
 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             



 

 

3 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-99712-z  

https://covid19.who.int/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1093256/novel-coronavirus-2019ncov-deaths-worldwide-by-country/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-99712-z
https://www.bea.gov/news/2021/arts-and-cultural-production-satellite-account-us-and-states
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/news-perspective/2021/01/race-income-inequality-fuel-covid-disparities-us-counties
https://inequality.org/great-divide/updates-billionaire-pandemic/


 

 

https://www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/Artists_and_Other_Cultural_Workers.pdf
https://americansforthearts.org/
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https://www.artistrelief.org/
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https://www.americansforthearts.org/by-topic/creative-economy
https://aspe.hhs.gov/topics/poverty-economic-mobility/poverty-guidelines/prior-hhs-poverty-guidelines-federal-register-references/2020-poverty-guidelines
https://aspe.hhs.gov/topics/poverty-economic-mobility/poverty-guidelines/prior-hhs-poverty-guidelines-federal-register-references/2020-poverty-guidelines
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2020-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2019-overall-economic-well-being-in-2019.htm
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2020-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2019-overall-economic-well-being-in-2019.htm
https://www.bankrate.com/banking/savings/starting-an-emergency-fund/


 

 

https://www.bankrate.com/banking/savings/financial-security-june-2019/
https://www.bankrate.com/banking/savings/emergency-savings-survey-july-2021/


 

 

-59% 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/visualizations/2020/demo/p60-270/figure4.pdf
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2021/demo/p60-273.html
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/visualizations/2021/demo/p60-273/figure4.pdf


 

 



 

 

https://www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/98.pdf
https://www.americansforthearts.org/news-room/press-releases/americans-speak-out-about-the-arts-in-new-public-opinion-poll
https://www.americansforthearts.org/news-room/press-releases/americans-speak-out-about-the-arts-in-new-public-opinion-poll
https://art-wellbeing.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Research-Art-Well-being-during-Covid-19.pdf
https://www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/COVID-Outlook-Week-of-1.4.2021-revised.pdf
https://www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/Artists_and_Other_Cultural_Workers.pdf
https://bench.co/blog/operations/independent-contractor/


 

 

30 “Pandemic Unemployment Insurance and Independent Creative Workers,” forthcoming from Americans for the 
Arts. 

https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/factsheet/paid-sick-leave.htm
https://cepr.net/report/contagion-nation-2020-united-states-still-the-only-wealthy-nation-without-paid-sick-leave/
http://ccss.jhu.edu/september-2021-jobs/
https://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/national-employment-monthly-update.aspx


 

 

https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_industry_gdpIndy.cfm
https://www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/Artists_and_Other_Cultural_Workers.pdf
https://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNU04034256?amp%253bdata_tool=XGtable&output_view=data&include_graphs=true
https://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNU04034256?amp%253bdata_tool=XGtable&output_view=data&include_graphs=true
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28%

18% 17%
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https://broadbandnow.com/research/fcc-underestimates-unserved-by-50-percent


 

 



 

 

https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/fund-reports/2021/aug/mirror-mirror-2021-reflecting-poorly)
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/health-insurance/group-health-insurance/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/health-insurance.htm


 

 

https://equityleague.org/about-us/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/01/theater/stage-actors-health-insurance.html
https://tcf.org/content/report/mental-health-crisis-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/03/19/coronavirus-what-does-flattening-the-curve-mean-and-why-it-matters.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-09-16/the-truth-about-american-migration-during-covid


 

 

https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/04/were-american-homes-ready-for-the-pandemic.html
https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/CreateNYC_Cultural_Plan.pdf
https://www.newyorker.com/news/benjamin-wallace-wells/what-happened-exactly-in-oaklands-ghost-ship-fire
https://economicrt.org/publication/locked-out/


 

 

 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/key-statistics-graphics.aspx
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/key-statistics-graphics.aspx
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http://www.americansforthearts.org/covidartistdata
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ECONOMIC  
DEVASTATION

COVID-19 has had a devastating economic  
impact on artists and creative workers,  
particularly on marginalized populations within  
the creative sector.

MORE INCOME AND EDUCATION INSULATED AGAINST 
THE MOST SEVERE ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF COVID-19. 
THESE INSULATORS WERE LESS EFFECTIVE FOR BIPOC 
CREATIVE WORKERS.

Being wealthier did not insulate Black respondents 
from loss the way wealthier white respondents were, 
for example. 

WHO WAS MOST NEGATIVELY  
IMPACTED ECONOMICALLY? 
Creative workers with lower incomes, 
less education, disabilities, and/or  
who were BIPOC. They were more 
likely to report losing income and 
incurring unplanned expenses.

TOTAL INCOME WENT FROM $33,000 TO $13,500 ($800 ABOVE 
POVERTY LEVEL) BETWEEN 2019 AND 2020.  
2020 INCOME LEVELS FOR CREATIVE WORKERS WERE $30,000 
LESS THAN THE MEDIAN EARNINGS OF A U.S. WORKER. 

THE CREATIVE SECTOR 
CONTRACTED BY 58% 
BETWEEN JANUARY AND 
JUNE 2020—MORE 
THAN TWICE AS MUCH 
AS OTHER HARD-HIT 
INDUSTRIES LIKE 
TRANSPORTATION AND 
HOSPITALITY.

1-IN-3 ENTERED THE PANDEMIC WITH 
NO SAVINGS—A NUMBER THAT JUMPED 
TO OVER HALF DURING THE PANDEMIC.

WHO WAS MOST LIKELY TO HAVE NO SAVINGS GOING 
INTO THE PANDEMIC? 
Creative workers without a college degree, Black and Indigenous 
creative workers, and/or transgender creative workers (2x as likely) 
and creative workers with disabilities (1.5x as likely).

GOING INTO THE PANDEMIC 
CREATIVE WORKERS WERE  
2.5X MORE LIKELY TO LIVE 
IN POVERTY THAN THE  
GENERAL POPULATION.

DESPITE ECONOMIC DEVASTATION, 
77% OF CREATIVE WORKERS 
USED THEIR CREATIVE PRACTICE 
TO HELP THEIR COMMUNITY—IN 
TWO-THIRDS OF CASES, THEY DID 
NOT GET PAID FOR THEIR WORK.

77%

PAIDUNPAID

And here’s the kicker:  
creative workers that  
had been hit hardest by 
COVID-19—BIPOC, poorer,  
disabled—were consistently 
more likely to help.
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$33,104

Median Earnings for U.S. Workforce Average Total Creative Worker Income

$13,536

For sourcing of all these statistics, please see the full report at AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink.

http://AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink


JOB INSECURITY 
AND EXPLOITATION

Creative workers couldn’t access support 
when millions of them lost their jobs 
during the pandemic—a long-standing 
challenge of making a creative living in 
the United States.

1-IN-3 OF THE COUNTRY’S 5.2 MILLION CREATIVE 
WORKERS ARE INDEPENDENT OR GIG WORKERS  
(3.6 TIMES THE NATIONAL RATE). 

WHAT’S THAT MEAN?

(Gig workers are are less protected by the 
laws governing fair labor, workplace safety, 
and anti-discrimination.)

34% ENTERED THE PANDEMIC  
WITHOUT HEALTH INSURANCE  
(vs. 15% of the general population). 

HAVE ACCESS TO PAID  
FAMILY LEAVE 

8% 

(vs. 78% of the general worker  
population). 

LOST MONEY BECAUSE OF  
DISCRIMINATION DURING  
THE PANDEMIC. 

25%

Black, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Arab/Middle Eastern,  
Hispanic, Indigenous, and Asian/Asian American creative workers  
all experienced higher rates of unemployment than white  
creative workers. 

Creative workers with disabilities, less education, and/or who were 
younger all experienced higher rates of unemployment as well.

INDEPENDENT CREATIVE WORKERS WERE LAID OFF OR 
FURLOUGHED FIRST AND HAVE BEEN REHIRED MORE 
SLOWLY THAN OTHER CULTURAL WORKERS. THEY LOST 
THEIR JOBS AT A HIGHER RATE THAN OTHER CREATIVE 
WORKERS (83% VS. 69%).
They were also rehired more slowly—at about two-thirds the  
pace of other cultural workers.

PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS UNEMPLOYED BY RACE/ETHNICITY

PERCENT OF CREATIVE WORKERS MADE UNEMPLOYED  
DUE TO COVID-19 COMPARED WITH U.S. WORKFORCE

APRIL-NOVEMBER 2020

0% 10% 60% 61% 62% 63% 64% 65% 66% 67% 68% 69% 70% 71% 72% 73%

BLACK 72%

71%

71%

70%

68%

66%

64%

61%

NATIVE HAWAIIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER

ARAB OR MIDDLE EASTERN

HISPANIC/LATINX

MULTI-RACIAL

INDIGENOUS

ASIAN/ASIAN AMERICAN

WHITE

BECAME FULLY  
UNEMPLOYED  
BECAUSE OF 
COVID-19 
(vs. 15% of the general  
population). 

63% 

For sourcing of all these statistics, please see the full report at AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink.

Except for an 18-month period during the COVID-19 pandemic,  
independent workers have not ever been able to access most 
unemployment assistance.

UNEMPLOYMENT OF CREATIVES STAYED HIGH  
THROUGHOUT 2020. IT PEAKED IN AUGUST AT 71%.  
IN COMPARISON, THE NATIONAL UNEMPLOYMENT  
RATE WAS NEVER HIGHER THAN 15% IN 2020.

EVERYONE GOT HIT HARD, BUT  
UNEMPLOYMENT HIT MARGINALIZED 
GROUPS HARDER.

APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEPT OCT NOV

Creative Worker Respondents U.S. Workforce
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http://AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink


UNMET BASIC  
NEEDS

HEALTHCARE

MENTAL 
HEALTH

HOUSING

FOOD  
SECURITY

WHO LACKED HEALTH INSURANCE PRE-PANDEMIC? 
A quarter of white creatives did not have health insurance pre-pandemic,  
vs. half of Black and Indigenous respondents, 4-in-10 Hispanic and 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander respondents, and a third of Asian/Asian 
American and Arab/Middle Eastern respondents.

Younger, less educated, and/or less wealthy creative workers were all 
less likely to have had health insurance entering the pandemic. 

PRE-PANDEMIC, HALF OF CREATIVE WORKER 
RESPONDENTS HAD AVOIDED VISITING A  
MEDICAL PROFESSIONAL DUE TO INABILITY  
TO PAY.

25%  
were denied a  
recommended  
medical procedure

Mental health strain was rampant both before and 
during the pandemic for creative workers—as was 
an inability to care for their mental health. 

While the overall U.S. population  
experiencing food insecurity remained  
relatively steady at about 11% before  
and during the pandemic. The percentage 
of creative workers doubled from 22% 
pre-pandemic to 52% during.

3-in-4 young and/or transgender  
respondents, and a third of LGBTO  
and/or disabled respondents sought  
food assistance during the pandemic.

Said they could not 
access needed mental 
healthcare because of 
inability to pay.

During the pandemic,  
68% experienced  
debilitating stress,  
anxiety, or depression.

Said stress, anxiety, or  
depression had made  
them unproductive.

Experienced trouble  
sleeping.Even before COVID-19, housing and food  

insecurity were significant issues for artists; 
the pandemic exacerbated it significantly. 

PRE-PANDEMIC, 23% OF CREATIVE WORKERS 
HAD EXPERIENCED HOMELESSNESS.  
(vs. 17% of the general U.S. population).

WHO WAS MOST LIKELY TO HAVE EXPERIENCED 
HOMELESSNESS PRE-PANDEMIC?

For sourcing of all these statistics, please see the full report at AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink.

Basic human needs of creative workers related  
to health, housing, and food were severely  
impacted by the pandemic, particularly for  
marginalized populations.

CREATIVES WHO ENTERED THE PANDEMIC  
WITHOUT HEALTH INSURANCE, BY ETHNICITY
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25%
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BLACK AND INDIGENOUS

PRIOR TO THE PANDEMIC, 34% OF RESPONDENTS 
DID NOT HAVE HEALTH INSURANCE. 
(vs. 15% of the general U.S. population)

Respondents with disabilities, female respondents, less affluent  
respondents, and older respondents all reported elevated mental strain.

34% 68%

74%68%

�50%  
could not visit a doctor

�39%  
could not access needed 
mental health care

34%  
could not get needed 
medication

DURING THE PANDEMIC...
32% of respondents were threatened with eviction,  
7% were evicted, and 11% became homeless

PRE-PANDEMIC, 22% OF  
RESPONDENTS HAD EXPERIENCED 
FOOD INSECURITY.

22%
PRE-PANDEMIC

52%
DURING  

PANDEMIC
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http://AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink


GOING DIGITAL
As creative workers grappled with an inability 
to engage in-person, they also struggled with  
the economics and technology requirements  
of going digital.

ABOUT  
3 OUT OF 4 
CREATIVES

But the number of creatives making money 
from online sales dropped from 40%  
pre-COVID to 27% during the pandemic. 

CREATIVES WHO SOLD THEIR  
WORK ONLINE WERE INSULATED  
FROM SOME OF THE PANDEMIC'S 
ECONOMIC IMPACTS. 
While still hit hard financially by the pandemic, 
creative workers who sold online earned almost 
half their income that way during the pandemic, 
and suffered about 10% less financial loss than 
those that did not sell online.

BARRIERS THAT EXISTED  
PRE-PANDEMIC HELD BACK  
CREATIVES FROM GOING DIGITAL. 

PRODUCING ONLINE CULTURAL  
EXPERIENCES DURING THE PANDEMIC 
WAS RARELY PROFITABLE FOR EITHER 
WORKERS OR CULTURAL ORGANIZATIONS.
25% of creative workers had their work 
distributed online through an organization. 
70% of those creatives did not get paid for 
that usage. 

OF THE 94% OF ORGANIZATIONS  
THAT DELIVERED CONTENT ONLINE 
DURING THE PANDEMIC, 8-IN-10 SAID 
THEY EARNED NOTHING OR DID NOT 
COVER COSTS.

A QUARTER OF CREATIVES DID NOT GO DIGITAL,  
EVEN DURING THE PANDEMIC. WHY NOT?

17%
They lacked an audience  
or market

47%
Their work could not translate 
to an online interface 

28%
They could not access  
necessary materials 

10%
They lacked sufficient 
internet

18%
They lacked sufficient 
technology

DISTRIBUTED WORK DIGITALLY 
PRE-PANDEMIC—A NUMBER THAT 
STAYED BASICALLY THE SAME 
DURING THE PANDEMIC.

LOW-INCOME AND/OR RURAL RESPONDENTS WERE  
1.5X AS LIKELY TO LACK SUFFICIENT TECHNOLOGY TO 
GO DIGITAL. THEY WERE ALSO 2X AS LIKELY TO LACK  
SUFFICIENT INTERNET.

BLACK AND INDIGENOUS CREATIVES WERE MORE THAN 
TWICE AS LIKELY TO NOT HAVE THE TECHNOLOGY OR 
INTERNET NEEDED TO TRANSLATE WORK ONLINE.

For sourcing of all these statistics, please see the full report at AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink.

$ $

http://AmericansForTheArts.org/PastTheBrink
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