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Key Findings 

•	 In 2012, early career artists were spending almost half of their time on their creative practice, but only 
earning a third of their income from their creative practice 

•	 Grant recipients spent slightly more time on their creative practice 

•	 They also earned somewhat more from their creative practice (average pre-tax income of $14,200) than 
non-recipients ($11,700)

The Australia Council longitudinal study of early career artists1 is the first of its kind. We surveyed early career 
artists that had applied for a grant in 2008–10, and followed them for a further two years (2011 and 2012). 
 
We wanted to better understand the impact of receiving an Australia Council grant, while controlling for 
the influence of broader social and economic changes. The research explores changes over time and the 
differences between applicants who received a grant and those who didn’t. Artists need to meet set criteria to 
be successful for a grant. Successful applicants may differ from unsuccessful applicants in important ways. 
Hence any differences over time will reflect both the impact of the grant and any pre-existing differences.

This factsheet focuses on the creative practice of the early career artists in the study – particularly in relation to 
the amount of time spent on their creative practice and the income earned from their creative practice2.

Time spent on creative practice

Almost all early career artists in the study spent at least some time on their creative practice throughout 2011–12  
only around 1 percent had not spent time on their creative practice. 

In 2012, early career artists spent almost half of their time in developing their creative practice (45 percent). A 
further 30 percent of their time was spent on arts-related activities (such as studying related to artistic practice, 
volunteer or paid work in the arts outside their core creative practice), while a quarter of their time was spent on 
non arts-related activities (24 percent). The proportion of time spent on these activities remained relatively stable 
from 2010 to 2012.

Recipients of Australia Council grants spent 44 percent of their time developing their creative work or practice 
in 2010, while non-recipients spent around 39 percent of their time on their creative practice in 2010. By 2012, 
recipients were spending 47 percent of their time on their creative practice and non recipients were spending 
43 percent of their time on their creative practice.

1 We define an early career artist as someone in the early stages of their professional career as an artist, usually within the first  
 five years of professional practice.
2 We thank Professor Throsby for kindly allowing us to use his definition of creative practice in our research

‘Every artist has a day job that they don’t talk about. I don’t really know that many 
Australian artists that work full-time at their practice.’



Figure 1 
Proportion of time spent on creative, arts-related and non-arts work by Australia Council grant recipients 
and non-recipients (2012)

Grants funding appears to provide stability for artists to maintain the amount of time they spend on creative 
practice activity, with those artists who have not received any grants funding over the three years of the study 
showing the largest decreases in the time invested.

Grant recipients identified a number of key enablers and barriers to time spent on creative practice during in-
depth interviews:

Income earned by early career artists

In 2011-12, the early career artists surveyed earned a total average pre-tax income of $36,308. This was a 13 
percent increase from 2009–103. 

3  Adjusted to 2011-12 value based on CPI
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43 15 11 6 26
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Developing your creative work or practice 
 
Doing other paid work connected with the arts  
(outside creative practice)  
Studying or training to develop skills to support  
artistic practice  
Doing volunteer work associated with the arts 

Non arts-related activites

Enablers Barriers
	 making financial sacrifices and taking 

financial risks to spend time on their practice 

	 determination, perseverance and 
consistently working hard at their practice 

	 increased financial success of their practice 
has increased confidence to further pursue 
practice

	 support from family to further pursue their 
practice 

	 a well-paid casual/part-time job with flexible 
hours

	 receiving financial assistance from 
government benefits, funding bodies, and 
scholarships

	 the need to work in other jobs to earn a 
steady income

	 difficulties maintaining the level of time and 
energy required to sustain artistic practice

‘The amount of money I’ve earned since the first survey is less than I had hoped for. I feel like my art 
practice funds itself, as in my expenses are covered by the income I receive, but I would love to have 
a little bit of time paid for by my art.’



Early career artists earned income from a variety of sources in 2011-12.  Over 9 in 10 earned at least some 
income from their creative practice. On average, they earned 36 percent of their income from their creative 
practice (including salaries, sales and grants). This was equivalent to around $13,000. On average, grant 
recipients earned more from their creative practice ($14,200) than non-recipients ($11,700).

Other sources of artists’ income include paid work related to the arts (66 percent of artists), paid work not 
connected to the arts (52 percent), informal income such as support from family (35 percent) and Government 
income support (24 percent). 

Grant recipients reported a reduction in the proportion of their income coming from grants, prizes and 
fellowships from 2009–10 to 2011–12.

Recipients of one of the Australia Council’s grant programs, ArtStart, experienced significant increases in the 
proportion of their income coming from their creative salaries and sales between 2010 and 2012. You can read 
more about this on our ArtStart factsheet.

Figure 2 
Proportion of income earned from creative work, arts related work and non arts-related work by recipients 
of Australia Council grants and non-recipients (2010 and 2012)

Grant recipients identified a number of key enablers and barriers to income received from creative practice 
during in-depth interviews:

Enablers Barriers
	 making financial sacrifices and taking 

financial risks to spend time on their practice 

	 determination, perseverance and 
consistently working hard at their practice 

	 increased financial success of their practice 
has increased confidence to further pursue 
practice

	 support from family to further pursue their 
practice 

	 a well-paid casual/part-time job with flexible 
hours

	 receiving financial assistance from 
government benefits, funding bodies, and 
scholarships

	 the need to work in other jobs to earn a 
steady income

	 difficulties maintaining the level of time and 
energy required to sustain artistic practice

Total
%

Grant recipients
%

Non-recipients
%

2009–10 2011–12 2009–10 2011–12 2009–10 2011–12
Creative work salaries, wages, 
fees or commissions, or other 
payments for a performance

20 19 19 19 23 18

Creative work sales, ticket 
sales, royalties, advances, or 
copyright earnings

7 7 6 7 8 8

Grants, prizes, fellowships 12 10 17 11 6 8

Paid work connected with the 
arts outside of your creative 
practice

12 20 16 20 8 20

Non arts-related income 49 44 42 43 56 46

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Enablers Barriers
	 the grant assisted them to lift their 

professional profile and establish supports 
to propel their career.

	 the grant gave them exposure to paid work 
aligned with their artistic practice, such as 
teaching, consulting and curatorial work.

	 the grant allowed them to focus on their 
artistic practice, at times beyond the 
immediate life-cycle of the grant, without 
needing to seek work outside of their 
practice.

	 undertaking further education  
(e.g. doing a PhD).

	 low income generated through creative 
activities, whether based on grants or sales, 
and the need to supplement this income with 
non-arts related activities.
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The relationship between time spent on creative practice and creative income earned  
by early career artists

There was a relationship between the amount of time artists spend on their creative practice and the amount of 
income received from their creative practice. 

Artists earning low income from their creative practice (less than $5,000) were spending a significantly lower 
proportion of their time on their creative practice than those earning higher creative incomes. 

Additionally, artists earning higher incomes from their creative practice were more likely to have increased the 
proportion of time they spend on their creative practice between 2010 and 2012. 

However, the proportion of time spent on creative practice does not appear to result in an equivalent amount 
of income. In 2012, the early career artists in the study were spending almost half of their time on their creative 
practice (45 percent), but only earning 36 percent of their income from their creative practice. 

 
Figure 3 
Relationship between creative time and creative income in 2012

This Fact Sheet has been produced by the Australia Council for the Arts as part of its research project: The longitudinal study 

of early career artists. The research was conducted by Urbis, an independent interdisciplinary consulting firm.

For more information on the research and to view other fact sheets and resources, visit our  
australiacouncil.gov.au/resources/reports_and_publications/subjects/artists/the-longitudinal-study-of-early-career-artists

‘I have accepted that [a decrease in income] is the reality... in the first few years of practice, you are not 
going to make that much money... I would definitely rather have extra time to work on my practice than 
extra money and that is the decision that I’ve made and I feel comfortable with that.’
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