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The creative industries are heavily dependent on non-UK EU nationals, who make up a very high                
proportion of their workforce.  
 
While the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) has estimated that non-UK EU nationals               
constitute 6.1% of workers in the sector, anecdotal evidence gathered by the Creative Industries              1

Federation and research undertaken by a number of sector bodies suggests that the proportion is far                
greater, with significant variation between industries:  
 

- UK Screen Alliance has reported that 30% of vfx workers are non-UK EU, rising to 35% in junior                  
and mid-level roles. This proportion grows to almost 40% across major sector employers.   2

- The Royal Institute of British Architects has stated that 25% of the architects in the UK are                 
non-UK EU citizens.   3

- A UK Interactive Entertainment (UKIE) survey found that non-UK EU national accounted for             
between 20% and 30% of respondent workforces.  4

- The Federation has received reports that non-UK EU workers make up 50% of the workforce at                
one major fashion house and 60% at one architecture firm.  

 
This dependence is in large part due to long-standing skills gaps across the creative industries.  
 
These stem from inadequate training and provision at schools in this country, compounded by an               
ever-greater need for talent in a growing sector: the creative industries have been the fastest growing part                 
of the UK economy since 2008, expanding at almost twice the rate of the wider economy in 2014.  
 
The Migration Tier 2 Shortage Occupation List, which lists jobs where the government will permit               
sponsorship of migrants in recognition of severe skills shortages, highlights the severity of the UK’s need                
for creative skills - and in particular, design and technical skills. The list includes 17 creative industries                 
occupations reliant on both, such as graphic designers (working in visual effects and 2D/3D animation).               5

We anticipate that the number of creative job titles on the list will only grow as the sector expands and as                     
other industries become ever more automated: The innovation charity Nesta has demonstrated that the              
creative industries offer a ‘futureproof’ mode of employment, with 87% of its roles at low risk of being                  
replaced by robots in the future.  6

 
European talent has therefore been critical in remedying skills gaps in the UK workforce. There is a very                  
real risk that skills shortages in the UK will be made worse - at least in the short to medium term - by any                        

1 “DCMS sectors economic estimates: employment update.” DCMS, August 2016. 
2 “The impact of Brexit on the visual effects industry and its ability to access the global talent pool.” UK Screen Alliance, January 
2017 
3 “Global by design: how the government can open up new opportunities for UK architects.” RIBA, January 2017. 
4 “Video games and Brexit negotiations.” UKIE, August 2016 
5 http://bit.ly/2mSGXrc 
6 “Creativity vs. Robots: The Creativity Economy and The Future of Employment.” Nesta, April 2015. 
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restriction on freedom of movement that comes with tightening immigration laws and the UK leaving the                
European Union. 
 
However, there are other reasons for such high levels of non-UK EU employment.  
 
Britain is a global leader in the creative industries and has historically attracted the brightest and best to                  
work here, and in turn these international workers bring a competitive edge to our industries. Market                
intelligence gathered by employing people of different nationalities is key to attracting many international              
contracts for creative companies and has been recognised by companies such as Havas advertising as               
key to their success.  7

    
Many of the EU nationals currently employed in the UK creative industries would fail to qualify for                 
an appropriate visa without the freedom of movement framework.  
 
There are a number of reasons for this:  
 

i) The number of visas available each year are limited, regardless of the level of skill required                 
by a job. This is a particular issue for visas awarded to ‘exceptional talent’ via Tier 1 of the visa                    
system, of which only 1,000 are available annually.  

 
ii) Many highly-skilled creative workers would not meet the minimum salary threshold for             
Tier 2 visas. High levels of technical skill are often not commensurate with high salaries in the                 
creative industries. Many of the workers crucial to our sector’s success do not earn £25,000 pa,                
which is listed as a requirement by the current visa system. This problem will only become                
greater when the minimum salary threshold rises to £30,000 pa as of April 6 2017.  
 
iii) The vast majority of creative businesses are SMEs and microbusinesses; many lack the              
resources required to act as a sponsor. The average creative company employs fewer than              
four people and operates on tighter profit margins than businesses in other sectors. The high cost                
of applying for a visa, as well as the administrative burden associated with the process, means it                 
is beyond the capacity of many organisations working in the sector. This will become more of a                 
problem with the introduction of the skills charge after April 6 2017, which requires businesses to                
pay an additional fee of between £364 and £5,000 for each worker employed on a Tier 2 visa.  

 
iv) A very high proportion of the creative industries workforce are freelancers: finding a              
single visa sponsor can prove difficult. This is due to a number of factors, including the                
project-based nature of much work in the sector, be this a performance run, a film production or                 
an exhibition. High levels of innovation, particularly in areas such as creative tech and virtual               
reality, also means that both technology and the skillsets required develop at a faster rate than                
can be accounted for by a permanent workforce. Bringing in a highly-skilled freelancer is often of                
benefit to multiple companies, but requiring them to provide a single, permanent sponsor does              
not fit with the nature of their work. Developing a visa system in line with the requirements of the                   
modern economy will help to address this issue.  
 
v) Visa applications currently take too long to process. UK creative businesses often need              
international workers to be available immediately and this is not accommodated by the current              
visa regime. If a performer or other specialist worker at the UK’s top venues is ill, cover is often                   
impossible to find from within the UK. Orchestras and opera companies currently rely on EU               
nationals to board a plane or train immediately when a principal artist cancels at very short notice                 
because the permit process for non-EU nationals is slow and administratively heavy. Delays to              
entry, even by an hour, might result in the cancellation of a performance and a significant                
financial loss to the company.  

7 “Brexit Report.” Creative Industries Federation, October 2016. 

 



 
 

Brexit, as well as the government’s consultation on its upcoming industrial strategy provide an              
opportunity to reassess and improve the UK’s current visa system. It is vital that the requirements                
of industry in the 21st century, including those of the creative sector outlined above, factor in this                 
process.  
 
Further details on this subject is provided in both our Brexit Report and our paper on an industrial                  
strategy for the creative industries. 

 
 
There are steps the government could take to encourage the development of relevant skills and 
experience within the settled workforce.  8

 
While these would help mitigate the impact that the loss of freedom of movement will have on the creative 
industries, some of the skillsets brought to the sector by international workers - such as the knowledge on 
foreign markets they contribute to international businesses - cannot be replicated among domestic 
workers.  
 
We recommend that the government take the following measures:  
 

i) Develop an apprenticeship system that fits the needs of the creative industries.             
Apprenticeships are of growing importance to the creative industries and government is working             
to increase the number on offer, introducing a levy on businesses with a pay bill over £3m from                  
2017 in order to fund them.  
 
The specificities of the creative industries (structure, type of employment, skills requirements)            
must be taken into account to maximise the number of places on offer and the returns to industry,                  
including in the development of course standards - specifications written for each apprenticeship             
role on offer.  
 
The limited size and profit margins of the majority of the sector’s employers, as mentioned above,                
must also be considered. Businesses eligible to pay the levy, but without the resources to train                
apprentices themselves, must also be able to do so through Apprenticeship Training Agencies.             
This is not permitted by current proposals.  
 
If this is not done, it is possible that the levy will take funds from the creative industries and                   
transfer them into sectors with more established apprenticeship programmes, delivering limited           
benefit to the sector.  

 
ii) Improve the provision of creative education in schools. There is a widespread view in the                 

creative industries and in education that the EBacc - the suite of subjects on which the                
government judges school performance - devalues creative education and that it should be             
dropped or its range of subjects amended.  
 
Despite the need for arts subjects for a wide range of careers, entries for GCSEs in arts and                  
creative subjects fell by 8 per cent. Some subjects have fared worse than others: the numbers                
taking design and technology fell by 41 per cent between 2007/8 and 2014/15. 
 

8  
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In our report ‘Social Mobility and the Skills Gap: Creative Education Agenda 2016’, we set out                
four recommendations, which if implemented would encourage creative education and boost           
British competitiveness: 

 
- Drop the 90% target. The EBacc should not be the headline assessment measure for               
schools, but used as part of Progress and Attainment 8. These alternative measures give              
greater flexibility in terms of what subjects schools are judged on and send out a               
message that a wider selection of skills are valued.  

 
- Audit the skills gap. The Department for Education should conduct a proper audit of               
the skills and education needed by the creative industries as part of an industrial strategy.               
This work would logically extend to all sectors identified by the government as a strategic               
priority. 
 
- Limit ‘outstanding’ to schools that warrant it. A school must teach at least one               
creative subject, in lesson time, in order to be eligible for an ‘outstanding’ rating.  

 
- Adopt proper careers advice. The government should work with industry to launch a              
sustained national campaign demonstrating the range of jobs in the creative industries            
and the subjects that lead to them. This should form a substantial part of the work being                 
done by the Careers Enterprise Company, which is implementing the government’s           
careers advice programme. 

 

As with the UK’s visa system, we believe that both Brexit and the government’s upcoming 
industrial strategy provide an opportunity to reconfigure our current education system, 
providing UK nationals with the combination of creative and technical skills required by 21st century 
industry.  
 
Further details on this subject is provided in both our Brexit Report and our paper on an industrial                  
strategy for the creative industries. 

 

While implementing these measures could help encourage the development of relevant skills 
and experience within the settled workforce, it would take a number of years before the benefits 
are seen by employers. Until improvements to the education system result in a greater number of 
skilled workers entering the jobs market, it is vital that industry can recruit internationally to meet its 
skills requirements.  

 
 
Appendix: About Us  
 
The Creative Industries Federation is the national membership organisation bringing together the UK’s 
arts, creative industries and cultural education. 

 
The Federation was the brainchild of Sir John Sorrell, the designer and UK business ambassador, and a 
heavyweight team of creative leaders including Sir Nicholas Serota of Tate, Sir Peter Bazalgette and 
Caroline Rush of the British Fashion Council. We have a board of top figures and a UK advisory council of 
members ranging from multinationals to young entrepreneurs and an international advisory council. 

 

 

http://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/assets/userfiles/files/Industrial%20Strategy.pdf
http://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/assets/userfiles/files/Industrial%20Strategy.pdf
http://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/assets/userfiles/files/Education%20Report%20web.pdf
http://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/assets/userfiles/files/Brexit%20Report%20web.pdf


We are entirely independent, with our revenues - and our strength - coming from our 1,000+ members. 
They come from the worlds of architecture to video games, publishing to performance, creative tech to 
craft and design. They also include universities, colleges and conservatoires, across all the UK’s nations 
and regions. 

 
Since our launch, we have been embraced by, and engaged with, government and political parties of all 
hues. We have worked closely with eight Whitehall departments including Prime Minister’s Office, 
Treasury and the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) as well as the Scottish Parliament, 
Welsh Assembly and city administrations, making the case for the infrastructure and investment - public 
and private - crucial for future growth and success.  

 
We produce reports and submissions to add ballast to our arguments and host events that both inform the 
policy work and offer opportunities to meet fellow members. We are a unique network also offering the 
potential for exciting new commercial and cultural collaborations.  
 
Our sector is one of the fastest-growing parts of the UK economy, worth £87.4bn GVA and the creative 
economy accounts for one in 11 jobs. But the new challenges posed by Brexit have made it more 
important than ever that we articulate the value of our sector, economically and socially.  
 
 

For further information, please contact Jack Powell, Policy and Communications Manager, at 
jack@creativeindustriesfederation.com, or on 020 3771 0354. 
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