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Executive summary  



What did the Covid19 pandemic bring and take for those working in the cultural field in South-

East European societies? How did it influence cultural workers in this region, especially those 

working within the “independent cultural scene”? What kinds of trends, positions and issues in 

cultural work has the pandemic made more obvious and urgent? What new forms of relations to 

culture, audiences, creative process, one’s profession and one’s local context have been enabled 

and pushed for due to the pandemic? This report gives some grounded responses on the effects 

of the Covid19 pandemic on the cultural workers in the South-East European societies. It draws 

data from a two-fold research conducted at the start and at the end of the pandemic. The first part 

of the research, entitled ‘Now it is only more visible: Life and Work of Cultural Workers in the 

Times of the Corona Pandemic’ has been carried out from May to July 2020, involving 576 cultural 

workers from South-East Europe - namely - Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, North Macedonia, 

Montenegro, Kosovo*, Serbia and Slovenia. The second part of the research was conducted from 

May-September 2022 and involved in-depth interviews with 40 cultural workers from SEE 

countries.  

 

The data shows that the Covid19 pandemic has enhanced the state of crises within the cultural 

field in SEE, but it also showed the strength, affection and care for culture in times of crises by 

numerous cultural workers. The pandemic and responses to it has made certain already present 

trends more obvious and exacerbated. These trends are the precarisation of cultural workers; 

lack of systemic support mechanisms for cultural workers; domestication of work and lack of 

shared spaces and resources for artistic processes; as well as struggles to find and maintain 

audiences in a globalized cultural production. The pandemic has also pushed some emerging to 

extreme, such as digitisation of cultural work, making enormous changes in how cultural work is 

being done, communicated and disseminated. Finally the pandemic has shifted upside down 

some long term trends in cultural work, such as mobility of cultural workers - putting a temporary 

end on all travels, tours and residencies and localizing cultural workers to their immediate 

surroundings. More interestingly, however, is that the pandemic has acted as a force of rupture, 

and has contributed to numerous new ways of reflecting on the profession of a cultural worker, 

on seeking and finding new and more meaningful relationships with audiences, on coming up with 

new forms of cultural production and creation, and on figuring out ways to counter self-exploitation 

and transform one’s relation to his or her own work.  

 

Importantly, Covid19 crisis has also made clear that the cultural field is a very heterogeneous 

social space. Even though there are common themes and issues across the region and cultural 



sector, effects and transformations that Covid19 pandemic has brought, greatly vary from field to 

field of culture practices, from country to country and from person to person. The trends we have 

reported on affect different fields of culture differently. For example, the increased work from home 

is not compatible with the cultural work and fields of art dependent on collective, real-time and 

place-based events creating tension and pressure. It is also not compatible with extensive hours 

of care-work for younger or elderly family members, an additional work toll which impacted women 

more than men. Also, precarious working conditions are more easily counteracted by those who 

have a partner or family member that can jump in when earnings cease to come, by those who 

have some peace of land where to produce basic needs for living, or those who have an additional 

job outside of the independent scene. The findings related to cultural participation and 

accessibility in the new digitized circumstances indicate there is significant insecurity and 

dissatisfaction by smaller, lesser-known, non-English speaking, semi-peripheral and financially 

exhausted actors, but that at the same time digitalisation has opened some new ways of working 

and creating for some actors. Relationship with the audiences is much more precarious for those 

who do not have any space where to practice and perform, then for those running independent 

cultural spaces or working within institutions. 

 

The diversity of tactics practiced during the pandemic depend greatly on the class, networks of 

support, citizenship of a particular country which enabled or disabled national policy measures 

and international movement, international contacts, ways and modes of employment, 

organizational frameworks, conceptions and relations to audiences and (in)availability of spaces 

for cultural creation and dissemination. Therefore, each further action for support of the cultural 

workers would have to take into account all of these numerous aspects of (dis)priviledge, context 

and positions. Two very different experiences of the pandemic are important to notice for the 

future functioning of the field. One was about change, the other about continuation. Hence, the 

recommendations outlined at the end of this report are twofold. One is aimed at increasing the 

wellbeing and resilience of cultural actors, securing and stabilizing basic functioning and 

preventing similar shocks in the future. It is about sustaining the field as such. The other important 

strand is about creating room for change, be it in the form of more free time or more intercultural 

work. That one is about addressing the increased awareness in the field that things should not go 

unchanged.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  



 
The Covid19 pandemic hit the globe in the beginning of 2020 disturbing the “business as usual” 

in almost all areas of society. As it unfolded, it has created an economic and social crisis that has 

both revealed and exacerbated already present trends in societies across the globe. Meanwhile, 

the time and space gained due to the pandemic in the period when it looked as if “the world has 

stopped” have created new spaces for reflection, questioning and transformations.  

 

When the Covid19 pandemic was declared at the beginning on 2020 - followed by the lockdowns, 

curfews, closed public spaces and cultural venues, as well as with canceled calls for projects and 

support in the field of culture - there was an urgent need for recognising and understanding the 

effects of this rupture on the cultural workers in SEE.  What did the Covid19 pandemic bring and 

take for those working in the cultural field in South-East European societies? How did it influence 

cultural workers in this region, especially those working within the “independent cultural scene”? 

What kinds of trends, positions and issues in cultural work has the pandemic made more obvious 

and urgent? What new forms of relations to culture, audiences, creative process, one’s profession 

and one’s local context have been enabled and pushed for due to the pandemic? 

  

In this report, we analyze the effects of the Covid19 pandemic on the cultural workers in the South-

East European societies - more specifically Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, North Macedonia, 

Montenegro, Kosovo*, Serbia and Slovenia. In doing so, we draw from a two-fold research 

conducted at the start and at the end of the pandemic. The first part of the research, entitled ‘Now 

it is only more visible: Life and Work of Cultural Workers in the Times of the Corona Pandemic’ 

has been carried out from May to July 2020, involving 576 cultural workers from South-East 

Europe. The second part of the research was conducted from May-September 2022 and which 

involved in-depth interviews with 40 cultural workers from SEE.  

 

The pandemic has enhanced the state of crises within the cultural field in SEE, but it also showed 

the strength, affection and care for culture in times of crises by numerous cultural workers. The 

Covid19 pandemic has made certain trends, that have already been present in cultural work, more 

obvious - namely the precarisation of cultural workers, lack of systemic support mechanisms for 

cultural workers, as well as domestication and digitalisation of cultural work. At the same time 

however, it acted as a force of rupture, and has contributed to numerous new ways of reflecting 

on the profession of a cultural workers, on seeking and finding new and more meaningful 



relationships with audiences, on coming up with new forms of cultural production and creation, 

and on figuring out ways to rest, pause, connect and reflect.  

 

Even though there are common themes and issues across the region and cultural sector, effects 

and transformations that Covid19 pandemic has brought, greatly vary from field to field of culture 

practices, from country to country and from person to person. They depend on the class, networks 

of support, citizenship of a particular country, international contacts, ways and modes of 

employment, organizational frameworks, conceptions and relations to audiences and 

(in)availability of spaces for cultural creation and dissemination. It is therefore hard to talk about 

effects or recommendations in a generalized manner, and each further action for support of the 

cultural workers would have to take into account all of these numerous aspects of (dis)priviledge. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Research methodology 
  



This report is based on the data collected within the two connected and interrelated research 

projects, conducted at the beginning and at the end of the pandemic. The first one is a research 

project ‘Now it is only more visible: Life and Work of Cultural Workers in the Times of the Corona 

Pandemic’ implemented by the Centre for Empirical Cultural Studies of South-East Europe, along 

with the regional partners, carried out from May to July 2020, at the beginning of Covid19 

pandemic1. In this research, a total of 576 cultural workers from the societies of South-East 

Europe took part in an on-line survey questionnaire with 44 items. Since there was an insufficient 

number of responses in Albania and Kosovo, this text presents the research results from Serbia, 

Croatia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Slovenia. The survey was 

based on a convenience sample and had an exploratory character, reporting not on the 

specificities and comparisons between countries, but observing these societies as a region 

undergoing similar trends of post-socialist transition.  

 

Its aims were to explore and document the living and working conditions of artists and other 

cultural workers in the region of South-East Europe during the pandemic caused by the new 

coronavirus while the crisis is unfolding; to determine whether during this period there were any 

safety or support mechanisms in the societies in the region which rendered the existential 

situation of artists and other cultural workers easier in the conditions of a global crisis; and to 

identify the tendencies which will, as a consequence of the crisis, probably alter both the life and 

the position of the cultural workers in the societies of South-East Europe.  

 

The survey was based on an on-line questionnaire with 44 items, which was distributed through 

mailing lists and social networks of the regional and national professional associations of artists 

and cultural workers. The survey questionnaire was distributed in the local languages, with the 

exception of Slovenia and Croatia where it was distributed in English. In addition to socio-

demographic data, information was also collected on the economic circumstances of the 

respondents and their households (the income of the respondents and their households prior to 

the pandemic and in the months of March and April 2020; whether they had any other profession 

or occupation; whether they were able to obtain alternative sources of income during the crisis; 

 
1 This study is a continuation of a projects which focused on the living and working conditions of cultural 
workers that the researchers of the Centre for Empirical Cultural Studies of South-East Europe carried out 
over the past ten years: ‘Non-Institutional Partakers of Cultural Policy in Serbia, Montenegro and 
Macedonia’ (2009-2010); ‘Within or without the system – freelancers on their work in creative industries’ 
(2014); ‘Out of the Margins – Research and Policy-Making on Independent Cultural Scenes in South-East 
European Societies’ (2015 – 2016); and ‘The Socio-economic Status and the Lifestyle/Workstyle of the 
Employed/Engaged in the Civic Cultural Sector of South-East European Societies’ (2016 – 2017). 



their housing conditions; whether they had any savings prior to the pandemic and whether they 

are paying bank loans; whether they have health care and a pension plan, etc.); data on the 

cultural field they are active in and on their employment status; on the projects which they are 

involved in and how these projects are being carried out in the midst of the pandemic; and on 

safety or support mechanisms (measures provided by the state, by cities, local or international 

foundations, artistic  associations, or their colleagues) which rendered the existential situation of 

cultural workers easier in these societies. The survey included questions about the negative and 

positive effects which the pandemic had on the respondents’ lives and work, which is what we will 

mainly focus on in this article.  

 

The second project is a continuation of the first one, with the aim to get a more in-depth 

understanding of trends, issues and transformations of cultural work and positions of cultural 

workers due to the pandemic. It has been implemented from May to September 2022, focusing 

on in-depth interviews with cultural workers from the societies of South-East Europe, from Croatia, 

Serbia, North Macedonia, Kosovo*, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro. This second phase 

research is part of the bigger regional project, Regional Action Lab - independent culture as 

engine of mutual support and exchange in times of crisis“ (REG.lab)2, implemented by regional 

network of independent cultural scene Kooperativa in cooperation with the Center for Empirical 

Studies in Culture in SEE (CESK). This research has allowed us to follow on the key themes and 

insights on the effects of the Covid19 pandemic on cultural workers from the 2020 survey, and 

expand and deepen the understanding of the effects. This was implemented through a design of 

the interview guide, based on which 40 interviews were conducted, mainly with the cultural 

workers belonging to the independent cultural scene in the SEE region.  

 

While the regional survey aimed at capturing the immediate experiences and effects of Covid19 

pandemic on the cultural workers in the SEE region, interviews conducted from May-September 

2022, capture what cultural workers think of the longer term effects of the pandemic, in the 

 
2 Project represents the direct bottom up response of the independent cultural sector in the region to 
the crisis caused by the Covid19 outbreak and rise of populist regimes in South East Europe. Series 
of actions founded in long lasting partnerships, trust and solidarity of Kooperativa members should 
provide mutual support to those affected by the crisis but also should provide continuity of regional 
collaboration and exchange essential for building pluralistic societies, innovative, socially aware and 
critically reflective practices and new forms of participation. It has been funded by the Balkan Trust for Democracy, 
a project of the German Marshall Fund of the United States and the USAID. 
 
 



moment when the pandemic has become the „new normal“, or in the moment when the grip of 

the pandemic is slowly fading away.  

 

The research was focused on cultural workers in SEE region, understanding cultural workers as 

workers with various forms of employment contracts within the “cultural domain”. As for the 

cultural domain, we adhere to UNESCO’s definition (UNESCO 2009) which includes all artists, 

employees in all cultural institutions and other workers in the fields of performing arts, visual arts, 

literature, publishing, heritage, film and new media and design. We chose cultural workers over 

“creatives” or “creative workers” not to equate them with workers in all of creative industries since 

many of them work in much more affluent areas (thus excluding IT professionals  for example), 

as well as to highlight their working conditions and struggles (Oakley, 2009) rather than their skills 

or affinities (for more on this group, see Frenette, Ocejo 2018; Neilson, Cote 2014).  

 

As can be seen from Table 1, most of our respondents of the first part of the research, namely 

the survey, are freelance artists, curators and cultural managers, which at the same time is the 

group without a regular income, often without health care and a pension plan, thus the group in 

the most precarious situation during this crisis.  

 

Employment 

status 

Country of residence 

 SER BIH CRO MKD MNE SLO Total 

Employed in a 

public cultural 

institution 

36 

(36.0%) 

17.3% 

 

18 

(18.0%) 

8.7% 

14 

(14.0%) 

12.7% 

13 

(13.0%) 

23.6% 

18 

(18.0%) 

26.1% 

1 (1%) 

2% 

100 

(100%) 

18.4% 

 

Employed in a 

private company  

6 

(30.0%) 

2.9% 

2 

(10.0%) 

3.9% 

7 

(35.0%) 

6.4% 

3 

(15.0%) 

5.5% 

1 (5.0%) 

1.4.8% 

1 (5.0%) 

2.0% 

20 

(100%) 

3.7% 

Self-employed 

 

12 

(5.80%) 

17.10% 

3 (5.9%) 

4.30% 

12 

(10.9%) 

17.10% 

6 

(10.9%) 

8.60% 

3 (4.3%) 

4.30% 

34 

(66.7%) 

48.60% 

70 

(12.9%) 

100.00% 



Employed or 

engaged in 

NGOs 

18 

(20.7%) 

8.7% 

12 

(13.8%) 

23.5% 

29 

(33.3%) 

26.4% 

11 

(12.6%) 

20.0% 

13 

(14.9%) 

18.8% 

4 (4.6%) 

7.8% 

87 

(100%) 

16.0% 

Freelance artists 

& experts 

126 

(53.8%) 

60.6% 

8 (3.4%) 

15.7% 

47 

(20.1%) 

42.7% 

16 

(6.8%) 

29.1% 

26 

(11.1%) 

37.7% 

11 

(4.7%) 

21.6% 

234 

(100%) 

43.0% 

Other 10 

(30.3%) 

4.8% 

8 

(24.2%) 

15.7% 

1 (3.0%) 

0.9% 

6 

(18.2%) 

10.9% 

8 

(24.2%) 

11.6% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

33 

(100%) 

6.1% 

Total 208 

(38.2%) 

100% 

51 

(9.4%) 

100% 

110 

(20.2%) 

100% 

55 

(10.1%) 

100% 

69 

(12.7%) 

100% 

51 

(9.4%) 

100% 

544 

(100%) 

100% 

 

At the same time, the respondents originate from a broad spectrum of culture, which enabled us 

to analyze the different effects that the crisis had on cultural workers from various fields.  

Art/Cultural 

field  

Country of residence 

 SER BIH CRO MKD MNE SLO Total 

The theatre 57 

(62.0%) 

27.4% 

6 (6.5%) 

11.8% 

11 

(12.0%) 

10,0% 

6 (6.5%) 

10.9% 

9 (9.8%) 

13.0% 

3 (3.3%) 

5.9% 

92 

(100%) 

16.9% 

Dance 14 

(40.0%) 

6.7% 

0 (0.0%) 

0,0% 

13 

(37.1%) 

11.8% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

8 

(22.9%) 

15.7% 

35 

(100%) 

6.4% 

Music 10 

(23.3%) 

4.8% 

9 

(20.9%) 

17.6% 

3 (7.0%) 

2.7% 

7 

(16.3%) 

12.7% 

6 

(14.0%) 

8.7% 

8 

(18.6%) 

15.7% 

43 

(100%) 

7.9% 

The visual arts 63 

(48.8%) 

30.3% 

9 (7.0%) 

17.6% 

14 

(10.9%) 

12.7% 

15 

(11.6%) 

27.3% 

22 

(17.1%) 

31.9% 

6 (4.7%) 

11.8% 

129 

(100%) 

23.7% 

Literature 2 (6.7%) 

1.0% 

7 

(23.3%) 

13.7% 

13 

(43.3%) 

11.8% 

2 (6.7%) 

3.6% 

2 (6.7%) 

2.9% 

4 

(13.3%) 

7.8% 

30 

(100%) 

5.5% 



Film 26 

(36.6%) 

12.5% 

4 (5.6%) 

7.8% 

20 

(28.2%) 

18.2% 

11 

(15.5%) 

20.0% 

6 (8.5%) 

8.7% 

4 (5.6%) 

7.8% 

71 

(100%) 

13.1% 

Photography 1 

(20.0%) 

0.5% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

4 

(80.0%) 

3.6% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

5 

(100%) 

0.9% 

TV and radio 3 

(25.0%) 

1.4% 

2 

(16.7%) 

3.9% 

3 

(25.0%) 

2.7% 

1 (8.3%) 

1.8% 

2 

(16.7%) 

2.9% 

1 (8.3%) 

2.0% 

12 

(100%) 

2.2% 

Multimedia 10 

(40.0%) 

4.8% 

3 

(12.0%) 

5.9% 

4 

(16.0%) 

3.6% 

1 (4.0%) 

1.8% 

4 

(16.0%) 

5.8% 

3 

(12.0%) 

5.9% 

25 

(100%) 

4.6% 

Digital art 0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

1 

(11.1%) 

2.0% 

3 

(33.3%) 

2.7% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

1 

(11.1%) 

1.4% 

4 

(44.4%) 

7.8% 

9 

(100%) 

1.7% 

Architecture 0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

1 

(25.0%) 

2.0% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

3 

(75.0%) 

4.3% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

4 

(100%) 

0.7% 

Cultural 

heritage 

4 

(15.4%) 

1.9% 

4 

(15.4%) 

7.8% 

2 (7.7%) 

1.8% 

7 

(26.9%) 

12.7% 

7 

(26.9%) 

10.1% 

2 (7.7%) 

3.9% 

26 

(100%) 

4.8% 

Graphic 

design 

1 (8.3%) 

0.5% 

1 (8.3%) 

2.0% 

5 

(41.7%) 

4.5% 

2 

(16.7%) 

3.6% 

2 

(16.7%) 

2.9% 

1 (8.3%) 

2.0% 

12 

(100%) 

2.2% 

Crafts 0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

1 

(11.1%) 

2.0% 

6 

(66.7%) 

5.5% 

1 

(11.1%) 

1.8% 

1 

(11.1%) 

1.4% 

0 (0.0%) 

0.0% 

9 

(100%) 

1.7% 

Other 17 

(40.5%) 

8.2% 

3 (7.1%) 

5.9% 

9 

(21.4%) 

8.2% 

2 (4.8%) 

3.6% 

4 (9.5%) 

5.8% 

7 

(16.7%) 

13.7% 

42 

(100%) 

7.7% 

Total 208 

(38.2%) 

100% 

51 

(9.4%) 

100% 

110 

(20.2%) 

100% 

55 

(10.1%) 

100% 

69 

(12.7%) 

100% 

51 

(9.4%) 

100% 

544 

(100%) 

100% 

 



For the second phase of the research, involving in-depth interviews with cultural workers in SEE, 

we have focused even more on the cultural workers from the independent cultural scene. 

However, this term is very heterogeneous, as it includes those who are self-employed artists, 

those who work through their personal agencies, those who work within CSOs, on part time 

contracts or no contracts, as well as those employed in the public cultural institutions or schools, 

who also work independently of these institutions. What is common for the majority of these 

respondents is that they do not have secure employment within the public cultural sector. They 

have thus experienced greater precarity than their colleagues with long-term contracts, but also 

greater space for transforming one’s practice and relations. 

 

The majority of the analysis within this report is of qualitative character, in which we are using the 

responses provided to two open-ended questions from the survey, as well as all the data from the 

in-depth interviews. The answers to questions were coded into emerging trends, and topics, which 

highlight most common issues and transformations taking place due to the pandemic.  

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Key findings 
 

 

  



1. Precarisation of cultural workers revealed and increased 

The precarisation of cultural and creative workers has been a continuous global trend for the last 

two decades (Gill & Pratt 2013; Comunian & England 2020; Szreder 2021) and experience 

increasingly shared due to general shifts in the organisation and exploitation of labour (Neilson 

and Cote 2013). Cultural workers in South-East Europe belong to the group of low paid 

professions, especially in the case of freelancers. The results of the studies from 2015, show that 

their average monthly income in Slovenia was 903 €, in North Macedonia was 380 €, Albania 356 

€, Serbia 324 €, in Montenegro 255 €, in Bosnia and Herzegovina 230 €.  

 

The Covid19 crisis has made things worse and rendered the already unstable position of cultural 

workers more precarious. From the beginning of the crisis, in most countries we have surveyed, 

the average monthly income has been halved, and continued to decrease. The average monthly 

loss that the respondents from Montenegro pointed out was approximately 120 €, in Serbia 210 

€, BiH 260 €, Croatia 470 €, Macedonia 280 € and in Slovenia 530 €, so the respondents expect 

losses of approximately 5,000 € in 2020 (8,000 € in Slovenia), which is close to one half of their 

income in 2019.  

 

Graph 1 Respondents’ personal average monthly income in 2019 and monthly incomes in March 

and April 2019 (in €) 



 
 

For those respondents whose job is related to international or national projects, discontinuing of 

funding has been a serious imperilment. Funders reacted in different ways, co-financing was 

interrupted, events postponed and activities canceled. Projects have been put on hold or 

canceled, while for others, being in the middle of the project was equally devastating. There are 

cases in which a financial burden has created chains of negative effects, as in the case of a 

translator from Slovenia: 

 

 ‘I have been unable to secure any book translation this year. I feel very scared and 

anxious because I live on my own and I have to pay all the bills myself and I cannot get a 

loan from any bank.’ 

 

These same tendencies can be seen in the case of the average income of their households per 

household member, which indicates that the respondents mostly cannot rely on the income of 

their spouses or partners to more significantly contribute to the financial stability of the 

household.  The obtained data indicate that between 30% and 40% of the households of cultural 

workers are in an exceptionally precarious economic situation (low income, renting 

houses/apartments, no savings, and with bank loans), so their existence and the existence of 



their families has been endangered. A somewhat lower percentage of these households can be 

found in Croatia (16.7%) and in Slovenia (20.9%).      

 

Table 1  

    ECONOMIC INDEX 
Total 

    LOW MEDIUM HIGH 

SRB N 68 68 44 180 

% within country  37.8% 37.8% 24.4% 100.0% 

% within EI  47.9% 36.2% 33.8% 39.1% 

BIH N 12 21 9 42 

% within country  28.6% 50.0% 21.4% 100.0% 

% within EI  8.5% 11.2% 6.9% 9.1% 

CRO N 15 44 31 90 

% within country  16.7% 48.9% 34.4% 100.0% 

% within EI  10.6% 23.4% 23.8% 19.6% 

MKD N 13 15 15 43 

% within country  30.2% 34.9% 34.9% 100.0% 

% within EI  9.2% 8.0% 11.5% 9.3% 

MNE N 25 26 11 62 

% within country  40.3% 41.9% 17.7% 100.0% 

% within EI  17.6% 13.8% 8.5% 13.5% 

SLO N 9 14 20 43 

% within country  20.9% 32.6% 46.5% 100.0% 

% within EI  6.3% 7.4% 15.4% 9.3% 

Total N 142 188 130 460 

  % within country  30.9% 40.9% 28.3% 100.0% 

  
% within EI  100.0

% 100.0% 

100.0

% 100.0% 

 

 

Decreased incomes are only one aspect of the precarious working conditions. As the results of 

the 2015 research shows, one-quarter of the surveyed respondents in Bosnia and Herzegovina 



and Montenegro, one-fifth in North Macedonia, and 16% in Serbia had no health insurance. 

Almost one-half of the respondents from B&H had no pension fund, followed by Montenegro 

(44%), North Macedonia (39%), and Serbia (33%). One aspect that will at least partially mitigate 

the economic problems of cultural workers in the countries in the region is that some of them also 

have another full-time job.  

 

In our sample, one-third of the respondents (33.7%) are involved in artistic activities, but have 

another, financially more stable occupation. Most individuals with another full-time job can be 

found in Montenegro (56.5%) and in Bosnia and Herzegovina (46%), while the smallest number 

of them can be found in Slovenia (20.4%) and Croatia (23.6%). For almost two-thirds of them 

(65.9%) this second occupation accounts for more than one half of their total personal income. In 

addition to this, a little less than one-fifth of the respondents (18.1%) have managed to provide 

alternative sources of income during the crisis caused by the ongoing pandemic. In an inverse 

proportion with having another occupation, these alternative sources of income are mostly to be 

found among respondents in Slovenia (31.5%) and Croatia (22.5%), and least of all in Montenegro 

(14.5%). 

 

These quantitative data are largely backed by how cultural workers report on their situation in 

interviews. Explicit mentioning of precarity, precarious working conditions, marginalizations, and 

over-exploitation feature prominently in many interviews. Some of the interviewees reflect on the 

period of the pandemic as a big cut for even those expected engagements and jobs they had prior 

to it. The following accounts from Bosnia and Herzegovina illustrate this well: 

 

“For us who live, work and create in Bosnia and Herzegovina, crisis have been here for 

years already - because our cultural scene is not recognised at all. But it does not 

matter, the actual pandemic had just stopped other areas of life, as well as those small 

streams and channels of work that we as freelancers had. It has literally cut them, 

stopped them.”   

Photographer from Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 

“The pandemic had negative consequences during the first year when everything was 

blocked. Then I did not have any single engagement or job. Neither in the theater, nor in 

the movies, and concerts were prohibited. So this first year I did not have any income.”  

Musician from Bosnia and Herzegovina. 



 

Even though the quantitative data from 2020 indicate that the Covid19 pandemic has made the 

precarious conditions worse, many respondents in the interviews reflected on precariousness as 

an ongoing condition that did not change significantly with the pandemic. They also reflected on 

it as something that is a water in which they already learned how to swim. As an artist from 

Montenegro states: 

 

“As far as being an artist - in Montenegro specifically -  well the pandemic is my entire 

life. I think that that’s how it is for us.” 

 

A cultural activist from Serbia explains his position in similar words: 

 

“I think that nothing has specifically changed. Occurrences of these positions of slight 

powerlessness and self-doubt were already there.”  

 

A contemporary dancer and choreographer from Serbia sees this precarious position and how it 

has been evolving during the pandemic as both empowering and exhausting, saying: 

  

“But it was, you know, an experience that actually wasn’t very pleasant and was on the 

one hand empowering enough that you can figure your way out of these situations, on 

the other it was so clear that we were so well trained to work in poor conditions and to 

come up with new strategies and you know… guerilla moves literally. On the one hand 

empowering, on the other extremely exhausting.” 

 
Therefore, our data indicate that precarity has already been omnipresent among cultural workers. 

What has changed is that many other areas of society were also put into question and in 

precarious positions, as well as that the pandemic had made cultural workers in other countries 

face the same situation. In some interviews there is a feeling that the pandemic actually made 

others at home and abroad face and understand the situation in which independent cultural 

workers live and operate constantly in the region - to understand what it means to work during a 

crisis and in the times when it is impossible to plan. 

 

 



2. Hyperproductivity and self-exploitation questioned and revised 

The pandemic, the lockdown and the urge to make up for everything not done during the 

lockdown, have shed a particular light on the pressure to deliver and hyperproductivity expected 

from cultural workers, their self-exploitation and the resulting burnout. The results of the CESK 

survey from 20153 related to independent cultural workers in SEE highlighted that between 60% 

and 90% of the respondents indicated that they have no fixed working hours, which means they 

often work more than 8 hours (50%). Also, between 30% and 50% of the respondents have often 

or always worked at night, between 50% and 60% work on the weekends, from 40% to 50% 

during holidays, and for between 40% and 70% of the respondents, this overtime is not paid.  

During the Covid19 pandemic, many have struggled even more with hyperproductivity 

requirements. As one respondent from Croatia notes: 

 

“There is a demand to be as productive as we were before the pandemic and we were 

already working in a precarious environment’.  

Cultural worker from Croatia 

 

On the other hand, interviews in 2022 suggest that there has been a lot of thought given to issues 

of self-exploitation and pressure to produce at the expense of one’s own well-being. These two 

statement are illustrative of a whole range of reflections that were brought up by numerous 

interviewees: 

 

“I used to work at the expense of my health, compromising my own limits. That approach 

has shifted with the pandemic. But I needed to experience a different working context 

and situation in order for that to happen”.  

Ballet dancer from B&H 

 

“I hope that people have understood how much they self-exploit, and how much benefits 

they have from their work in organizations in which they are based. I have made a decision 

for myself, because I have understood that I am going to struggle forever if I stay in the 

independent scene.”  

Freelance cultural producer from Croatia 

 
3 CESK (2015 – 2016). ‘Out of the Margins – Research and Policy-Making on Independent Cultural 
Scenes in South-East European Societies’.  



 

For quite some respondents both in 2020 and 2022, the pandemic brought ‘loosening up’ and 

“better work-life balance”, more time to reflect on their “normal” working conditions. As respondent 

from Croatia explains, a halt in work brought her “slowing down or complete breakdown of the 

frenzy of the project cycle and pressure to deliver”. A contemporary dancer from Serbia and a 

performance artist from Montenegro share his experiences: 

  

“I am watching nature waking up, I have more free time, I have slowed down. I hope not 

to go back to my previous hasty life.”  

 
“What I think is shared by everyone is having felt what it means when there’s a pause, 

when time stops. Those of us who may have enjoyed some privileges may have felt that 

we were able to rest at some point. This might, you know, this feeling that the world 

might stand still (smiles) might be positive, And maybe thinking about a possible change 

if we are standing still now, how we could continue in a different way.”  Performance 

artist from Montenegro 

 
This short-term effect of Covid19 pandemic that has been indicated throughout the survey in 2020 

has stayed relevant for many interviewees in conversations in the summer of 2022. This is how 

one of the circus artists from Serbia whose partner works in the same field reflects on work-life 

balance and changed priorities: 

 

“The most important thing is that we both loosened up with work and with being in a 

constant rush. Somehow before Covid we have worked on so many things to financially 

fit our desired living budget. And somehow after we made that break and had a bit more 

time to reflect (during the first wave of Covid19), we concluded that we need to have a bit 

of life as well. We need to have some time for the family and all other things that are not 

related to work.   

 

This and similar answers indicate that self-exploitation, for those who can choose, might be a 

road less traveled in the future.   

 

 

 



3. Domestication of cultural work: enabling or limiting?  

While working from home is becoming ever more present (Felstead, Henseke, 2017), during the 

first months of the pandemic and the lockdowns, working from home has become ubiquitous. For 

some respondents, lockdown and working from home meant more time to paint, write or compose 

in a tranquil surroundings, or to better combine work and domestic care and time shared with 

family. A visual artist from Slovenia stated that she has “more peace to work from home without 

so much pressure and hyper-productivity imperative”.  

 

On the other hand, for many, this sudden shift to working from home is not such a desirable 

change. One set of problems is related to familial relations (Kossek, 2016). Respondents with 

elderly parent(s) who are in need of care for them, as well as respondents with young children, 

reported that the time needed to take care of the family meant less time for work. This increased 

care work has been unequally distributed among family members and affects women much more 

than men (Cannito & Scavarda 2020). One artist from Montenegro stated that: 

  

"Since we are spending most of the time at home, in a small apartment with a three-

year-old kid, it is very hard to work in a focused and dedicated manner. I am working 

much more than under the usual circumstances because I am dealing with the kid and 

the household during the day and working at night.”  

 

Other challenges of the domestication of work (bringing it home) are related to equipment needed 

for work, spatial arrangements, or collaborations with others. As one of the answers from the 

survey in 2020 suggests: 

 

 “I cannot dedicate myself to artistic work at home in a situation in which I am not with my 

collaborators, but instead in a constant company of members of my household”.  

 

Those artists whose art form is performative, collective, and requires the presence of the audience 

- like musicians, actors, or dancers - are ill suited for working from home. For these respondents, 

solitary work in their homes or offices is no replacement for their usual work. As one ballet dancer 

states:  



“I am sad because I do not have the opportunity to play a show and feel the exchange of 

energy with the audience and feel that magic which gets created once we go on stage and 

start the performance.”  

 

Other fields of art and creative work, such as visual arts, design, and alike are comparatively less 

affected.  

 

These findings suggest that those fields of artistic work that are dependent on collective work, on 

work that requires special equipment or setting or on real-time and place encounters with 

collaborators and audiences are not compatible with the domestic sphere and that when these 

two spheres collide, there is growing tension and pressure on both.  

 

 

4. Digital push on culture peaked and assessed   

The digitalization of work and leisure is a trend that has come suddenly with the start of Covid19 

the pandemic with much more force. It affects further domestication of media and technology 

(Berker et al. 2006) and has accelerated the digitalisation of work (Nagel 2020). The findings from 

our research show that cultural work and cultural workers have faced a significant pressure of 

going digital and have responded to that in diverse ways and with diverse sentiments.   

 

Some respondents claim that more screen time, as well as greater accessibility of cultural content 

online, meant finding out about new methods, techniques, materials and art pieces globally,  

joining up or exploring new professional networks and (re)connecting with new or old colleagues. 

Benefits of digitalization also included acquiring digital skills, competencies, and experiences 

ranging from new communication tools for collaborating, teaching, co-creation, and sharing, over 

new ways of exhibiting, presenting, and promoting the work, to new ways of monetizing and selling 

artworks.  

 

On the other hand, many claim that going digital is not as good for their work, organization, or 

their field culture. As a respondent from Serbia notes, “Shifting to online work banalises the job of 

an artist,“ or as the respondent from Croatia puts simply: “I don’t believe in online courses''. It also 



creates a very specific work-flow and demands new (often personal) investments in equipment 

and telecommunication infrastructure.  

 

For many respondents, the sudden increase in the digitisation of culture and cultural work was 

seen as an opportunity for learning, following diverse culture-related content, and networking on 

an international scale. As a visual performance artist from Montenegro explains: 

 

“I think a very positive thing happened, and that was that the programs which had once 

been unavailable - the programs of large institutions - all of a sudden became available 

to everyone. This is definitely something that we from Montenegro felt, what it means not 

to be a part of something happening somewhere out there, and not being able to just go 

and visit it - it just always remains something that you will visit one day. All of a sudden 

that door opened – the archives were open, lectures were open, discussions were 

open… for people who would otherwise not be able to see it.”  

 

An multimedia artist from Montenegro thinks this trend of accessible discussions, lectures and 

programs worldwide has made cultural workers feel they are part of the international, not just 

local discussions and issues: 

 

“What I enjoyed most during these two years … were so many online lectures 

worldwide, you know, from these well-known universities, with well-known lecturers, So 

everything - the level of consciousness, the level of the story - could no longer function 

just on the local level. It’s like you somehow find yourself as one point within the world, 

so to speak. Being able to think, to deal with certain issues which are not local, but 

international.”  

 

Networking, meeting and exchanging on international scale via digital means has for many 

cultural workers in the region been a new development that was encouraged by the limitations of 

physical networking and meetings caused by the pandemic. A theater performer from Serbia gives 

account of the international network they are part of, for which the pandemic caused  a move 

towards a truly international exchange accessible even to those members who cannot afford to 

travel to network’s events: 

 



“Our association is global and we are now connected. It happened somehow… That 

channel of communication has somehow deepened online, which breaks down borders 

and all those problems with air transport and financial issues. This is something 

particularly precious and I think that will stay.”  
 

Besides positive effects of digitisation on access to culture worldwide, almost all of our 

respondents have highlighted the benefits of the use of digital technologies and virtual spaces for 

work-related meetings and projects. There is a shared consensus that use of digital technologies 

in this way is making things easier and more efficient and putting an end to extensive international 

travel for short meetings. At the same time, overloaded with Zoom meetings and events, many 

respondents have started to meet in person much more than before, as this statement indicates: 

   

“I think that people have in a way understood how it is, you know, effective to meet up on 

Zoom on the one hand, since you don’t have to make it to the meeting place, we don’t 

have to waste time. But on the other hand, I think that people have understood somehow 

the value of in-person meetings and that whenever possible people actually avoid Zoom, 

which I find great.”  

Visual artist from Montenegro  

 
Some of the respondents have used the opportunities offered by the digital media as a tool for 

disseminating their work and content online, in search of new audiences. In that regard, the 

pandemic had a positive effect on those already working with digital formats, those working with 

smaller groups who could more easily adapt to the new requirements and those who were 

prepared for the transformation of artistic forms toward online workshops. 

 

However, for many respondents, specially those who deal with performing arts, digitisation has 

been seen as a damaging trend. These negative effects of digitisation to the forms of arts and 

culture which are performative, eventful, place-based, and experience-based, were also indicated 

in other research on Covid19 effects of culture (see for example, Jeannotte 2021).  Therefore in 

numerous interviews there have been odes and celebrations of what it means to be together with 

the performers and audiences, to share the same space and energy - all of which is impossible 

in the digital format. Already in 2020, one of the respondents from  Croatia argued: 

  



“I find forcing performing arts to be presented online extremely negative since the essence 

of performing arts are lost in this way. Also, I think it can result in extreme damage to the 

sector.“ 

 

These kind of arguments abound in interviews conducted in 2022, and two following statements 

are just an illustration of this: 

 

“What I am trying to get to is that we were wrong when we thought that it was possible to 

use digital means to replace the real thing, those essential tools, since in that moment it 

would no longer be, it would no longer be a theatrical performance if to some extent 

technology were to take over communication, not with the effect of a theatrical piece 

such as catharsis.”  

Theater director from Montenegro 

 

“But I hope, I think for me there’s great value in existing together in space, in terms of 

performance. So I will certainly find a way to fight for it to be my future.”  Choreographer 

from Serbia 

 

While digitisation has been embraced by many as a tool of education, networking, dissemination 

and meetings, only few have used the digital space as a means of artistic work and as a topic of 

artistic work. This is probably what awaits some of the actors in the field in the future, as a visual 

performance artist from Montenegro recalls: 

 

“Online space which becomes ….a possible space for creation which was previously 

only a space which conveys something happening in the real, physical space. I think that 

there are a lot of artists who have begun to think about this online space, about the 

working conditions in it, what can and what can’t be done, and how to work inside of it.”  

 

All these findings indicate that Covid19 pandemic has fiercely advanced the ways in which 

digitalization affects cultural production and dissemination. Two and a half years after the 

outbreak of Covid19 experiences of interviewees indicate that increased digitalisation of work is 

a new normal.   



5. Meaningful relationships with the audiences lost and found 

As cultural exchange has shifted online, the troubling issues of cultural participation and 

consumption have also been affected (Feder et al. 2022). For many audiences and cultural 

workers alike, the sudden on-line accessibility of cultural offers created many new opportunities, 

as well as challenges faced by lesser-known, localized organizations and artists on the semi-

peripheries such as those in the SEE region. At the beginning of the pandemic many of our 

respondents have reported that their organizations were struggling hard to attract and engage 

their audiences even before the pandemic. Consequently, with the Covid19 outbreak, they were 

afraid that with the further digitization and globalization of cultural consumption, local cultural 

habits will be lost, and that it might be very hard to get people back to theaters, concert venues, 

museums and galleries, and in particular to independent cultural centers. As a respondent from 

Croatia describes: 

 

 “For years we have been fighting hard to develop audiences that will join us in theater 

venues and now, presenting our work online when they are not meant to be presented in 

this way, can only reject people.” 

 

Furthermore, in the 2020 findings, with so many people out of their jobs, many respondents feared 

that cultural spending would decrease even further. As one respondent described it: “hardly won 

audiences will be halved”. Also, the longer-term psychological fear and effect of the pandemic 

has been seen as something that will be making it harder for audiences to decide to attend the 

live events. As a performing artist from Serbia noted: 

 

“People have forgotten live performances. Many of them are afraid, many have health 

issues of someone in their family with health issues and now they act differently, because 

coronavirus became a new normal.” 

 

However, interviews from the summer of 2022 indicate both the adaptive mechanisms of arts and 

culture workers in finding audiences, as well as long-term limitations and changes that Covid19 

pandemic has brought. As one of the interviewees from independent performing arts field in 

Serbia states: 

  



„When you are a freelance independent artist you have to learn continuously and adapt 

constantly, and you have to constantly find new ways to reach the audience because no 

one else will reach for it instead of you. The pandemic will have a long term influence on 

how much effort one has to put in communicating with audiences, but it is sure that our art 

will in turn become more communicative.“  

 

Furthermore, the results of the interviews from 2022 indicate that new meaningful relationships 

with the audiences have been found by many actors. There is a series of accounts of amazing 

interactions with audiences during some of the first theater performances, festivals and concerts 

after the lockdowns. Moreover, there is a feeling among many actors in the sector that the 

relationship with audiences has “deepened”, that there was more appreciation of those who came 

to events, or that the feeling of missing each other led to cathartic moments during performances. 

Also, an interesting thing has been going on with small galleries and cultural centers, which even 

succeeded to gain profile and attention of citizens in times when other public spaces were closed. 

The following account from an independent cultural space in Croatia illustrates this well: 

 

“Galleries have gone under the radar… In one moment, especially in small towns, they 

were rare spaces where any kind of gathering was possible. A lot of people walked and 

then came to an exhibition and came to say hello to us. The small wall in front of our 

gallery has become a place to go out, hang around and talk.” 

 

This privilege of having a space as an independent cultural center has been particularly felt during 

the pandemic. For those without institutional or organizational space, pandemic conditions have 

made it even harder to perform publicly. Therefore, amidst decreased opportunities to perform in 

public cultural institutions or festivals and events, some have decided to start going to the streets 

and perform there. As one of the performing artists from Serbia explains: 

 

 “I was ashamed of it previously, but now we understand that if you want to find your 

audience it is ok and legitimate to go out to the streets and just perform.”  

 

Unlike with other trends where both positive and negative aspects could be found, the findings 

related to cultural participation and accessibility in the new digitized circumstances indicate there 

is significant insecurity and dissatisfaction by smaller, lesser-known, non-English speaking, semi-



peripheral and financially exhausted actors, which could lead to their further marginalization in 

the increasingly globalized and digitized cultural consumption practices.  

 

On the other hand, our findings indicate that relationships with audiences vary greatly depending 

on cultural workers’ understanding of the audience and experiences with the audiences before 

the pandemic. Those who understood the audience as someone who comes at the very end of a 

creative process to see its final product, did not bother that much to search for audiences in a 

digital space and have enjoyed their creative process. Those who switched to digital artistic 

creativity attracted new audiences. Those dependent on live interaction with an audience faced 

inability to create or ultimately found other ways, like street performances. Those who were 

working with small audience groups were able to adapt to pandemic conditions. Therefore, there 

is again no “one size fits all” recipe for relating to the wider public and audiences. 

 

 

6. Borders and passports took away mobility and localized cultural 

work 

The internationalization of cultural production has seen a staggering rise over recent decades 

(Janssens 2018). With the Covid19 pandemic, however, it has been put on hold with significant 

effects on the cultural sector. Already in the 2020 survey, many reflected on the lack of mobility 

as a negative scenario which brings back the fear of the return to isolated, xenophobic circles. As 

respondent from Croatia noted: “total lack of mobility and in-person collaboration“ brought her 

„shock, as we've spent the last two decades working on increasing mobility and bettering 

communication to fight nationalism and xenophobia, especially in the Balkans”.  

 

What is expressed as a fear and rupture in usual mobility trends in the spring of 2020, has had a 

long-term effect on the cultural field by the summer of 2022. Many interviewees reflected on their 

inability to travel in a negative manner. For some it had meant inability to perform internationally 

and inability to earn in a more international setting. Numerous international collaborations that 

have been planned beforehand had to be postponed and finally take place online. Some 

scheduled residencies were now happening through traveling, but by working from home. For 

cultural workers engaged in the performing arts sector, numerous international festivals where 

they used to perform have decreased their budgets and started focusing on supporting local 



performance artists, totally halting the ones from abroad. This on the other hand meant that they 

could perform more in their own country, as an indie music band from Croatia states: 

 

“We definitely had more concerts in 2021, exactly because all the Croatian organizers of 

festivals finally started to call local bends. Finally they gave attention to the local scene, 

which was not the case before, and that is a positive thing. But now all has gone back to 

2019, when it comes to selection and choices of performers.”  

 

Even though the exact damages and failed plans due to the lack of mobility significantly vary from 

respondent to respondent, for everyone interviewed, being unable to travel meant not being able 

to be exposed to and inspired by other cultures, environments, and ideas the way they used to. 

The following statements  are telling in this regard: 

 

“Traveling more frequently, attending various exhibitions. So, that’s our food, literally the 

spiritual food for us artists. Also exposure, I mean, all that has declined …”   

Visual artists and women’s rights activist from Montenegro 

 

“For me, traveling has always been the best way for a person to live a new self, to get to 

know oneself, to get to know the diversity of the world, cultures, civilisation. And at the 

time when this was taken away from me, it gained even larger significance.”  

Dancer from Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 
The restrictions to travel were unevenly distributed throughout the region, and it was visible 

throughout interviews that inability to travel affected much less cultural workers from Croatia, then 

from other countries. Many of our respondents have compared this inability to travel due to their 

citizenship and passport to feeling that their “freedom is taken away”, “being imprisoned” or 

“feeling like second-class citizens” in the global distribution of power. An actress from Bosnia and 

Herzegovina reflects of these injustices and double standards in this manner: 

 

“A PTSD syndrome that we all have due to the wars came back. I was that refugee 

somewhere abroad, where I was stigmatized and treated badly for being of Boanian and 

Herzegovinian nationality. If you have a B&H passport, you can’t go to Croatia, but if you 

have a Croatian passport as a citizen of B&H, you can go freely throughout the EU. Where 

is the pandemic logic there? So Bosnian passport carries covid, and a Croatian does not. 



That is mad. Those political games are taking away even the minimal level of dignity. That 

is really painful.” 

 

This injustice and unfair treatment depending on one’s citizenship was even more felt and 

experienced by those who have lived and worked abroad for years, but without permanent 

residency there. They were literally being expelled from their chosen place and context, and had 

to go “back home” where they had neither a job, nor professional networks, nor personal support. 

This is how two artists from Montenegro explains their situations in this regard:  

 

“I felt what it means to have a residence permit and what it means to not have a 

residence permit - whether you have the right to a certain country. What it means when 

you are not from the European Union. So they are the first ones to get a flight back, and 

then these, and then these others, and we were the last. What borders mean all of a 

sudden became…even more present, and even more obvious and even more direct.” 

 

“Well, I was, so to speak, suddenly forced to come back from China. So after 4 years of 

studying there I found myself in a third country at that point when the situation in China 

erupted, and we were not allowed to return. So for my final semester I was literally 

forced to return to Montenegro without my things, without anything, without my work, and 

so on. And I don’t know, I mean, the whole situation... I can't even begin to say how 

much it affected my work, and how much it has essentially affected my entire life.” 
 

At the same time, lack of mobility meant localization of work and life which came with some 

positive dynamics. Traveling less has opened new possibilities to spend time with family and 

friends, or find more time for improving healthy habits of cooking and exercising, especially in 

natural surroundings. This more situated presence also enabled new modes of care about the 

close surroundings. As many respondents mentioned that they (re)engaged in growing food and 

gardening: “Foraging, doing a bit of agriculture, picking mushrooms and herbs, has been not just 

a way to provide food but a specific type of anti-stress and psychological relaxation.”, recalled 

one of the interviewees who has spent months with his family in parents’ house in a small town. 

Those respondents who were able to move to the family or friends weekend houses or villages, 

did reflect on the time during lockdowns with much more positive memories of time to rest, create 

and connect with the surrounding. 

 



Finally, less travel and mobility also meant that certain ecological ramifications of mobility have 

been questioned. In general, ecological issues feature prominently in the 2020 questionnaire 

when respondents often mentioned wider issues that the crisis brought. Many respondents seem 

to share a hope that reconnection with nature will also create long-term effects. This is how a 

respondent from Montenegro expressed that: 

 

“I think that many things will be reconsidered on a personal and societal level and that 

will lead to a new, more natural relation to one self and the environment. I expect to see 

people coming together and collaborating more on these issues.” 

 

By the mid of 2022, there was much less focus on wider ecological and climate impacts of the 

pandemic and decreased mobility. Only those respondents whose work and discourse is 

intimately connected to climate change or ecological issues complain about slow return to 

normality and previous patterns of production and consumption, while among others this topic 

disappeared from their priority issues. Overall, these findings show that the halting of international 

mobility and cooperation is seen as a set-back to artistic creativity and exchange, as well as a 

come-back of isolation, while at the same time bringing to some a renewed satisfaction in the 

more localized ways of working and practicing culture. 

  



7. Systems of care and support shifted and shaked 

A significant trend that the pandemic has brought to the fore is the shifting of the systems of 

support and care, away from the already shrinking welfare state towards newly organized 

professional networks, a trend already on the rise (Anđelković and Tomka 2014). Even though 

most countries have passed some measures aimed at mitigating the financial effects of the crisis, 

these have been partial and excluded numerous categories of cultural workers. In our sample, in 

Croatia (84.7%) and Slovenia (79.6%) most cultural workers received only one-time assistance 

from the state, while Bosnia and Herzegovina can be found at the other end of the spectrum, 

where help was received by only 9.8% of the respondents. This has been confirmed throughout 

interviews with from Bosnia and Herzegovina, as this account illustrates: 

 

“We were literally left by the decision-makers. Those in power supported the businesses. 

But they have never mentioned us, even that we exist, and they were far from giving us 

some concrete help, as far as I know.” 

 

North Macedonia is to be found between these extremes (with 50.9% respondents receiving one-

time assistance), as is Serbia (49.3% respondents) and Montenegro (33,3% respondents). Long-

term measures of financial support from the state are less frequent. In the case of Croatia these 

are available to only one-third of the respondents (33.3%), in Slovenia, Serbia and North 

Macedonia approximately 20% of the respondents, while they are least available to the 

respondents in Montenegro (10.6%) and Bosnia and Herzegovina (6.1%). What was obvious in 

the interviews, is that the support mechanisms were more designed for those who are practicing 

culture through some form of business in legal terms - either as a personal agency or as a 

commercial aspect of work such as caffe or shop within cultural organizations. They could rely on 

more substantial support by the governments, who did not see that as supporting arts and culture 

but as supporting businesses and entrepreneurs. 

 

Many of the respondents reflected on the pandemic as a moment in which greater worries in the 

public sphere and in the minds of decision-makers, made arts and culture be seen as increasingly 

obsolete. As one respondent from Slovenia notes, this pandemic “helped the right-wing 

government to further dismantle the welfare state and public radio and television and will further 

affect the cultural field”.  

One of the interviewees restated this fear two year after, in this way: 



  

“As things go and with all the crises that are emerging now, I do not believe in a brighter 

future. I believe that they (the decision-makers) search for any excuse to put culture on 

the margins. In a country where people struggle to put bread on the table, culture will 

absolutely not be important…I just don’t get how cultural workers don’t fight more for their 

rights. We are, I guess, lethargic, as is our society.”  

 

What we see is that the pandemic has also increased the understanding of the position of cultural 

workers, as well as brought new reflexivity and understanding of the wider political issues and 

inequalities. As an artist from Slovenia declares: 

  

“I have realized that cultural workers are not essential workers, and nobody cares about 

us. If we wish our interests to be heard, we should join other professional groups with 

similar problems”.  

 

This “awakening” as one respondent noted, brought a rising sense of the necessity of 

collaboration, solidarity, and political engagement within the professional community. This 

answer from Serbia summarizes new developments well:  

 

“The impossible happened. Artist associations with completely different selfish interests 

started collaborating guided by the idea that together we can fight for better working 

conditions as well as against the nationalist, populist cultural policies.”  

 

As a consequence of the lack of state support, new systems of care and support have emerged, 

such as the Cultural Workers Solidarity Fund in Serbia, established through the cooperation of 

the until recently fragmented professional associations and networks, to provide monthly support 

to cultural workers left without the income. The findings from 2020 show that the crisis has 

triggered new ways to conceive inter-dependence (Tomka and Kisić 2019) and organize care in 

places where unions no longer exist and state support is shrinking. These ways are guild-based 

and sector-based (Sandoval 2016), but with an understanding, that unification with other 

professional groups and populations is necessary in the future.  

 



At the same time, two years after, in 2022, many interviewees see these acts as just a temporary 

crisis response, and lament that the long term solidarity and unification is actually missing. As a 

stage director from Montenegro states:  

 

“It boiled down to relationships with friends, more than with the guild itself, and there were 

cases I know about among colleagues, with very intense communication, support and so 

on, but it’s not like the guild did anything.”  

 

Throughout interviews, there is a sort of lamenting on the short term solidarity, which disappeared 

together with the harshest wave of the pandemic. However, professional solidarity and collective 

action and advocacy remain a virtuous ideal for many, as this account from the cultural activist 

worker from Serbia suggests: 

 

“Yes, this caring for one another didn’t stick. So once again we’ve closed our doors and 

windows somewhat selfishly and gone on with our lives, in accordance with our old habits 

and enjoying our privileges. So that has definitely come back. I’m speaking about 

humanity’s privileges in general. So this opportunity for a new equality and, to reiterate, 

this solidarity that had a new practice, we missed this opportunity and we’re waiting for a 

new chance.” 

 

What however appears to be a constant and steady unofficial support network, both financially 

and intimately, is the network of partners, closest friends, family members and parents. Numerous 

accounts underline that closest family and friends have been a life-support network - those who 

are there, those who share resources and care about each other on a daily basis. Accounts such 

as the following one from Montenegro, appear throughout interviews in 2022: 

 

“In my case these were typically the people you rely on in life anyway, under normal 

circumstances. Except, of course, during this period of pandemic events it was more 

intensive, but on the part of the same people, closest to me. Immediate family, the closest 

couple of friends and my partner. I mean, that just is this natural nucleus, I think the 5 or 

maybe 7-8 closest people were actually… Yes, this was the most intensive and closest 

and most significant support.”  

 



The pandemic has definitely shaken usual ways and expectations about support for the cultural 

workers and ideals promised by the welfare state cultural policies. Some tactics and strategies 

practiced during the pandemic, however short-term they have been, give inspiration for coming 

together and advocating for cultural workers collectively. 

 
 

8. Relationship towards cultural profession strengthened or given 

up  

The pandemic as a rupturing force has created a situation in which many have questioned and 

reevaluated normalized ways of life, usual relations and their profession. Our data in that respect 

indicated that increased precarity and instability of cultural work has made some people find ways 

to stay with it no matter what, while for others it was a call to give up that way of working and find 

some other type of work.  

 

In the 2020 survey there were numerous doubts in the art profession and a visible trend of de-

professionalisation, since this crisis has made the already hard situation for maintaining cultural 

work or entering the profession only harder. For those respondents, the crisis will be a straw that 

broke the camel’s back, and leaving the profession is the only strategy. A very common theme in 

so many answers by respondents across the region is serious questioning of the artistic and 

cultural profession as such: “I am very seriously considering a change of profession “, says a 

photographer from Croatia, while an artist from Serbia notes the crisis made visible the corrupted 

health system, police, and even the artists. Another answer from 2020 indicates the need to have 

another job, apart from the one in cultural sphere: 

  

“Hungry for money and security we lost freedom. That is why I will go raspberry-picking 

for a daily fee.” - said a cultural worker from Serbia in a survey response. 

 

These indicate the increased doubt in the cultural workers profession and as a means to sustain 

their livelihood, which might mean that an increased number of them will be practicing arts and 

culture as a vocation while finding a job outside of art.  

 



Important to notice is that most of our respondents in interviews in 2022 are those who have 

stayed in the cultural field during the pandemic, and some of them are prominent and well known 

artists, cultural managers or musicians - which is why we could not follow up on assessing 

opinions and strategies of those who have left the field during the pandemic. 

 

Interviewees in 2022 underline that the pandemic has brought a reassessment of their work, their 

professional identity, their intimate priorities in relation to work, as well as a relationship between 

their profession and wider societal needs. Some of the interviewees don’t think of changing a job, 

because they don’t have expectations of it either, as this account from a cultural activist from 

Serbia indicates: 

 

“Of course, there was less work, but there were fewer expenses. Considering I don’t 

have a job, that is, that my job is all or nothing, I was not planning on changing it 

because I don’t even have one.” 

 

“I have always been a renegade, so there is nothing that could change that, as far as I 

am concerned. I have always been on the side, in my world, with my energy, my 

thoughts.” 

Photographer from Montenegro 

 

In numerous accounts, however, we could notice that the relationship towards cultural profession 

has been strengthened and resulted in a renewed pride, joy and need for creative work among 

respondents. The common thread of most interviewees in 2022 was their decisiveness to stay in 

the arts and culture field „no matter what“. As one of our interviewees working in circus 

performance states:  

 

„We decided we want to live that way, it’s not just work - it’s a lifestyle. We are frugal 

people and we don’t need much, we are not megalomaniacs…we’re not money-oriented. 

We work a lot, including humanitarian and volunteer unpaid work. We work. For us, it’s 

important to be able to work, and for money, if it’s there, it’s there….“  

 

For some on the interviewees, the decision to stick with the arts and culture meant constantly 

navigating new online opportunities and searching for new audiences, for some it meant 

combining arts teaching, research, production and performing activities, for some it meant 



decreasing their spending so that they can survive with less earnings, while forthers, relying on 

their families even more than before. 

9. Practicing culture as a strong intimate strategy for coping with 

the crises 

In the case of artists and cultural workers, work goes beyond earning. It is a self-project. This is 

why the inability to work brings not only financial issues but deep psychological distress. 

Depression, feeling of disorientation, hopelessness, anxiety, desperation, and “paralyzing 

uncertainty” as one respondent framed it, have been very common among answers both in the 

2020 survey, and in the 2022 interview reflections. “Total depression after 27 years of fruitful and 

successful work in the field of culture and art,” is how a respondent from Croatia describes her 

situation. This is particularly important for those whose work is at the very core of their identity 

and sense of personal value. As a film-maker from Serbia wrote: “what does an artist do when 

s/he can’t create?”.  

 

Other issues related to the intimate, personal sphere, revolve around the inability to meet and 

spend time with loved ones, families, friends. While in the survey only a fraction of respondents 

dealt with health issues in the narrow sense (being afraid of the Covid19 virus or suffering from 

it), narratives on Covid19 anxiety and fear feature prominently in interviews conducted in 2022. 

Specially for those respondents who have had to cope with Covid19 virus in a hospital setting, or 

those who have conditions that make it harder to cope with the virus, these two years have been 

marked by increased anxiety, depression and awareness of biopolitics involved in managing the 

Covid19 and relating to others, including in a working setting. Long stays at hospital and higher 

risk of serious illness due to Covid19, has led one of the respondents to focus his work, dance 

choreographies and performances on issues of immunity, biopolitics and anxieties. He however 

reflects on times of Covid19 in an interesting way: 

 

“For me it is like precarity 2.0. I feel that this is a new level of game, to the already 

competitive capitalist system which constantly puts us on treadmills in competing who 

will survive. Now I feel that not only do I run through harder working conditions, but that 

the new level of the game has viruses and bacteria penetrating into me, that I now have 

to deal with. With this kind of game you are dismissed from the start on your 

immunological predispositions and physical capacities.” 



 

However hard, both this and many other respondents continue their artistic and creative practices 

regardless of the precariousness, and despite the collapse of social and political normality, 

precisely because it is an endeavor that goes beyond financial reward. As a contemporary dancer 

from Croatia described her experience of the pandemic “I would say, we are poor but happy”. 

Another performance artist from Serbia states that Covid19 has just strengthened the resilience 

of cultural workers: 

  

“What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger, so we are used to function even in idiotic and 

non-sensical circumstances and we saw that we can pull ourselves up from even worse 

negative psychological states, because we are so used to relying on ourselves.” 

 

In fact, our findings indicate that now, even more than before, we see that art and creativity are 

often experienced as opposition and revolt against social, political and economic ills. Two 

responses from Serbia suggest just that: 

   

„Against the limiting and canceling of the basic human right to live, I am fighting with pen 

and color”  

„I have sharpened my artistic mission inspired by the absurdity of this world“  

 

We could even say that in many interviews there is a common thread of linking arts and culture 

with the crises, being ready to face the crises or finding ways to deal with the crises because of 

their cultural and artistic work. Some of the following accounts illustrate this point: 

 

“Now, as far as crisis alone is concerned, I don’t know, it’s like the nature of art is to deal 

with crisis. I always think, if all was well with this world – art wouldn’t even exist.” Visual 

artist and women’s rights activist Montenegro 

 

“This was a time in which I had a feeling I would go mad, and literature has been something 

I could turn to…a place where I can reinvent myself, my reality and meaning of the world.”  

Writer from Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 



Therefore, we could say that the pandemic has strengthened the intrinsic value, drive and 

motivation to practice arts and culture as one’s own passion, escape route, space for revival and 

method of rebellion among numerous cultural workers in the region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 
  



The Covid19 pandemic has been a powerful disruptive force within the cultural field in SEE. It 

has forced institutions to close, it has abruptly changed procedures and ways of working, it has 

made many cultural workers question their profession. However, it has also shown the strength, 

affection and care for culture in times of crises by numerous cultural workers. The Covid19 

pandemic has made certain trends, that have already been present in cultural work, more 

obvious and exacerbated - namely the precarisation of cultural workers, lack of systemic 

support mechanisms for cultural workers, as well as domestication and digitalisation of cultural 

work. At the same time, it acted as a force of rupture, and has contributed to numerous new 

ways of reflecting on the profession of a cultural workers, on seeking and finding new and more 

meaningful relationships with audiences, on coming up with new forms of cultural production 

and creation, and on figuring out ways to rest, pause, connect and reflect.  

 

Importantly, Covid19 crisis has also made clear that cultural field is a very heterogeneous social 

space. Even though there are common themes and issues across the region and cultural sector, 

effects and transformations that Covid19 pandemic has brought, greatly vary from field to field 

of culture practices, from country to country and from person to person. The trends we have 

reported on affect different fields of culture differently. For example, the increased work from 

home is not compatible with the cultural work and fields of art dependent on collective, real-time 

and place-based events creating tension and pressure. The findings related to cultural 

participation and accessibility in the new digitized circumstances indicate there is significant 

insecurity and dissatisfaction by smaller, lesser-known, non-English speaking, semi-peripheral 

and financially exhausted actors, but that at the same time digitalisation has opened some new 

ways of working and creating for some actors. Our findings also indicate that the relationship 

with the audiences before the pandemic greatly influenced the responses of actors during the 

pandemic as well as their strategies for attracting audiences.  

 

The diversity of tactics practiced during the pandemic depend greatly on the class, networks of 

support, citizenship of a particular country which enabled or disabled national policy measures 

and international movement, international contacts, ways and modes of employment, 

organizational frameworks, conceptions and relations to audiences and (in)availability of spaces 

for cultural creation and dissemination. We should therefore be cautious in generalizing certain 

effects, transformations or recommendations for the regional sector of independent culture. 

Therefore, each further action for support of the cultural workers would have to take into 

account all of these numerous aspects of (dis)priviledge, context and positions.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendations 
  



As this research has shown, Covid19 has had a groundbreaking effect on the observed field. It 

represented without a doubt a disruption in the functioning of the cultural profession. The 

disruption was also followed by an increased reflection and deliberation amongst the cultural 

workers, as well as a wide range of very different actions and initiatives. Those ranged from having 

more rest or time with family, over opening new venues, acquiring new skills, initiating solidarity 

funds to changing profession all together. But in every case, the question of how to change the 

field for the better, was much more present than usual. Two years later, after unprecedented 

closures, restrictions, illnesses and medical issues, the whole field has sunken back to the 

everyday struggle for survival and recovery from shocks. 

 

We find these two very different experiences important to notice for the future functioning of the 

field. One was about change, the other about continuation. Hence, we would like to suggest that 

further changes in the operation of the cultural sector should go in two parallel ways. One is aimed 

at increasing the wellbeing and resilience of cultural actors, securing and stabilizing basic 

functioning and preventing similar shocks in the future. It is about sustaining the field as such. 

The other important strand is about creating room for change, be it in the form of more free time 

or more intercultural work. That one is about addressing the increased awareness in the field that 

things should not go unchanged. Forthcoming recommendations follow this two-fold line of 

reasoning.  

 

Solidarity fund 

Any kind of policy mechanism that aims to sustain cultural production is a matter of finances. This 

is why for the following several recommendations, this one is the prerequisite. Cultural policy 

makers should envision a fund for various emergencies and crises. It is precisely because in times 

of crisis cultural workers and their welfare are not perceived as a priority. This is also why the only 

way to secure a respectable fund is to set it up before the next crisis hits. It could be funded by 

audiences, through taxes, by donations or in any other way, but due to the size of such 

undertaking, it should be a matter of wider, more complex interaction of different stakeholders.  

 

Venues for arts and culture  

Findings suggest that those who have had their own venues were not hit as hard by the crisis. 

Moreover, they were more likely to continue practicing their professions, attracting audiences, etc. 

This is partly due to higher visibility, additional incomes and deeper relationship to audiences, but 

also the fact that those entities were more recognised by the state and thus supported through 



various funds and measures. A possible solution would be to associate smaller, independent 

actors with some form of collective spaces which could be shared and collectively run. Cultural 

center Magacin from Belgrade could be a possible model, but that would need to be recognised 

by the state.  

 

Democratizing digital access   

Going digital is not a universal remedy. However, research shows that it has served as an 

important alternative or a backup for many in terms of access to audiences, of international 

collaboration, of keeping visibility in the field or even maintaining some income. Still, access, in 

the broadest sense, is far from equal and is shaped by age, educational background, financial 

status and so on. This opens up questions of knowledge, equipment and infrastructure and 

various policy mechanisms should look into ways to support cultural professionals in improving 

their access to digital streams and venues as a way to make their work more visible. 

 

Equality of mobility 

As borders closed, already in the first days of the pandemic, artists and cultural professionals 

were once again reminded of their passports and national affiliations. Covid19 has shown quite 

clearly artistic mobility is contingent upon the functioning of international travel regulations. For 

many artists from this region, this has meant being cut off from international cooperation and 

exchange, as well as financial income from such international events which is for many a lifeline. 

Thus, artists and cultural professionals should be recognised as international workers in cases of 

traveling for exhibitions and performances, participating in festivals, taking part in educational 

activities, being in residencies and similar.  

 

Recognition of independent cultural workers  

Most policy responses to Covid19 were directed towards agencies and businesses - those cultural 

actors that had economic significance as employers, income generators and tax players. A lot of 

actors who were not in such a position, faced much less support. Voluntary associations, NGOs 

working with marginalized groups, freelancers, independent smaller actors - all of them could not 

find any public mechanisms for support. Majority of them turned to their families, neighbors and 

close communities for help. At the same time, their sustained work is a prerequisite for local, 

place-based, heterogenous, experimental and avant-garde culture and art. This is why they have 

to be recognised in times of crisis as someone who is not only under threat, but also able to 

respond to local needs and circumstances in such times.  



 

Space for reflection 

Taking the second route, this research suggests that reflection will be an important legacy of this 

crisis. It has brought many people valuable insights and experiences. However, with the Normal 

coming back, a lot of such reflection is pushed aside by the old productive cycle. This is why we 

recommend that reflective work, explorations and research, has to be part of the cultural work. 

Be it artistic research, residencies, collective debates and roundtables, or any other type of taking 

time to consider the struggles of the everyday, there should be both new funds as well as new 

appreciation and understanding for reflection and its role in the work and lives of cultural 

professionals and artists. 

 

Questioning productivism 

Related to that is the question of the hegemony of productive work. It has come to dominate every 

corner of the field - from counting new exhibitions and theater shows, to obsessing about the 

number of paintings, translations or articles. Its logical consequence is the pandemic of burn-outs, 

but also banality and pollution. Hence, funders of all kinds should focus less on production and 

numbers of activities and more on the quality of processes, relationships and experiences. New 

approaches to evaluation of project proposals, reports and work in general have to embrace 

methodologies that are sensitive to such qualities, including more qualitative data, diverse 

collocutors and different values of evaluation.  

 

Networks of care 

As we have reported, Covid19 has shown the enormous value of solidarity, networks and mutual 

aid and support. These networks of care exist and arise in times of trouble, however, if not 

supported and nurtured, they also wear off. It is thus important to support on  a longer and wider 

ground various discussion groups, affective communities, peer-to-peer networks, mentoring and 

similar forms of mutual care because they make a huge difference in times of crisis, but also in 

everyday lives under stress.  

 

What is arts and culture? 

Finally, an important aspect that we have mentioned in the report and its conclusion is the diversity 

of experiences within the field and unequal effects that the pandemic had on different workers 

and even sub-fields. That obviously opens up important questions for policy makers. Most policies 

are designed for the whole sector, however, it seems as if measures that would support painters 



and translators are not quite the same as those needed for dancers or actors. Different parts of 

the sector have different needs in terms of resources needed to continue their work. Performance 

artists need audiences and open stages, so they were more likely to be struck by the pandemic, 

while sculptors need just the access to their studios. Other artists need open borders to 

communicate with their collaborators and audiences while others are more locally oriented. Artists 

who are at the same time parents need open kindergartens and schools to be able to work for 

example. In fact, we could argue that professionals from other fields would share more troubles 

than someone coming from the cultural field. For example, actors, ballet dancers and opera 

singers would probably share more with professional athletes (like the access to premises in 

which they can practice) than with writers, or translators. At the same time, when policy measures 

are designed, they are tailored to some, usually more vocal groups and could miss their targets 

in the quest for culture-wide interventions. This calls for trans-professional alliances as well as 

measures which can recognise the complexity of the field and be sensitive to various needs and 

issues faced by the cultural workers.  
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