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The Scale of the Problem 

Covid-19 and the subsequent economic impact has highlighted a lack of understanding and awareness of our freelancer 
eco-system, particularly within the creative industries. Before Covid-19, creative industries were growing at five times the 
rate of the rest of the UK economy generating £11.7 billion in GVA and exporting £46 billion in goods and services. Two 
million people are directly employed by the sector and it is underpinned by a significant and diverse freelance workforce 
estimated to be an additional average headcount of 34% across all industries, with some sub-sectors as high as 50%.1  

The creative industries are crucial to the Coventry & Warwickshire economy. They generate £1.1 billion in GVA for our 
region2 and Coventry has the fastest growing creative cluster across the West Midlands.3 Directly employed staff in 
creative industries has slightly decreased across the city since 2010 showing that our cluster growth is heavily reliant on 
the freelance community. The 2016 CWLEP commissioned Blueprint for Growth highlighted this trend for the games 
industry emphasising that the directly employed recorded base almost doubles to between 2,000 and 2,500 FTE 
employees when the freelance community is included.4  

Covid-19 has presented serious challenges for all businesses, but particularly for the creative industries. The recent 
Creative Industries Federation survey (March 2020) indicated that 42% of creative freelancers predict an annual decrease 
in income of more than 75% during 2020 and 63% of creative organisations predict an annual turnover decrease of more 
than 50%.5 Applied to Coventry & Warwickshire, thatis     a conservatively estimated loss of at least £55 million in GVA this 
year. Even more concerning is the lack of support available to ensure the survival of our creative industries and freelancer 
community: nationally 40% of organisations and freelancers were not able to access Government support.6 

CWLEP’s Digital Creative Business Group met on 7th May following our own survey to assess the impact of Covid-19 on 
our businesses. Although not statistically significant enough as a sample, the average loss of income per organisation was 
£108,333 in just one month. With an estimated 1138 creative businesses in Coventry city alone, that equates to at least 
£123 million lost to the sector from mid-March to mid-April. With the national picture showing that 40% of creative 
organisations have not been able to access any Government support to mitigate against lost income, this situation 
presents a substantial risk to our regional eco-system.  

To date, Covid-19 Government support schemes have focused on businesses with commercial premises; those with 
permanently employed staff; or the self-employed with provable income. Most creative freelancers do not fit into these 
categories. Our lack of regional awareness about our creative freelance community is clear from the lack of sector specific 
recorded statistics. 51,200 people identify themselves as self-employed across Coventry & Warwickshire and 26,900 
identify as working but not in ‘permanent employment ’; yet we do not know how many of these contribute to the creative 
industries. Creative freelancers often register themselves as Directors of private limited companies without PAYE 
employees or premises and this has been problematic in terms of business support before the pandemic as well as during. 
Creative freelancers have been unable to access European funded business support requiring job creation and capital 
investment. Even the recent West Midlands Combined Authority £2 million pilot programme for creative industries 
focuses on ‘scale-up’.6F
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Coventry & Warwickshire is home to at least 7,000 economically active creative freelancers, in addition to over 14,000 
employed directly in the sector. We need to better understand our freelance community to identify their immediate 
needs and harness their potential to enable innovation across all our business sectors.   

 
1 Creative Industries Federation March 2020 
2 Warwickshire Economics 2019 
3 https://warwick.ac.uk/services/vco/exec/registrar/acb/acb.04_digital_creative_industries_in_coventry.pdf) 
4 https://www.cwlep.com/sites/default/files/games_industry_-_blueprint_for_growth.pdf  
5 Creative Industries Federation March 2020 
6 As above 
7 https://www.wmca.org.uk/what-we-do/culture-and-creative-economy/creative-scale-up-programme/  
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Our Recommendations 

Central Government’s 2018 Creative Sector deal highlighted 
the importance of Creative Industries in terms of GVA 
generated and their impact on the wider business 
community.8 Least at risk of automation and enablers of 
innovation made them a priority nationally and regionally.  

Recommendation 1: Develop a deeper understanding of how our freelance community operates 

Creative freelancers are specialist skilled, consultant skilled, and project skilled to a high standard with extensive and 
diverse industry experience. They provide services to both small and large businesses where such skill requirements are 
for short term periods and / or the commercial investment is too high to achieve a similar level of skill in-house. 
 
A freelancer is ‘self-employed and hired to work for different companies on particular assignments’ and ‘can operate as a 
sole trader; Company Director of a Ltd company, fixed term contracts, or a part time/zero hours worker at more than one 
company’. The complexity of these definitions is why many freelancers have fallen through support gaps during Covid-19.  
 
We recommend working with Creative Industries Federation and our existing creative networks to develop a deeper 
understanding of our freelance community, including their current and potential economic value for the region, and what 
future business support would most effectively meet their needs. 
 
Recommendation 2: Create a regional, national, and global showcase of our creative freelance supply chain 
 
The creative freelance community has enjoyed a long and fruitful history in this region working in collaboration with our 
other sector strengths. From the turn of the 20th Century, Coventry automotive manufacturers used local freelance 
photographers to capture their new vehicles. The trend of using freelance specialist skill has continued thanks to both the 
short term need of the surrounding industries and the desire of individuals for more flexible working. With the advance 
of new technologies and new thinking in transport systems and the future of mobility, there is much potential 
collaboration still to explore locally and globally.  

We recommend using our existing platforms to showcase creative freelance talent regionally (CW Champions, Find it in 
CW), nationally (LEP Network, Midlands Engine), and globally (DIT, CWLEP China Business Group) and lobby for future 
funding opportunities that encourage collaboration with freelance talent. 

Recommendation 3: Identify potential barriers to harnessing the full potential of our creative freelance talent 
 
The creative freelance community is fast-moving and innovative. Regulation is a real or perceived barrier to their desired 
level of flexibility resulting in missed business opportunities. With the recent Creative Industries Federation report 
highlighting the West Midlands will be the hardest hit for job losses to the sector 9 we need to understand how best to 
‘open-up’ previously unviable opportunities for our freelance community and ensure regulation like IR35 does not restrict 
the existing supply chain as we reset and recover from Covid-19. 
 
We recommend ensuring programmes developing innovation in procurement and supply chain (i.e. Connected Places 
Catapult 10 & West Midlands CITEC11) understand the language and approach necessary to appeal to freelance talent. 
 

 
8 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/creative-industries-sector-deal 
9 https://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/news/press-release-cultural-catastrophe-over-400000-creative-jobs-could-be-lost-
projected-economic 
10 https://cp.catapult.org.uk/2020/05/11/radical-innovation-for-places-post-covid-report-published-by-connected-places-catapult/ 
11 
https://www.blackcountrylep.co.uk/upload/files/Industrial%20Strategy/WMCA%20Action%20Plan%20Aerospace%20draft%20May
%202019%20(002).pdf 

“The creative freelance community is 
absolutely vital to enabling all businesses 

in the West Midlands to scale-up” 
 

Irene Graham 
CEO of the Scale-Up Institute 
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