. Accommodating 
breastfeeding. Donmar changing process to accommodate new parent. Globe 
changing rehearsal times. Yard production – flexible and supportive. 

• Children in rehearsal spaces. Pippa Nixon in Importance of Being Earnest. 
Depends on context. Might only be for a brief part of a rehearsing day. 
Separate space and carer, outside rehearsal space. Lots of shows feature 
children – we must have transferable models. Directors lead the room so 
need to lead on change.  

• Schedules. Planning is key. Less days per week in rehearsal room. Allowing 
for pick-up times. More economical with time. 

• Beyond actors. Accommodate other creatives, esp. assistant roles, who 
often facilitate actors (e.g. regarding childcare). 

 

https://www.harper-adams.ac.uk/blog/post/2197/how-farming-and-the-arts-intertwine-meet-tim-ashton
https://www.harper-adams.ac.uk/blog/post/2197/how-farming-and-the-arts-intertwine-meet-tim-ashton
https://www.whatsonstage.com/london-theatre/news/breastfeeding-pippa-nixon-west-end-importance-earnest_47235.html


 

 

Provocation: Mental Health. Do organisations create or exacerbate mental 
health problems? Are they supporting the mental health of workers? If not, 
why not? 

• Insecurity. Arts workers are precarious workers. Precarity =  mental health 
problems. 

• Mental Health First Aiders. RSC has done this. Alternative/additional model: 
welfare “captains” (modelled on dance captains). 

• Mental Health Consultants. External to production, separate from org. 

• Between shows. Mental health implications may emerged long after a 
production has ended. A separate permanent body to support freelancers? 

• Lead in and exiting processes. Examples of Tangled Feet and Gate 
Theatre. Learn how to work together. Learn from mistakes. Part of wellbeing 
and personal development. 

 
AOB 

 

• SOLT’s negotiations with Musicians Union and other trade unions: despite 
public statements in support of freelancers, SOLT won’t soften their 
negotiating stance. SOLT is now in dispute resolution with BECTU. Leo 
talking to Equity after meeting about this. 

• [Update from Leo following the meeting: spoke to Equity. Other trade bodies 
(e.g. UK Theatre) are not trying to make permanent changes to terms and 
conditions. Temporary changes felt to be necessary so that work can get 
made and members (workers) can be employed. SOLT isn’t trying to make 
permanent changes to Equity terms, but is doing so with BECTU and 
Musicians Union(MU). Will follow up with MU.]. 
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LONG FORM NOTES 
 

UPDATES 
 
Leo & Leigh Update 

• We’ve been working with Freelancers Make Theatre Work, and various 
theatre orgs to collect data to lobby government, specifically numbers of 
freelancers ordinarily employed by orgs and proportion of orgs funds that is 
normally spent on freelancers. Hope to start gathering the data next week. 

• Continuing back-channel conversations with Labour Party about getting 
freelancers in the arts higher on the Business agenda. 

• Trying to get the Personal Managers’ Association to publish guidelines on 
returning to work for actors (i.e. always asking for production risk 
assessments). 

• Speaking to trade unions about SOLT’s negotiations – it seems as if SOLT 
are using the crisis to strip away workers’ terms and conditions. 

• Leigh has been leading a discussion on mental health within the Task Force. 
 

 
Freelance Task Force (FTF) update 

• FTF ends officially on 11 September 2020 – what’s next? 

• FTF groups are pulling together various documents and output to be 
published over the coming weeks. The radical FTF group has already 
published a “Freelance Supporters’ Menu” – would highly recommend: 
https://www.the-uncultured.com/blog/introducing-a-freelance-supporters-
menu-version-1 

 
Industry Update 

• Campaign groups are coalescing around making a submission to the 
Comprehensive Spending Review. Some trade unions are more focused on 
Brexit and the effects that will have on our industry (e.g. international tours 
and artists). SOLT is focused on a second investment package. 

• Arts Council Wales is considering a universal basic income for artists (though 
if it’s just for artists, it’s not universal…). 

• Cameron Mackintosh is making 850 redundancies across his theatres. He is 
worth £1.28b. 

• Cultural Learning Alliance reports that there has been a 37% drop in arts 
GCSEs over the last 10 years. 

• Some theatres have announced re-opening dates (for socially distanced 
performances). 

• A farmer has built a theatre on his land which he is making available (without 
charging payment) to theatre companies – National Youth Theatre will be 
performing there. His plan is to encourage other farmers to do the same, so 
that there will be one “emergency theatre” in each county. How farming and 
the arts intertwine. Leo has been in touch with Tim since the beginning of 
July. 

 
 

https://www.harper-adams.ac.uk/blog/post/2197/how-farming-and-the-arts-intertwine-meet-tim-ashton
https://www.harper-adams.ac.uk/blog/post/2197/how-farming-and-the-arts-intertwine-meet-tim-ashton


 

 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation: Parents in Theatre. How do organisations support their 
freelancers with caring responsibilities? 

• Groups like Parents in Performing Arts dealing with this, but the pandemic 
raises further barriers (e.g. if schools close). Due to current crisis, there might 
be greater appetite for improving the situations as more people have had to 
deal with childcare – across sectors and industries. Our strength is in 
communication, should avoid exceptionalism. Not aware of any “big plans” to 
reform childcare and work – no political parties are talking about this.  

• Feels like parents might be the first to leave the industry, to find other work to 
support their family financially. Trying to reimagine a rehearsal process for 
parents – e.g. 3 days a week in rehearsal room + 1 day liaising with creatives 
+ 1 day off. 

• What’s good for parents may be good for all. A reimagined rehearsal process 
could be better for everyone. What is a better working week for everybody? 

• Bad experiences of working in theatre with caring responsibilities but things 
started to improve five years ago. Often wouldn’t get the job if being a parent 
was mentioned in interviews. 

• Self-producing artists better able to try new models. Venues and bigger orgs 
slower to move. Parents being brave, theatres being more accepting. 

• Examples: 
o four day rehearsing weeks in our industry, with one day’s admin. 
o Venues contributing to childcare. 
o actors who are breastfeeding – nanny nearby, actor able to feed during 

breaks. 
o practitioners bringing children into rehearsals. 
o Donmar Warehouse – changing process of making show to 

accommodate caring responsibilities. But, parent had to ask for that. 
Felt easier to do due to pandemic. 

o Globe has new rehearsal times and tech times. Days starting later and 
ending earlier, so that caring responsibilities could be accommodated. 
(Michelle Terry became AD of the Globe as a new parent – it’s 
important who is chosen to be in leadership positions). 

o Yard Theatre – a show where many had caring responsibilities. 
Agreement amongst the company to support and accommodate one 
another. This could have happened earlier in the process, but was a 
good example of how this can work on the smaller scale. 

• Industry, especial for those who don’t feel established, feels based on 100% 
availability, say yes to everything. 

• Whilst in lockdown, many have got used to working from home, attending 
virtual meetings with children/babies. It shouldn’t be a barrier – just need a 
shift in perspectives and status quo. 

• Children in rehearsal rooms: 
o Michael Fentiman’s The Importance of Being Earnest. Pippa Nixon, 

actor, with new baby. Established at the beginning that the process 
would accommodate this. Pippa Nixon in Importance of Being Earnest. 
Need to be brought into the decision early on, everyone agreeing. 

o Depends on age of child and the subject matter. May depend on the 
context. Separate space and person outside of rehearsal rooms to 

https://www.whatsonstage.com/london-theatre/news/breastfeeding-pippa-nixon-west-end-importance-earnest_47235.html


 

 

provide childcare. Otherwise, will end up being assistant director/stage 
manager. Big venues should lead on this. 

o Not just in rehearsal room – dynamic of having children in your life, e.g. 
picking up children from school. Rehearsals allowing for this without it 
being a taboo. Beginning of a project – ask if people have pick-up 
times that need to be accommodated. If parents leave the industry, 
we’ll lose masses of our talent. 

o Planning/scheduling is key – needs to be done in advance. Would 
avoid parents feeling like they’re asking for “favours” when scheduling 
conflicts with caring responsibilities. 

o Having children in rehearsal room is not a new thing. Many shows with 
children as performers (e.g. RSC’s Matilda). The structures and models 
which support that must be transferable. 

o Rehearsal rooms are led by directors – hope we see more directors 
who allow life to be accommodated. 

• Industry could learn to be more economical with its time (e.g. RSC 12 weeks 
of rehearsal for two plays). Ivo van Hove – economical with rehearsal time. 

• Is the problem the intolerance of others in the room, rather than the org you 
are working for? But, why would orgs be employing intolerant people? If there 
is a level of discomfort with children being brought into rehearsal rooms, that 
context has been created by orgs. By bringing in children, one is not creating 
the tension, but revealing the hidden tension that has always been there. 

• Expectation that “creatives” aren’t parts of family units – that they can work at 
all hours. Need to change the culture. Children may not need to be in the 
rehearsal room all day – may just need to be for a brief period of time, after 
school. Should be in contracts and considered part of wellbeing – to avoid 
parents who are unduly stressed because of inflexible rehearsal processes. 

• During covid, “life appearing in people’s work” – e.g. news reports with the 
journalist’s children interrupting. We’ve broken that barrier between workplace 
and life. Life affecting work should not be perceived as “unprofessional”. 

• Lives of actors are more likely to be accommodated, but we should create a 
space where there isn’t that kind of hierarchy – assistant/associate directors, 
assistant stage managers should be accommodated and facilitated too. Those 
in assistant roles would find it difficult to ask to be accommodated. 
 

 
Provocation: Mental Health. Do organisations create or exacerbate mental 
health problems? Are they supporting the mental health of workers? If not, 
why not? 

• Working in the arts often leads to insecurity, which affects mental health. 
Can’t be a single better practices document – mental health is individual. How 
we do encourage organisations to take this pluralist approach? 

• RSC has made good steps forward. Mental health first aiders, beyond HR and 
first-aid. This role will often be company manager or stage management team, 
which could be a barrier to some because of a perceived hierarchy. Previous 
meeting (03 August 2020), suggestion of a welfare office and welfare 
“captains” (modelled on fight captains) within the company. More likely to 
share concerns with perceived peers. 



 

 

• Mental health consultants, external to the production and separate from the 
organisation. Avoids lines getting blurred if mental health first aider is also 
responsible for budget, for example. 

• When does the relationships between freelancers and projects/buildings/orgs 
start and end? What do we do when the mental health implications don’t 
become clear until after the project has finished? If material is triggering or 
“dark” or has the potential to lead to mental health problems, safeguarding 
needs to be put in place early on in the process and long-term. Increasing use 
of intimacy directors. 

• Given the nature of freelancer work, does their need to be a separate body 
away from orgs that can support us when we’re between projects? Trade 
unions offer this to a limited extent, but that’s not working. 

• Lead in and lead out processes for projects. Exiting processes, e.g. Tangled 
Feet would come together after a show to assess the show – both creatively 
and the process. Leads to learning outcomes. Gate held “parameter 
meetings” both before and after the show. Allows creatives to meet outside 
the pressure of making a show and work out how to work together. This is 
part of wellbeing and personal development. We don’t pause to assess what’s 
(not) working. The Map Consortium are good on this.  

 
 

AOB 

• SOLT’s negotiations with Musicians Union and other trade unions: Leo 
directly asked Julian Bird (CEO, SOLT) whether, given SOLT’s statements in 
support of freelancers, they would relax their negotiating stance. He 
demurred. Spoke to BECTU, they said SOLT are taking advantage of the 
pandemic to undermine workers’ terms and conditions. Will be talking to 
Equity after this meeting to find out where they are with negotiations. Difficult 
for unions to take a united stance, because the terms and conditions of their 
members vary. SOLT and BECTU now in dispute resolution because 
negotiations collapsed. 

• [Update from Leo following the meeting: spoke to Equity. Other trade bodies 
(e.g. UK Theatre) are not trying to make permanent changes to terms and 
conditions. Temporary changes felt to be necessary so that work can get 
made and members (workers) can be employed. SOLT isn’t trying to make 
permanent changes to Equity terms, but is doing so with BECTU and 
Musicians Union(MU). Will follow up with MU.] 
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