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Following COVID -19, the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 which 
swept across the globe also forced our industry to confront some 
uncomfortable truths that for too long have su�ered from wilful neglect. 

The State of Play is an extremely timely and much needed report for 
everyone working in the industry who wants to create a better and more 
equitable working environment. It not only details the stresses that far 
too many people are labouring under, it also identi�es the working 
practices that cause these adverse conditions. 

Running has helped me to restore balance in my life and manage the 
di�culties of working in the UK �lm and TV industry. But going forwards, 
I hope to be running just for the former, not for the latter. It is time to take 
stock of what is happening in the industry we love and implement the 
policies that are needed to make a positive change. 

This valuable report will help us to do exactly that. 

Marcus Ryder MBE is a leading campaigner for diversity in the media 
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Executive Summary 

From a creative and commercial perspective, UK television has, 
in many respects, been a great national success story. However, this 
success has been at the expense of those who work in the industry. 
This report �nds that in unscripted television – the focus of this study – 
the casualisation of the work force, and a lack of professionalism with 
regard to recruitment and management, have combined to create 
an unhealthy and unsustainable work culture. 

Based on a survey of almost twelve hundred television production 
professionals,with a broad range of experience and expertise, the 
report highlights the negative impact of poor management practices, 
particularly on the freelance sta� who constitute the creative 
life-blood of the industry. 

Although this research was triggered by concerns about the implications 
of the pandemic, all the issues that have been highlighted pre-date it. 
COVID -19, therefore, should be understood, not as the cause, but as 
providing the context within which many television employers have 
begun to acknowledge that the industry has a problem. 

Our respondents paint a picture of an industry characterised by long 
hours, di�cult working conditions and insecurity, in which work-life 
balance is impossible.A lack of e�ective communication, feedback or 
support under these circumstances exacerbates the impact on sta� 
wellbeing and, in particular, on mental health. 

Recruitment is informal and heavily dependent on networks,which 
makes it di�cult for ‘outsiders’ to access entry level roles or for established 
professionals to broaden their experience,while opportunities for career 
progression are largely dependent on personal relationships.These 
practices limit the ful�llment of individual potential and signi�cantly 
reduce the possibility of equality and diversity in the industry. 

Further inequalities result from a lack of transparency around rates 
of pay and terms of employment. Practices such as ‘penciling in’ and 
‘buy-out contracts’ have become the norm rather than the exception 
and are used to circumvent conventional employment rights. Meanwhile 
employers expect an almost in�nite degree of �exibility from freelance 
sta� yet o�er almost none in return,which contributes to a brain drain 
of key skills, particularly among women. 
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Key Findings 

1 Productions are chronically under-resourced. Commissioning 

broadcasters o�er contracts�with budgets�that do not re�ect real world 

costs. Production companies often squeeze available budgets further in order 

to�maximise pro�ts. Consequently, savings have to be made further down 

the food chain.The commissioning system is thus predicated on sta� being 

willing and able to work unreasonably long hours over extended periods 

of time without compensation. 

2 Greenlighting practices create unfeasibly short timeframes for 

delivery of projects. Current lead times do not allow for equitable recruitment 

practices, coherent on-boarding or any form of professional development. 

Pre-production is frequently rushed as a result, which can lead to companies 

incurring additional costs later in the process. Schedules do not allow for 

reasonable working hours or safe working practices. 

3 Precarious employment and market forces create a fear of saying no. 

Production companies are rarely in a position to turn down commissions 

and those who hold out for more realistic budgets risk being undercut by 

their competitors. Similarly, individuals are rarely in a position to turn down 

work and risk being undercut if they insist on a fair rate. Continual competition 

for contracts by both companies and individuals encourages self-imposed 

work schedules that are unhealthy and ultimately unsustainable. 



     

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

    

 

  

 

 

    

 

 

 

    

   

  

 

 

  
  

  

  

  

  
  

  

  

  

  
  

  

  
  

  

  

  

 

 

70% 
of people with 

management 

responsibilities 

have received no 

management training. 

93% 
More than 93% claim 

to have experienced 

or witnessed some 

form of bullying 

or harassment. 

73% 
think recruitment 

practices in television 

are generally unfair. 

76% 
have had �rst-hand 

experience of people 

getting jobs for which 

they are less quali�ed 

than others, due to their 

personal connections. 

8 

6 Managers are unprepared and untrained for key aspects of their roles. 

Successful creatives promoted into management roles often lack understanding 

of �nances and entire areas of the production process. Many lack e�ective 

people management and communication skills.There is little incentive for 

freelancers to undertake self-funded training in this area, while production 

companies do not usually employ individuals for long enough to see a return 

on such an investment. 

7 Management in the industry rarely prioritises a duty of care towards 

employees. Broadcasters take no responsibility for the welfare of those who 

make their output and commissioning editors are not held accountable for the 

consequences of their decisions in this respect. For the most part production 

companies do not have the resources, the expertise, or any incentive to invest in 

the wellbeing of transient sta�. Individual managers in turn are not expected to 

prioritise the working conditions of their teams, while the culture in which they 

work is largely dismissive of concerns around work-life balance or mental health. 

8 Bullying behaviour is common throughout the industry. This in part 

re�ects the lack of management skills and the anxieties of managers themselves. 

However, it is also symptomatic of the wider culture.An unstructured, highly 

pressured, work environment without job security or protection facilitates 

bullying and supports bullies, as does a tendency to turn a blind eye to bullying 

behaviour or punish those who report it. Critically, there is no e�ective and safe 

recourse for people who have been mistreated and who fear repercussions 

if they report their experiences. 

9 Recruitment is informal and unprofessional. Hiring is heavily dependent 

on networks, which makes it very di�cult for newcomers, or those perceived 

as outsiders, to get fair access to employment opportunities. More established 

professionals often �nd themselves ‘pigeon-holed’ without the means to expand 

their skill set and range of experience.The current recruitment context fosters 

https://practices.As
https://culture.An
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