
An Economic Study of Professional Artists in Australia

DAVID THROSBY & VIRGINIA HOLLISTER

Division of Economic and Financial Studies
Macquarie University, Sydney

DON'T give 
up YOUR



© David Throsby and Virginia Hollister, 2003

The National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication data:

Throsby, C. D. (Charles David).

Don’t give up your day job : an economic study of

professional artists in Australia.

Includes index.

ISBN 1 920784 11 X.

1. Artists - Australia - Economic conditions. 2. Artists -

Employment - Australia. 3. Art - Australia - Economic

aspects. I. Hollister, Virginia, 1952- . II. Australia

Council. III. Title.

331.7617

Published by the Australia Council

372 Elizabeth Street, Surry Hills

Sydney NSW 2010 Australia

PO Box 788

Strawberry Hills NSW 2012

Tel +61 2 9215 9000

Toll free +61 1800 226 912

Fax +61 2 9215 9111

Email mail@ozco.gov.au

Web www.ozco.gov.au

This publication is available online at <www.ozco.gov.au>.

Please direct enquiries about this publication to <publicaff@ozco.gov.au>.

Design: Peter Thorn, i2i design, Sydney



List of tables and figures 6

Preface 9

Explanatory notes 10

1 Introduction 11
The changing role of the artist

The rationale for this survey

Definition of an artist

2 Defining the artist population 15
General problems in defining the artist population

Population estimates

Reconciliation of survey and census data

Trends in artist numbers

3 Basic demographics 20
Age

Gender

Urban/regional location

Country of birth

First language

Family circumstance

4 The diversity of artistic practice 25
The range of artistic occupations

The range of artistic achievement

5 Education and training 29
Types of training

Time spent in training

Training: an ongoing process

3

table of contents



6 Career development 33
Becoming established

First income

Factors advancing artists’ professional development

Factors holding back artists’ professional development

7 Employment and time allocation 37
Holding multiple jobs

Employment status

Time allocation

Preferred working patterns

Unemployment experience

8 Income and expenditure 44
Mean and median income

Sources of creative income

Income distribution

Expenditure

Spouse/partner’s income

Financial survival

Trends over time

9 Professional practice issues 52
Use of agents and promotion of work

Business arrangements

Insurance and superannuation

Computer use

Intellectual property

Financial assistance

10 Gender issues 60
Demographics

Working conditions

Financial circumstances

11 Regional artists 66
Location of artists

Working conditions

Factors affecting professional development

Financial circumstances

12 Artists from a non-English speaking background 71
An overview of artists from a non-English speaking background

Factors affecting professional development

Financial circumstances

DON'T GIVE UP YOUR DAY JOB4



13 Artists with disabilities 75
An overview of artists with disabilities

Factors affecting professional development

Financial circumstances

14 Conclusion 79

References 81

Appendix I: Statistical tables 82

Appendix II: Survey methodology 114

Appendix III: Survey instruments 120
Artists survey recruitment questionnaire

2001-02 artists survey questionnaire

Index 142

5



List of Tables and Figures

Text tables
1 Estimated numbers of practising professional artists in Australia, 2001

2 Estimated numbers of practising professional artists by state and territory, 2001

3 Reconciliation of census data with survey population estimates

4 Trends in numbers of practising professional artists, 1988-2001

5 Age distribution of artists and labour force

6 Mean and median age of artists

7 Gender distribution of practising professional artists,‘main job’ artists, employed persons and

civilian population

8 First language of artists and labour force

9 Range of work within artforms–selected artistic occupations

10 Range of arts work undertaken by artists, 2002

11 Interstate and international engagements, exhibitions, presentation or publication of Australian

artists’ work

12 Types of training undertaken to become an artist 

13 Most important training to become an artist

14 Time spent training to become an artist 

15 Artists still engaged in training 

16 Age of artists still engaged in training

17 Artists’ degree of establishment

18 Artists’ moment of establishment

19 Artists’ age at moment of establishment 

20 Artists’ first income

21 Most important factor advancing professional development of artists

22 Most important factor inhibiting professional development of artists

23 Artists’ involvement in arts, arts-related and non-arts work

24 Employment status in principal artistic occupation

25 Employment status of artists

26 Allocation of artists’ working time 

27 Allocation of artists’ working time in hours per week

28 Preference for arts work

29 Time spent at most desired art occupation

30 Factors preventing artists spending more time at arts work

31 Artists’ unemployment, 1996-2001

32 Artists’ receipt of unemployment benefits, 1996-2001

33 Mean earned income of artists, 2000-01

34 Median earned income of artists, 2000-01

35 Incomes of artists compared with employees in other occupational groups, 2000-01

36 Comparison of time spent and income earned for artists’ jobs

37 Artists earning less than $10,000 and more than $50,000, 2000-01

38 Expenses incurred in art practice, 2000-01

39 Importance of spouse/partner’s income

40 Artists’ minimum income requirements

41 Trends in artists’ and others’ incomes, 1986-87 to 2000-01

42 Trends in artists’ mean earned income, 1986-87 to 2000-01

43 Impact of the new tax system on artists

44 Artists’ future financial security arrangements

45 Computer and Internet use by artists

DON'T GIVE UP YOUR DAY JOB6



46 Protection of artists’ copyright and moral rights

47 Financial assistance applied for and received by artists

48 Sources of financial assistance for artists

49 Demographic characteristics of artists by gender

50 Factors preventing artists spending more time at arts work by gender

51 Restrictions on art practice due to caring for children

52 Most important factor advancing professional development of artists by gender

53 Most important factor inhibiting professional development of artists by gender

54 Mean and median incomes and expenses of artists by gender, 2000-01

55 Artists earning less than $10,000 and more than $50,000 by gender, 2000-01

56 Access to financial assistance by gender

57 Geographic location of Australian artists

58 Effect of living in a regional city, semi-rural or rural/remote area on artists’ practice

59 Employment status of regional artists

60 Unemployment experience of regional artists

61 Most important factor inhibiting professional development of regional artists

62 Mean and median incomes and expenses of regional artists, 2000-01

63 Access to financial assistance by regional artists

64 Birthplace of artists from a non-English speaking background

65 Effect of non-English speaking background on artistic practice

66 Most important factor inhibiting professional development of artists from a non-English

speaking background

67 Mean and median incomes and expenses of artists from a non-English speaking 

background, 2000-01

68 Access to financial assistance by artists from a non-English speaking background

69 Impact of disability on artistic practice

70 Degree of establishment of artists with disability

71 Unemployment experience of artists with disability

72 Most important factor inhibiting professional development of artists with disability

73 Mean and median incomes and expenses of artists with disability, 2000-01

74 Access to financial assistance by artists with disability

Appendix I tables
3.1 Age distribution of Australian artists and labour force

3.2 Birthplace of artists and labour force 

3.3 Family circumstances of Australian artists, labour force and civilian population

4.1 Artists’ involvement in various arts occupations

4.2.1 Achievements of Australian artists–writing

4.2.2 Achievements of Australian artists–visual art

4.2.3 Achievements of Australian artists–craft

4.2.4 Achievements of Australian artists–acting

4.2.5 Achievements of Australian artists–directing

4.2.6 Achievements of Australian artists–dancing

4.2.7 Achievements of Australian artists–choreography

4.2.8 Achievements of Australian artists–instrumental music

4.2.9 Achievements of Australian artists–singing

4.2.10 Achievements of Australian artists–composition

4.2.11 Achievements of Australian artists–community cultural development 

5.1 Types of training ever undertaken to become an artist

5.2 Artists’ most important training

5.3 Artists still engaged in training

5.4 Age group of artists still engaged in training

7



6.1 Artists’ degree of establishment

6.2 Artists’ moment of establishment

6.3 Artists’ age at moment of establishment 

6.4 Artists’ first income

6.5 Most important factor advancing artists’ professional development throughout career

6.6 Most important factor advancing artists’ professional development at present time

6.7 Most important factor inhibiting artists’ professional development throughout career

6.8 Most important factor inhibiting artists’ professional development at present time

7.1 Multiple jobs held by artists

7.2 Types of arts-related work undertaken by artists

7.3 Employment status in principal artistic occupation

7.4 Distribution of proportions of working time allocated to principal artistic occupation

7.5 Distribution of proportions of working time allocated to all arts work

7.6 Distribution of hours worked per week on primary creative activity

7.7 Distribution of hours worked per week on all arts work 

7.8 Distribution of hours worked per week on all work (arts and non-arts)

8.1 Sources of creative income

8.2 Distribution of income from creative sources

8.3 Distribution of income for all arts sources

8.4 Distribution of total income (all arts and non-arts sources)

8.5 Components of expenditure incurred in arts practice

9.1 Promotion of work by an agent, manager or gallery dealer, and satisfaction with level of service

9.2 Most active promoter of artists’ work, and satisfaction with promotion arrangements

9.3 Artists’ suggestions for improvements to promotion

9.4 Adverse effects on artists of recent changes to the tax system

9.5 Types of insurance held by artists in relation to their art practice

9.6 Artists’ future financial security arrangements

9.7 Artists’ use of computers in relation to art practice

9.8 Artists’ use of the Internet in relation to art practice

9.9 Artists’ copyright–overview

9.10 Artists’ membership in copyright collecting societies

9.11 Reasons for artists’ assignment of their copyright

9.12 Artists’ experience of infringement of their moral rights

9.13 Adequacy of protection of artists’ copyrights and moral rights

9.14 Sources of financial assistance applied for by artists

9.15 Sources of financial assistance received by artists

9.16 Effects of financial assistance on artistic practice

9.17 Most important effect of financial assistance

9.18 Most important purpose for offering financial assistance in artists’ opinion

Appendix II tables
1 Sample design

2 Sample achieved

Figures
1 Geographic location of Australian artists and labour force 

2 Birthplace of Australian artists and labour force 

3 Family circumstances of Australian artists and labour force

DON'T GIVE UP YOUR DAY JOB8



Preface

This is the fourth in a series of surveys of Australian artists, carried out at the Department of Economics at

Macquarie University, with funding from the Australia Council. Earlier surveys in the series were

undertaken in 1983, 1987 and 1993. Updated survey results are long overdue. Furthermore, profound

changes in the environment in which artists work make it timely that new and more extensive data on the

conditions of professional artistic practice in Australia be gathered.

A number of individuals and organisations assisted in conducting this research; Linda Browne and

Judith Pugh worked on the compilation of population lists. Thanks also go to Judith Riordan and Delia

McCarthy for their assistance in producing the final document.

We thank the many arts service and professional organisations that supplied us with material for the

crucial first stage of the project. A full list of these sources is given in Appendix II.

The survey was conducted by the market research company ACNielsen (ACN). We are grateful to Phil

Hughes and Ann-Louise Brockelsby of ACN for their professionalism. We had several discussions about

survey methods and other matters with officers at the National Culture and Recreation Statistics Unit of

the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) in Adelaide. We are grateful to Adriana Vandenheuvel and Theo

Neumann of the ABS for their part in these discussions.

Our gratitude goes to the Australia Council for providing the funding, and to Mark Stapleton, Warren

Woodward and other staff members of the Council for assisting us in our work without ever

compromising our independence.

Our greatest debt is to the 1063 artists across Australia who participated in this survey. Each of them

contributed a substantial amount of time in reading the questions, preparing their answers and

participating in a lengthy telephone interview consisting of 56 detailed multiple-part questions. Without

their generosity and cooperation this work would have been impossible.

The views expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the

Australia Council, Macquarie University, ACN, ABS or any other organisation or individual associated

with this project.

David Throsby

Virginia Hollister

June 2003
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Explanatory notes

■ This survey relates to Australian practising professional artists, defined according to criteria discussed

in Chapter 1. In the text and tables throughout this report, the word ‘artist’ means ‘practising

professional artist’, unless otherwise specified.

■ All survey data presented in this report relate to artists’ circumstances at the time of the survey (early

2002), unless otherwise stated. All financial data relate to the financial year 2000-01, unless 

otherwise stated.

■ As explained in Chapter 1, the principal artistic occupation (PAO) designation of ‘actor’ includes both

actors and directors; ‘dancer’ includes both dancers and choreographers; and ‘musician’ includes both

musicians and singers.

■ The following symbols are used in text and appendix tables:

* indicates less than 1 per cent

– indicates nil response in this sample.

■ For all appendix tables the number of valid responses (n =) for each PAO are shown at the foot of the

table. The ‘unweighted n’ shows the actual numbers, and the ‘weighted n’ shows the numbers adjusted to

reflect the relative weighting of that PAO in calculating the ‘all artists’ results in the table (see 

Appendix II).

■ Because of space limitations we have not shown confidence limits on sample statistics to be used as a

basis for inference to the corresponding population statistic. In general, however, we can say that sample

sizes are sufficiently large, and variances sufficiently small, to enable our sample results to be taken as

reasonably unbiased and efficient point estimators of the corresponding population statistic, unless

otherwise stated.

■ In some tables, columns or rows may not sum exactly to the indicated total because of rounding errors.

■ In some tables, percentages are calculated for a subgroup of artists rather than for all artists. In all tables,

the group or subgroup of artists to which particular data refer is clearly stated, and this should be kept

in mind when interpreting percentages in the tables.
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