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by Matthew Carlson

Artists graduate from theatrical training programs each year
versed in Shakespeare, Stanislavski, and Sondheim. What they
often do not learn, however, is a basic understanding of the difficult financial life ahead of them. Even successful artists have
to deal with the stress of erratic income, frequent unemployment and student loans. Shakespeare was a businessman, and
so was Moliere. They were successful not just because of their
talent, but because they were able to find a balance between
business and art.
The Artists Financial Support Group (AFSG) started in 2010,
when recent alumni of the New York University (NYU) Graduate Acting Program met to discuss the financial difficulties of
being a working actor. Within a few years, we have grown into
a nonprofit organization that leads financial workshops for artists around the country. We have compiled a list of 10 things
your faculty probably didn’t tell you about the financial life of
an artist, advice designed to help emerging artists transition
from training to the real world.
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Tips for the Move
FROM SCHOOL
TO CAREER

1

Use your “prepare”
period.

3

You will have a day job.
We know you don’t want to hear this one,

If you have student loans (and most of you

but you will need supplemental income.

will), use your grace period wisely. A grace period

Unless you have a trust fund or your parents can

refers to an optional period of time at the beginning

financially support you, you will eventually need to

of repayment – usually six months – during which

find another job to help pay the rent. Now this could

lenders do not require payment from the borrower.

be for a few months or for a few years, and there’s

Think of this time not as a grace period, but as a

really no way to know. You might struggle at the

prepare period. Open your statements and find out

beginning of your career, only to find extraordinary

how much you really owe (as opposed to how much

success after five or ten years. Or you might start

you think you owe). Do research about the repayment

with a remarkable streak, booking jobs and constantly

options available, and find out which is best for you.

working right out of school, only to have things

If consolidation is the right choice for your situation,

change as you get older and transition into different

There are

begin the process early as it may take up to three

stages of your career.

student loan

So start to think about the skills you have outside

months.

2

Choose the right
repayment plan.

of theatre. Your work will need to be flexible

repayment plans

(or during the evening). You also have to be willing

that are almost

to quit that job at the drop of a hat. Many actors

An actor I know once told me, “I can’t

work as waiters and bartenders because of the

certain to lower

afford to be an actor because I went to school to be

hours and because of the money. Others find work

an actor.” Student loan debt can be demoralizing

as office temps, proofreaders, personal trainers and

your monthly

and overwhelming, and actors leaving elite training

personal assistants, or work in daycare, transcription

payments to

programs can easily leave school with over $100,000

or catering. Network with your friends. Find out what

a manageable

in debt.

they do, and have them give you a recommendation.

If you are financially able to make payments

Most importantly, don’t let it get you down.

through the Standard or Extended Repayment
plans, you should. If you can’t, however, know that
other options are available. Both the Income-Based

4

allow you to take

Use unemployment if
you need it.

prestigious, yet

Repayment (IBR) and the Pay as You Earn plans

Let’s clear this up right away: There is no

base your monthly payments not on how much you

shame to being on unemployment insurance. You

owe, but on how much money you make each year.

are entering a profession in which your jobs will be

These plans are almost certain to lower your monthly

measured in weeks. Your parents may have held the

payments to a manageable level and will allow you

same jobs for 30 years.

to take prestigious, yet low-paying jobs that may help

Even if you are successful, you will probably be

your career. (You will be surprised at the number of

looking for a new job every few months. Unemploy-

important, off-Broadway theatres that pay less than

ment insurance is a safety net that will allow you to

$400 a week.)

do so without financial ruin. It is not a long-term solu-

These income-based repayment plans, however,

tion, but it can be helpful as a stopgap transition to

do come at a cost. If you don’t at least pay the interest

your next job, whatever that may be (another theatre

on your loans, they will grow in size even while in

gig or day job).

repayment. For this reason, you should transition

Unemployment is really not enough money to live

to Standard or Extended Repayment when you are

on for any extended amount of time. The rate varies

able. But if you can’t, know that after 20 years of

by state, but if you live in New York, the current

steady repayment (or 25 years, depending on your

maximum benefit rate is $405 a week and many

graduation date), the remaining balance of your loans

receive significantly less.

will be forgiven. That forgiveness, however, will be
considered taxable income.

level and will

low-paying jobs
that may help
your career.

You may have grown up in a family where
accepting help, especially from the government, is

Make an informed decision by going to www.

seen as weakness. You have to let that go and claim

finaid.org to get an estimate of your monthly payment

benefits if you need them. Taxes paid by employers

on each plan before choosing the right one for you.

on wages you earned pay for these programs.
Winter 2014 ❘ Southern Theatre ❘ 9

5

Make a budget
(a reverse budget).

the average amount of money you spend each month.

Start to control your variable expenses. Then find

I don’t mean to sound like your dad here,

This is the minimum amount of money you need to

but budgeting is something you should do. The erratic

make. If you’re doing that off-Broadway job, you

income of an artist will make it difficult, but not

You have a

might need to find secondary employment to meet

impossible. In most professions, you sign a contract

your budget.

volatile income,

for a yearly salary and receive a weekly paycheck.

so how do you

you make, which is a set amount each month. Artists,

You can plan a budget based on how much money

6

Embrace financial
self-advocacy.

plan a budget?

however, have a very different experience. An actor

Corporations and financial institutions will

You do it in

might book a national commercial and make $20,000

charge you whatever fees and rates they think you

in a month, then take a prestigious off-Broadway job

will pay. That’s capitalism.

reverse.

for $350 a week. A guest spot on Law & Order: SVU

What you need to know is that you have the right

might be followed by extended unemployment or by

to call and ask questions, contest fees and choose

months working in a restaurant.

where you spend your money. If you see a bank fee

You have a volatile income, so how do you plan

on your statement that you think is unfair, call and

a budget? You do it in reverse. Start keeping track of

ask the bank to have it refunded. If you buy a new cell

everything that you spend, by saving receipts and

phone and see a previously unmentioned “upgrade

putting them into a simple spreadsheet, or by using

charge” on your next bill, tell them that you’d like

a website such as Mint.com. Track your spending

the charge removed. If your cable provider suddenly

habits for a few months and see where you spend

increases your rate after the first year, mention that

your money. You will begin to notice which expenses

you are considering switching to their competitor

are fixed (rent, loans) and which are variable (eating

(though you’d love to stay if they can keep your

out, entertainment).

rate the same). Corporations want your business,

Experience
the
at Lander

arts

University

With about 3,000 students, Lander opens the door to a world
of possibilities — and the stage is set for you!
t Offering a bachelor’s degree program in mass
communication and theatre with emphasis in media or
theatre; minors in musical theatre, mass communication,
speech and theatre, and dance
t Participating in state and regional speech and theatre
organizations and competitions
t Providing more than 35 student drama, dance,
instrumental and voice concerts each year
t Offering opportunities for scholarships, on- and off-campus
internships, and theatre production experience

Lander University - Your state university in Greenwood, SC | www.lander.edu | 1-888-4-LANDER
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and they want to keep you as customers. If you ask
for something, you may get it. The worst that could
happen is that they say no.

If you land

After being frugal for so long, it’s understandable

to be confident instead of passive, and it truly is the

that when artists start making a good income,

catalyst to a healthy financial life.

they want to spend some of it. But if you land a

7

production

as a regular on a

When you start making
serious money, don’t
spend it all.

Developing financial self-advocacy empowers you

a Broadway

contract or a role

8

Open your mail.

Broadway production contract or a role as a regular
on a television series, don’t start spending up to your

Now this may seem sort of obvious, but

income level. It will come back down. That Broadway

one of the most important things you can

musical may flop and close a few weeks after opening.

do for yourself is to open your mail. You have to be

That TV show might get cancelled after the first few

knowledgeable about your financial situation in order

episodes.

television series,

to take control of it. That means opening the envelopes

An unfortunate reality is that you may end up back

don’t start

that contain statements for your student loans, credit

where you started. You should certainly celebrate and

cards, medical bills, phone and Internet services, rent,

reward yourself (within reason). But after you buy

you name it. Many artists are under the illusion that

yourself that new iPad, start saving.

spending up
to your income

by not opening their mail, their debt somehow does
not exist. Don’t be one of them.

ings allow you to forgo a day job for a year than if

Set up your bills to be paid online and get your

you spend it all to pick up the bar tab every night

statements by email. The theatre is a nomadic pro-

during the run of your play. When the casts of tele-

fession; don’t miss a payment just because your bill

vision shows renegotiate contracts, the salaries per

arrived in a different city. Understand your debt. Ask

episode may seem absurd, but those actors know

questions, and learn what the different rates and fees

they may need to live off that money long after the

mean. The more you know, the better off you will be.

show is cancelled.

level. It will come
back down.

You will be much happier if your significant sav-
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You can find

9
	
  

Understand your health
care options.

10

You are not alone.
So don’t try to do it alone. Talk to your

As someone who is healthy and young, you

friends and classmates about any financial

may think that health care is an expense you can’t

fear and shame you might have. You will be surprised

these topics

afford. Unfortunately, it may be something you can’t

how many share your experiences. The more open

in the Artists

afford to do without.

you are about your situation, the less it will weigh

If you become a union member, you may qualify

more detail on

Financial
Support Group’s
book, A Financial Handbook
for the Artist. The
group also presents workshops.
More info: www.
artistsfinancialsupportgroup.
com.

you down.

for health care after working a certain number of

Learn as much as you can, and share that knowl-

weeks or making a certain amount of money on a

edge with others. Ask for advice and help from friends

union contract. However, there may also be times

and peers, from former faculty, and from the older

when your coverage expires.

artists with whom you will work. Follow the Artists

Spend some time looking into the insurance

Financial Support Group on Facebook and Twitter.

exchanges that went into effect in October as part

You have chosen an incredibly difficult profession,

of the Affordable Care Act. Even though the start-

but it is possible to succeed in this business. The

up has been a mess, these exchanges hold promise

challenge is to keep an open heart while finding a

of providing health care you can afford. Research

balance between business and art. ■

catastrophic coverage that will cost less but will only
cover hospital visits in case of emergency.
Another invaluable resource, if you are in
New York, is the Al Hirschfeld Free Health Clinic,
which provides free health care for entertainment
professionals who are uninsured or underinsured.
You must make an appointment in advance (212-4891939), and the address is 475 W. 57th Street.

Matthew Carlson is an actor who lives
in New York City. He has worked at the
Public Theater in New York and the
Shakespeare Theatre in Washington, DC,
as well as extensively at regional theatres
across the country. He trained at the
NYU Graduate Acting Program and is the
education director of the Artists Financial
Support Group (AFSG), as well as editor of the group’s book,
A Financial Handbook for the Artist.
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Degree Programs: #"JO5IFBUSF"SUTt#'"JO"DUJOH
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To schedule an audition, arrange a campus visit,
or to learn more about the School of Theatre Arts,
contact the Theatre Recruiting Office by phone
at -- or by e-mail at theatre@iwu.edu.

www.iwu.edu/theatre
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