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PREFACE 

Writers, illustrators and sector workers participating in this research reflected a wide range 
of aspirations, experiences, career paths, incomes and development needs. It is clear that 
“diverse” does not mean “disadvantaged” as respondents from widely differing backgrounds 
have built successful careers. The issues raised in this report are pervasive across the 
literature and publishing sector, affecting both artists and arts workers, whatever their 
background. 

The challenge around diversity is that there is much less representation of particular cohorts 
owing to the particular barriers many writers, illustrators and sector workers face at 
different stages of their careers. Committing to overcome these barriers will to help make 
the sector a more diverse, inclusive and welcoming place for everyone and bring further 
richness to the work available to readers in Ireland and beyond. 

“Creating inclusion in the sector is a priority and is difficult without investment in 
real jobs. People are unable to access work in the sector as it’s not viable due to 
lack of supports and jobs. In our company, we want to ensure inclusion, so we 
have to find ways to make access routes for creatives from backgrounds 
traditionally underrepresented in Irish publishing.” 

Sector worker from an underrepresented group 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Aims 
This research was commissioned by Words Ireland with the aim of: 

 identifying the degree to which workers/writers/illustrators from the Arts Council’s 
Equality, Human Rights and Diversity (EHRD) groups are underrepresented in 
literature/publishing and writing 

 gathering information relating to career paths and experiences that will identify 
barriers to engagement and career development and ways of addressing them 

 collecting evidence on the sustainability of careers that will improve the capacity of 
Words Ireland to advocate on behalf of writers and illustrators 

Methodology 
The research brief was developed by representatives from the Words Ireland member 
organisations and an inclusive expert panel of writers and illustrators based in the island of 
Ireland. In May 2021, two online surveys were distributed to more than 100 organisations 
and community groups within and beyond the literature and publishing sector for 
distribution to their members. An extended deadline and support to complete the survey 
was offered to people with access requirements. 545 writers and illustrators and 111 
workers in the literature and publishing sector submitted valid responses to the surveys.  

Barriers 
Low annual earnings from all sources 
38% of writers and illustrators and 50% of sector workers said that low pay was a barrier to 
further developing their careers. 

The average annual earnings of emerging, mid-career and established writers and illustrators 
from all sources was €25,622. This is less than two-thirds of the national average annual 
earnings for all employees in Ireland in 2019, including regular, overtime and irregular 
earnings, of €40,283. It is also less than the average for the arts, entertainment and 
recreation sector of €26,318. Only the accommodation and food sector earned less. Half of 
writers and illustrators earn less than €19,993, but 9% earned more than €60,000. 

The average annual earnings of sector workers from all sources was €30,659, three-quarters 
of the national average annual earnings.1 

  

 
1 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/elca/earningsandlabourcostsannualdata2019/  

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/elca/earningsandlabourcostsannualdata2019/
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Low income from creative work 
The median gross income earned in 2019 by emerging, mid-career and established writers 
and illustrators from their creative work in 2019 was €500. This means that half of them 
earned less than this. The median for mid-career and established writers and illustrators 
who might be expected to earn a substantial portion of their annual income from their 
creative work was €2,000. 

“It takes an incredible amount of persistence to maintain this kind of career over a 
long period. Unless you’re in the top 1% (or smaller), trying to earn a full-time 
living is a big risk to take. Part of this comes from Ireland being a small market, as 
even bestsellers don’t make a lot of money.” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

Reliance on other sources of income 
The median gross income earned by emerging, mid-career and established writers and 
illustrators in 2019 from work related to their own writing or illustrating (e.g. events, 
teaching creative writing, residencies, journalism, etc.) was €395. Mid-career and 
established writers and illustrators earned a median of €1,000 from this type of work. 

66% of respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey from underrepresented groups 
and 72% of those not identifying as part of such groups said that their writing or illustrating 
was made possible by income from work not related to their writing or illustrating. The 
disparity is because migrants and lone parents of children under 12 are less likely to be able 
to undertake such work. 

33% of respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey from underrepresented groups 
and 24% of those not identifying as part of such groups said that their writing or illustrating 
was made possible by income from another member of their household, family or friends. 

Social welfare 
14% said that their writing or illustrating was made possible by social welfare benefits or 
payments. There was little difference between those from underrepresented groups and 
those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups because, as many are self-
employed, they are not eligible for social welfare payments. 

In 2020, just seven respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (2%) received a 
payment through the Part-time Job Incentive Scheme for the Self-Employed. 13% of those 
from underrepresented groups received Covid-related funding from the Arts Council 
compared to 20% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 36% of those 
from underrepresented groups received a Pandemic Unemployment Payment compared to 
46% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 

Just 15 sector workers (17%) received a Pandemic Unemployment Payment in 2020, one 
received a payment through the Part-time Job Incentive Scheme for the Self-Employed and 
six received Covid-related funding from the Arts Council. 
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Precarious employment 
66% of writers and illustrators and 41% of sector workers relied solely on income from 
precarious employment, defined as temporary full-time or part-time employment, part-time 
employment with variable hours each week and freelance contracts or self-employment. 

This lack of job security means they are unable to plan for the future: 

 26% of writers and illustrators and 40% of sector workers do not have a mortgage or 
own their own home  

 38% of writers and illustrators and 37% of sector workers do not have health insurance  
 25% of writers and illustrators and 15% of sector workers did not make any PRSI2 

contributions in 2019 
 20% of writers and illustrators do not have a pension; 46% have a pension but did not 

make any contributions in 2019. 23% of sector workers do not have a pension; 35% 
have a pension but did not make any contributions in 2019 

Unpaid work 
The level of competition for the few available entry-level jobs means most workers are 
expected to work unpaid to enter the literature and publishing sector with 21% of 
respondents not identifying as part of underrepresented groups getting their first paid job 
following unpaid work. All those without alternative sources of income are therefore 
excluded from the sector with no one from underrepresented groups getting their first paid 
job this way. 

Impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 
The percentage of writers and illustrators saying that advances or royalties were among 
their top three sources of income fell from 50% in 2019 to 35% in 2020. 

The percentage including speaking or engagement fees in their top three fell from 27% to 9% 
(the drop among those identifying as not part of underrepresented groups was even greater, 
from 34% to 6%). 

The percentage including journal, magazine or publication fees fell from 22% to 6% and 
writing and illustration-related teaching fell from 24% to 12%. 

The percentage saying they earned no income from their creative work went up from 23% in 
2019 to 41% in 2020. 

The median total gross income for writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups fell 
by 18% compared to a fall of 7% for those identifying as not part of underrepresented 
groups. Underrepresented groups also saw a disproportionate drop in income of 29% from 
work not related to their writing. 

  

 
2 Pay Related Social Insurance. PRSI is a payment made by employers and employees. The value of this payment 
is based on the amount of the employee's pay. PRSI is the main source of funding for social welfare payments. 
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Time pressure 
25% of writers and illustrators stated unprompted that time pressures are a barrier to their 
career development. Time pressure appears to come from the need to earn income through 
work unrelated to their writing or illustrating and from family responsibilities. Lack of time 
disproportionately stops aspiring and emerging writers and illustrators from applying or 
competing for career development or support opportunities (39% compared to 10% of those 
identifying as not from underrepresented groups).  

“To write a novel I would need time. I have tried. I’ve written two, but cannot find 
time to revise, to really work on them. Or to explore new ideas because I work 
three jobs to afford rent and food and care for a dependent” 

Emerging writer/illustrator 

Some of those from underrepresented groups are unable to work outside the home and this 
impacts on the data. 27% of mid-career and established writers and illustrators from these 
groups spend at least three-quarters of their working time on their creative work compared 
to 20% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 

Discrimination and harassment 
10% of writers and illustrators stated unprompted that they faced discriminatory attitudes 
within the literature and publishing sector, including ageism, racism, sexism, bullying and 
sexual harassment and negative attitudes to diversity. 

Overcoming barriers 
The five ways of tackling barriers to access in the literature and publishing sector most 
frequently suggested unprompted by writers and illustrators were: 

 a Universal Basic Income scheme for writers and illustrators: 61 respondents (15%) 
 more and fairer access to bursaries and grants, including a more straightforward 

application process: 60 respondents (15%) 
 fairer payment by publishers, event organisers and education institutions: 46 

respondents (11%) 
 support for focused writing time such as grants; short retreats; support for childcare; 

more residencies focused on creative output for different genres across the country; 
dedicated, bookable and quiet workspaces: 40 respondents (10%) 

 action to amplify minority voices, including diversity training for decision makers: 30 
respondents (7%) 

Sector workers seemed particularly aware of the structural challenges caused by the current 
relatively small Irish market place. As a result, they suggested unprompted a wide variety of 
smaller scale actions with the following themes occurring most frequently: 

 more training opportunities offered by employers: 14 respondents (15%) 
 transparent pay scales: 12 respondents (13%) 
 better pay: 10 respondents (11%) 



WORDS IRELAND 

6 

Conclusion 
The biggest barrier to access in the literature and publishing sector is low pay, which also 
impacts negatively on the creative output and well-being of the majority of those already 
within it. Higher pay for sector workers and higher fees for writers and illustrators are only 
possible, however, if there are more jobs within the sector and more work is published. To 
achieve this, all its stakeholders must work together to build the Irish literature and 
publishing sector so that it can achieve its economic, social and cultural potential. 

Words Ireland is therefore developing a set of priority actions In collaboration with other 
sector stakeholders. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This research was commissioned by Words Ireland with the aim of: 
 identifying the degree to which workers/writers/illustrators from the Arts Council’s 

EHRD groups are underrepresented in literature/publishing and writing 
 gathering information relating to career paths and experiences that will identify 

barriers to engagement and career development and ways of addressing them 
 collecting evidence on the sustainability of careers that will improve the capacity of 

Words Ireland to advocate on behalf of writers and illustrators 

Methodology 
The research brief was developed by representatives from the Words Ireland member 
organisations and an inclusive expert panel of writers and illustrators based in Ireland (see 
the Appendix). 

In May 2021, an accessible online survey aimed at writers and illustrators at all stages of 
development, including those not yet considering their writing or illustration as a career, was 
distributed to more than 100 groups and organisations to be issued to their members. These 
included culturally specific networks and support groups, groups for older people, support 
groups and networks for people with disabilities, adult learning centres, library-run readers’ 
and writers’ groups, Local Authority Arts Offices and Community Development sections, 
community groups receiving funding from local authorities and national organisations, 
writing websites and creative writing short course providers, arts organisations running 
community literature events and courses, literature and publishing organisations including 
Words Ireland members, professional writers’ and illustrators’ associations, the Arts Council, 
embassies and cultural centres, and students and staff on third-level academic writing and 
illustration courses. An extended deadline and support to complete the survey was offered 
to people with access requirements. 

At the same time, a second survey was distributed to workers throughout the literature and 
publishing sector through Words Ireland member organisations’ own channels. 

Responses 
652 people responded to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey. 107 of these responses were 
incomplete, leaving 545 valid responses. 

202 people responded to the literature and publishing sector workers’ survey (sector 
workers’ survey) but 91 of these responses were incomplete. Most of the respondents not 
completing the survey answered the questions about their current role but left the survey 
when asked about how they developed their career. 

Note that all quotations from participants’ responses included in this report are reproduced 
verbatim. They are not necessarily factual and should not necessarily be taken to represent 
the views of Words Ireland or its member organisations. 
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Respondent profile 

Writer/illustrator career stage 
Writers/illustrators were asked which of the following descriptions fitted them best and 
were categorised accordingly. These categories are used throughout this analysis. 

Category  Description 
Aspiring:  I have not yet had a book published and am not aiming 

to earn part of my income from writing or illustration 
this year. 

Emerging:  I have not had a book published, but am actively 
seeking to publish and this year am trying to earn 
some of my income from my writing or illustration. 

Mid-career:  I have had one or two books published. 
Established:  I have had three or more books published. 

 

A key finding of this survey is that writers and illustrators have widely varying careers, so 
these definitions are not a good fit for every respondent. For example, one asks: 

“Why are all the questions about publishing a book? There are no options for other 
publications. Short stories and poems and essays (unless they form a collection) 
aren’t easy to pitch for publication outside of submitting them to anthologies.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

 

 
Figure 1: Percentage of all respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey 

from each career stage category 
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Role of workers within the literature/publishing sector 
44% of respondents worked for publishers and 17% for writer or reader development, 
training or sector resource organisations. 25% of respondents worked in more than one 
area. 49% worked in editorial roles, 33% in administration and contracts, 27% in marketing 
and publicity and 25% in executive roles. 
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BENCHMARKING DIVERSITY 

Attitude to demographic profiling questions 
All those involved in this project were concerned from the start that monitoring diversity 
depends on respondents answering personal questions that many perceive as intrusive. 
Respondents were therefore asked “How do you feel about answering questions designed to 
monitor diversity or equal opportunities?” 67% of writers/illustrators and 81% of sector 
workers said that they were comfortable answering questions designed to monitor diversity. 

31% of the writers/illustrators and 11% of sector workers responding to the Words Ireland 
surveys did not answer any of the diversity monitoring questions. This means that further 
analysis of the data to explore the experiences of respondents categorised as 
“underrepresented” compared to those who are not categorised as such will be based on at 
most 69% of the writers/illustrators and 89% of sector workers. 

Definition of underrepresented groups 
Respondents who self-identify as belonging to minority groups underrepresented in the 
survey sample have been categorised as underrepresented in order to make robust 
comparisons by identifying the specific challenges and barriers they face disproportionately 
compared to survey respondents who answered the diversity monitoring questions and do 
not belong to these underrepresented minority groups. Underrepresented has been defined 
as having an index of 80 or less when compared to the benchmark. 

Note that “underrepresented” does not necessarily mean “disadvantaged”, as some 
respondents from widely differing backgrounds have built successful careers in the literature 
and publishing sector. 

The underrepresented minority groups are: 

Writers/illustrators (96 respondents – 18% of the total sample) 

 respondents identifying as d/Deaf or having a disability 
 all ethnic groups except for White Irish, Any other White background and Any other 

ethnic group (including mixed background) 
 those identifying as non-binary, transgender or with gender identities other than male 

or female 
 respondents who live with at least one child aged 5–113 

279 respondents answered the diversity monitoring questions and did not identify as 
belonging to any of these groups (51%). 

 
3 Research by groups such as Mothers Artists Makers Ireland has identified the disproportionate economic 
impact experienced by women in the creative industries as a result of becoming mothers and the continued 
demands of being a primary carer. 
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Sector workers (23 respondents – 21% of the total sample) 

 respondents identifying as d/Deaf or having a disability 
 all ethnic groups except for White Irish and Any other White background 
 those identifying as non-binary, transgender or with gender identities other than male 

or female 
 respondents who live with at least one child aged 5–11 
 those aged under 24 

76 (70%) respondents answered the diversity monitoring questions and did not identify as 
belonging to any of these groups. 

Comparisons between those from underrepresented groups and those not identifying as 
part of underrepresented groups should be viewed with caution as the number of sector 
workers from underrepresented groups is so small. 

Note that respondents who did not answer the diversity monitoring questions have been 
excluded from the comparisons between those from underrepresented groups and those 
not from underrepresented groups. They have been included in the data for all respondents. 

Demographic profile 
The demographic profile of the survey respondents was compared with the national profile, 
usually from the 2016 Census, using indexes. Where the index is 100, the percentage of 
respondents is the same as the percentage in the 2016 Census. The further above 100, the 
bigger the percentage of respondents compared to the Census, the further below 100, the 
smaller the percentage of respondents compared to the Census. Where the index for a 
particular group is 80 or less, the group is defined as underrepresented.4 

Age 
Under 24s are underrepresented among all categories of writer/illustrator. Under 34s are 
underrepresented among mid-career and established writers/illustrators. Under 44s are 
underrepresented among established writers/illustrators. 

Among sector workers, under 25s and over 55s are underrepresented. 

  

 
4 Social class is a dimension of the Arts Council’s Equality, Human Rights and Diversity Policy and Strategy. This 
project has not researched it because of the absence of commonly agreed, measurable definitions, and the 
absence of appropriate comparison data with the Central Statistics Office systems for defining class based on 
occupation and writers and illustrators automatically assigned to Socio-economic Group C: Lower Professional 
unless they employ or manage others. 
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Gender identity and sexual orientation 
Respondents self-identifying as LGBTQIA5 are well represented among aspiring and 
emerging writers and illustrators but less well represented among mid-career and 
established writers and illustrators, although the indexes are still over the threshold of 80. 

It should be noted that different members of the LGBTQIA group participating in this 
research, particularly transgender writers and illustrators, relate different experiences of the 
literature and publishing sector. The group’s diversity underlines the importance of ensuring 
that any actions arising from this research respond to individual support needs rather than 
assumptions about any underrepresented group as a whole. 

Gender identity 
Males are underrepresented among aspiring, mid-career and, in particular, emerging writers 
and illustrators. Seven writers and illustrators (1.9% of respondents) identified as non-binary 
or transgender. 

Benchmarking this response against the population is not possible. Although Ireland’s 
Central Statistics Office asked a question about non-binary gender identity in a General 
Household Survey in 2019, the results do not appear to be publicly available. The only 
publicly available national statistics in English appear to be from the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics. 1,260 respondents to the Australian 2016 Census self-identified as “sex and/or 
gender diverse” in a question about gender at birth, 0.01% of the population. 

It should be noted that the Words Ireland survey asked “Which of the following best 
describes how you think of your gender identity?”. However, the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics comments:  

“A question directly asking trans status or including transgender or trans and 
gender diverse as a response option in a gender question is discouraged. These 
practices give unreliable statistical results and are unlikely to offer a meaningful 
population count.”6  

Family status 
This analysis focuses on family status as an indicator of caring responsibilities, which are 
increasingly understood as a barrier to participation in cultural activities, e.g. through the 
work of the Mothership Project (visual artists) and Mothers Artists Makers Ireland 
(performing artists). Respondents were asked “Which of the following best describe your 
household?”. 

 
5 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, Queer and/or Questioning, and Asexual. We acknowledge that 
the language used to talk about gender identity and sexual orientation is constantly evolving, that different 
people prefer different terms and that, as this survey shows, it can be unhelpful to group different communities 
together and assume that they have the same experience. 
6 Australian Bureau of Statistics: https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/standards/standard-sex-gender-variations-
sex-characteristics-and-sexual-orientation-variables/latest-release#cisgender-and-trans-and-gender-diverse-
classification 
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Respondents living on their own are underrepresented among all categories of 
writer/illustrator, those living with pre-school children are underrepresented among aspiring 
and established writers/illustrators (although this is likely to be because of the older age 
profile of established writers) and those living with primary school-aged children are 
underrepresented among all categories.  

Respondents were also asked specifically about unpaid caring: “Do you provide regular 
unpaid personal help for a friend or family member with a long-term illness, health problem 
or disability including those due to old age?”, the same question as in the 2016 Census. 

Those undertaking unpaid caring responsibilities for a family member or friend with a long-
term illness are well represented among all categories. 

Disability 
Disabled people are underrepresented among mid-career and established 
writers/illustrators and among sector workers. 

The National Disability Authority comments: “The number of people recorded as having a 
disability is sensitive to what definition is used, and how it is measured. Unlike age or 
gender, ‘disability’ is not sharply defined. People’s perception of what constitutes a 
threshold of disability can also vary over time.”7 The 2016 Census defines disabled people as 
those who respond “yes” to having at least one of a series of long-lasting medical conditions 
or “yes” to whether they experienced difficulty in doing any of a series of activities. The 
Words Ireland survey used a social model of disability, asking “Do you consider yourself to 
be d/Deaf or to have a disability?”.8 

Ethnic group or cultural background 
All ethnic groups are underrepresented among writers/illustrators and sector workers, 
except for White Irish, Any other White background and Any other ethnic group, including 
mixed backgrounds.9 10% of writers/illustrators and 6% of sector workers are citizens of 
countries outside the EU and 1% and 2% respectively have no citizenship status. 

Language 
15% of respondents write in a total of 27 different languages other than Irish or English. 3% 
write in a total of 15 languages of a country outside the EU. 11% write in Irish and 97% write 
in English, with 2% writing in Irish but not English. Four respondents only write in a language 
other than English or Irish, all of which are official languages of EU countries. 

  

 
7 http://nda.ie/disability-overview/disability-statistics/ [consulted on 24/06/2021] 
8 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp9hdc/p8hdc/p9bgn/ 
9 The Words Ireland survey used the question wording from the 2016 Census: “What is your ethnic group or 
cultural background?” with the response options Asian or Asian Irish – Chinese; Asian or Asian Irish – any other 
Asian background; Black or Black Irish – African; Black or Black Irish – any other Black background; Irish Traveller; 
White Irish; Any other White background; Mixed ethnic group; Any other ethnic group; Prefer not to say. 

http://nda.ie/disability-overview/disability-statistics/
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Religion 
Roman Catholics are underrepresented among all four categories of writer/illustrator. 63% 
of respondents selected “No religion” compared to 10% of respondents to the 2016 Census. 
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REPRESENTATION OF UNDERREPRESENTED GROUPS AT EACH 
CAREER STAGE 

Writers and illustrators 
Respondents from underrepresented groups are more likely to be emerging writers than 
those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups (32% compared to 23%) and less 
likely to be established writers (38% compared to 46%).  

 
Figure 2: Percentage of respondents by representation and writer/illustrator categories 

 

Among established and mid-career writers and illustrators there is little difference in how 
respondents have been published except that 16% of those from underrepresented groups 
have had their work published as audio books compared to 6% of those not identifying as 
part of underrepresented groups. Just under 90% of both groups have been published by 
traditional publishers, with 30% of those from underrepresented groups self-publishing 
compared to 24% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 

Sector workers 
Respondents from underrepresented groups are less likely to work for writer or reader 
development, training or sector resource organisations (17% compared to 25% of those not 
identifying as part of underrepresented groups) and more likely to work for a publisher (70% 
compared to 59%). 
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Figure 3: Number of all respondents from each sector organisation type 

 

Respondents from underrepresented groups are more likely to be new entrants to the 
sector, having worked in it for one year or less (22% compared to 5% of respondents not 
identifying as part of such groups). They were less likely to have worked for between eleven 
and 19 years (17% compared to 28%). There was little difference in the percentage of those 
most experienced, with 30% of underrepresented groups having careers of 25 years or more 
compared to 28% of those not identifying as part of such groups.  

70% of respondents from underrepresented groups had job titles that indicated some kind 
of leadership responsibility, e.g. CEO, Manager, Editor, etc. compared to 62% of those not 
identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 

Representation by genre 
Respondents were asked “Which of these genres do you spend most time 
writing/illustrating? Please choose UP TO THREE genres that you spend most time on.” 

Respondents from underrepresented groups were less likely to include literary fiction in the 
three genres they spend most time on (27% compared to 43% of those not identifying as 
part of such groups) and a little less likely to include children’s books (22% compared to 
28%) and Young Adult (8% compared to 13%). They are a little more likely to include poetry 
(35% compared to 29%) and journalism (7% compared to 4%). 
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BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION IN THE IRISH LITERATURE AND 
PUBLISHING SECTOR 

What is the career path of writers and illustrators? 
Eight milestones in the development path of writers and illustrators were identified, and 
respondents were asked the age at which they first reached each milestone. The chart in 
Figure 4 maps out these milestones against the age at which respondents attained that 
milestone. The beginning of each line (left-hand side) represents the youngest age at which 
any respondent reached that milestone, and end of each line (right-hand side) represents 
the oldest age. The box shows the range of ages excluding outliers – that is excluding the 
oldest 10% and the youngest 10% of ages. 

The analysis shows that writers and illustrators can emerge and develop at any age. The 
older age profile of published writers and illustrators not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups means the upper ages, excluding the outliers, is higher than for 
underrepresented groups. 

There is an overlap between the career paths of writers and illustrators and sector workers. 
15% of writers and illustrators currently work within the sector, and an additional 28% are 
looking to work in the sector other than as a writer/illustrator.  

43% of sector workers are, or aspire to be, a writer/illustrator. Those from underrepresented 
groups are less likely to be aspiring and established writers/illustrators than those not 
identifying as part of underrepresented groups (10% compared to 24% and 10% compared 
to 29%). They are more likely to be emerging and mid-career writers/illustrators (50% 
compared to 24% and 30% compared to 24%). 

Barriers to career development 
The barriers to entry faced by writers, illustrators and sector workers from 
underrepresented groups are broadly the same as those encountered by everyone engaged 
in the field. The additional disadvantages of those in underrepresented groups, however, 
make the impact of these barriers much greater. The cost of assistive technologies required 
by people with disabilities, for example, exacerbates the financial pressures faced by many 
writers and illustrators. 

“When trans people are largely economically and socially disadvantaged for a 
variety of reasons (family estrangement, workplace discrimination, poor mental 
health, etc.), the barriers to writing faced by a cis person become doubly hard to 
overcome.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 
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Figure 4: Career path timeline: the youngest and oldest ages that writers and illustrators responding 

 achieved each of eight career development milestones 
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Financial constraints 
The consequences of low pay for artists and illustrators were mentioned unprompted by 166 
respondents (38%): 

“The main challenge is financial renumeration – children’s book illustration is very 
poorly paid I find. … Heating and food bills cannot be paid on these earnings. In 
Ireland, there is little understanding of the value of illustration or how long it takes 
to make a picture book for example. I’m 46 now and can’t keep working for less 
than a living wage.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

“I feel there is a pinch point that exists for early career artists who don’t have 
financial safety nets. There’s a point at which you don’t have the money or time to 
make the work you want to make, and because of this can’t build a body of work 
that would allow you to be seen as an artist, get more work and funding etc. This 
is causing us to lose many important voices especially working class/low 
income/marginalised voices because it’s almost impossible not to give up creative 
work and/or emigrate. And I personally believe this also contributed to the suicide 
of an immensely talented friend of mine.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

… and sector workers, 51 of whom mentioned this issue unprompted (50%): 

“It was challenging to find an entry level role/internship that paid a fair wage. In 
the end, I took a big financial risk and quit my full-time, permanent role … in order 
to take a minimum wage publishing internship. Only the support of my partner 
and family, plus my own savings, made this possible. I was very lucky in that I was 
able to secure a full-time publishing role only a month after my internship ended, 
but the salary was still less than I had been earning in the bookshop.” 

Sector worker from an underrepresented group 

Two respondents saw low pay as the single most important barrier to increasing diversity 
within the literature and publishing sector: 

“Jobs in the sector need to be examined. Salary resources are limited in the 
publishing sector, and the jobs are mainly less than part-time hours. To grow the 
business requires many more hours. The voluntary component is significant and 
unsustainable. Creating inclusion in the sector is a priority and is difficult without 
investment in real jobs. People are unable to access work in the sector as it’s not 
viable due to lack of supports and jobs. In our company, we want to ensure 
inclusion, so we have to find ways to make access routes for creatives from 
backgrounds traditionally underrepresented in Irish publishing.” 

Sector worker from an underrepresented group 
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15 respondents (15%) point out that the publishing sector is small so there are few jobs, 
which drives high levels of competition. This means workers, particularly freelancers, are 
undervalued and pay levels driven down: 

“As a freelance, there was continuous pressure to undersell my skills and time, as 
there was always someone who would accept less than my asking price.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

“There needs to be more emphasis on editing as a professional skill, and to be paid 
for what it’s worth.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

The dearth of entry-level jobs means most sector workers are expected to work unpaid to 
enter the industry. This is a barrier mentioned unprompted by 20 respondents (20%). This 
means that all those without alternative sources of income are excluded from the sector: 

“I completed two unpaid publishing internships over the course of a year before 
securing paid work in the industry, which would not have been possible if I hadn’t 
been living at home. Both were full-time internships, and I had to work part-time 
hours in other jobs to make enough money to pay for transport/living costs during 
each one, which may not be an option for many people. For the second internship, 
I had to choose between taking it or continuing to receive an unemployment 
payment which was quite stressful – there should be a provision available for 
unemployed people who hope to better themselves by taking unpaid work. I took 
the internship and found a weekend job, working seven full days a week for the 
duration of the four-month internship, without a day off, which is more than 
anyone should work.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

Low pay also affects well-established writers/illustrators: 

“It takes an incredible amount of persistence to maintain this kind of career over a 
long period. Unless you’re in the top 1% (or smaller), trying to earn a full-time 
living is a big risk to take. Part of this comes from Ireland being a small market, as 
even bestsellers don’t make a lot of money.” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

Many writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups face additional barriers that 
prevent them maximising their income: 

“Events and festivals are wonderful. Ireland has a particularly rich culture of 
events and festivals especially for children’s literature and it’s nothing but healthy 
for the industry and for the readers. But, due to low income from writing, many 
Irish writers are forced to rely on events for income while not everyone is suited to, 
or physically able for, that kind of work and it has little to do with actual writing.” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 
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Family responsibilities make it difficult for writers and illustrators to take financial risks: 

“To write a novel I would need time. I have tried. I’ve written two, but cannot find 
time to revise, to really work on them. Or to explore new ideas because I work 
three jobs to afford rent and food and care for a dependant” 

Emerging writer/illustrator 

Financial insecurity 
The consequence of low pay and irregular income is financial insecurity, which impacts on all 
aspects of life, including the ability to be creative. This is mentioned unprompted by 28 
respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (6%): 

“Like so many people under a certain age, I am struggling to pay rent and to save 
and get a bit ahead. There is little opportunity to write.” 

Emerging writer from underrepresented groups 

Six respondents to the sector workers survey (6%) commented unprompted on the impact of 
financial insecurity: 

“Though I am able to make enough money, I can’t expect to make enough to buy a 
house or to rent in a city which limits me somewhat. If I am to gain security, ideally 
I would be able to afford to own a house, which would be possible if I lived in a 
country with a less unstable housing market. The insecurity of housing combined 
with the inevitable insecurity of a career as a self-employed writer is concerning.” 

Emerging illustrator/writer not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

Financial insecurity is caused by job insecurity. Writers and illustrators from 
underrepresented groups were more likely to say that they had not held any job type in 
2019 (21% compared to 15% of those not identifying as part of such groups). 8% of sector 
workers said they had not held any job type within the literature and publishing sector in 
2019. 

Research commissioned by the Think Tank for Action on Social Change10 defines precarious 
employment as: 

 temporary full-time employment, including fixed-term or rolling contracts  
 temporary part-time employment with regular hours each week, including fixed-term 

or rolling contracts 
 part-time employment with variable hours each week  
 freelance contracts or self-employment 
 unpaid voluntary work, including profit share 

 

 
10 Alicja Bobek, Sinead Pembroke and James Wickham, Living with Uncertainty: social implications of precarious 
work (Brussels and Dublin: Foundation for European Progressive Studies and TASC, 2018). 
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Non-precarious employment is defined as: 

 permanent full-time employment 
 permanent part-time employment with regular hours each week 

15% of all respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey earned income solely from 
non-precarious employment. 2% mixed precarious and non-precarious employment. 66% of 
all respondents relied solely on income from precarious employment. The remainder were 
unemployed or retired. 

41% of respondents to the sector workers’ survey earned income solely from non-precarious 
employment. 2% mixed precarious and non-precarious employment. So 41% of all 
respondents relied solely on income from precarious employment. The remainder were 
unemployed or retired. 

“Initially, taking a 200% pay cut from my previous job, no pension or health 
insurance, being treated as freelance for the first [few] years and having to 
supplement my income with other freelance work until I could secure a PAYE 
contract with pension plan, paid sick leave and holidays. It was very difficult, at 
one point I left because of the financial insecurity.”  

Sector worker not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

“Naturally enough, this insecurity badly affects my literary output.” 
Established writer/illustrator not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

Those without job security are unable to plan for their future security. 

 26% of writers and illustrators and 40% of sector workers do not have a mortgage or 
own their own home  

 38% of writers and illustrators and 37% of sector workers do not have health insurance  
 25% of writers and illustrators and 15% of sector workers did not make any PRSI 

contributions in 2019 
 20% of writers and illustrators do not have a pension; 46% have a pension but did not 

make any contributions in 2019. 23% of sector workers do not have a pension; 35% 
have a pension but did not make any contributions in 2019. 

“I’ve recently developed a disability due to Covid. Events, festivals etc, while 
previously difficult for me, are now impossible. My day job is impossible. Writing 
and drawing are only starting to come back into my reach, but I’ve limited energy 
for both and am not certain how I’ll be affected in the long term. It’s clearer than 
ever to me that the dependence on events as a source of income for writers is very 
exclusionary. In light of how low writer/illustrator income is I do believe we need 
to think of a better way of providing a stable, steady income to productive 
members of the community. And perhaps a credit union style health and pension 
scheme to give peace of mind for the future.” 

Writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 
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Ten writers/illustrators who had pensions from jobs outside the sector commented that 
retirement meant that financial and time constraints disappeared: 

“At this point in my career, I don’t feel I am facing barriers. I am now retired and 
have a pension so I don’t need to worry about making sufficient income from 
writing. But this is the first time in my career that I have had [such] a comfort. At 
various times I have had short-term income security maybe for a year or two.” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

Time pressure 
110 respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (25%) stated unprompted that time 
pressures were a barrier to their career development. 

33% of all respondents say they are happy with the time they can currently spend writing or 
illustrating. 35% would like to spend much more time writing or illustrating. Writing-related 
and non-writing-related work is important for some as just 28% would like to write or 
illustrate full time. 

“I am working full time as a writer now, but the writing-related work takes up the 
majority of my time and leaves me relatively little time to concentrate on creative 
projects.” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

Time pressure is a result of financial pressure. 73% of emerging, 74% of mid-career and 64% 
of established writers and illustrators rely on income from work not related to their writing 
or illustrating. 

“I’ve only had work published in literary journals, magazines, anthologies, and 
news media sites. I’ve written game scripts as well that are published. I wish I had 
time and resources to finish a book.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

The median percentage of working time spent on writing or illustrating by mid-career and 
established writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups is 50% compared to 39% 
for those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups.11 27% spend at least three-
quarters of their working time on creative writing or illustration compared to 20% of those 
not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. Almost all respondents spend time on 
non-writing/illustration work (96% compared to 97% of those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups). 

 
11 On average, mid-career and established writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups spend 76% of 
their time on creative writing/illustration compared to 39% for those identifying as not from underrepresented 
groups. This arithmetical mean is skewed by a small number of those from underrepresented groups who 
write/illustrate full time, so the median is a better indicator. 
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The median percentage of working time spent on writing or illustrating by emerging writers 
and illustrators from underrepresented groups is 40% compared to 25% for those not 
identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 23% spend at least three-quarters of their 
working time on creative writing or illustration compared to 12% of those not identifying as 
part of underrepresented groups. Almost all spend time on non-writing/illustration work 
(92% compared to all of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups). 

Those with family responsibilities face particular time pressures, which were mentioned 
unprompted by 35 respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (8%): 

“I take the lion’s share of child rearing in my family. I work part time to facilitate 
this, meaning I have less money, and then I try to squeeze in my creative practice 
in the rest of my day. When I fill in an application form to ask for help and say ‘I 
am a mother of young children’ I feel this doesn’t bear the weight of how hard and 
oppressive it is to try to balance being an unsupported mother/holding down a day 
job and trying to establish myself [as] a writer all at once.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator not identifying as part of such groups 

Limited opportunities for career development 
39 respondents to the sector workers’ survey (38%) said unprompted that there were few 
opportunities to develop their career within an organisation or to move between 
organisations. Nine respondents say that few employers offer mentorships or training 
opportunities that would develop their skills and knowledge. 

“Lack of opportunities – there is someone like me in every publisher in Ireland, but 
openings are few and far between because they either stay where they are until 
retirement or their replacement is promoted from within the organisation without 
the position being advertised. I can understand why this happens – someone who’s 
already there has all the institutional knowledge necessary for this kind of 
position, but it does mean there is little dynamism/change in the upper ranks of 
Irish publishing.” 

Sector worker from an underrepresented group 

This is one of the few barriers cited by more sector workers from underrepresented groups 
than those not identifying as part of such groups (63% compared to 30%). 
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Discriminatory attitudes 
42 respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (10%) stated unprompted that they 
faced discriminatory attitudes from those working in the literature and publishing sector. 
Respondents believed that a range of factors were behind this discrimination: 

“Age, social class, and lack of formal qualifications are increasingly barriers. 
Proven ability is not recognised on its own. … Having no academic contacts or 
network is becoming increasingly problematic, especially for those of us in our 
sixties, despite nearly five decades of high-functioning publication and teaching. … 
Third-level institutions are not interested in utilising self-taught writers. … Journals 
and quality review venues tend to review within social and educative networks 
and are therefore exclusive.” 

Established writer not identifying as part of such groups 

Respondents believe discrimination is systemic: 

“Lack of diversity includes class, ageism, financial stuff, access, and writers who 
did not pay a lot of money to acquire MFA-style12 connections. The system is toxic 
and damaging.” 

Established writer not identifying as part of such groups 

Age-related discrimination is mentioned by 21 respondents: 

“I have been told (in a sympathetic way by a professional writer) that my age is 
against me as most publishers prefer to take on an under-40 writer. When I was 
looking for a publisher for my (debut!) collection of poetry when I was 62, I was 
asked by one publisher to include my date of birth in my letter of application. I 
didn’t do this – they could check online anyway – I was turned down with the 
excuse that the publisher felt that his customers wouldn’t feel “affinity” with my 
work. It may or may not have been age-related – who knows!” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator not identifying as part of such groups 

Respondents have also encountered sexism: 

“As one publisher put it: we want someone with hair down to their bum (in the 
case of women!) and aged about 25 with a history of trauma/abuse. A publicist 
said to me: ‘They don’t want ordinary, nice people any more.’ She has since 
retired!” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

“Patriarchy [is a barrier]: female characters/stories – unless autobiographical and 
explicitly feminist – are seen as ‘small world’. Further, the publishing industry is 
[all] for [the] next new thing, but doesn’t always see [the] next new thing as an 
ageing, unphotogenic female. The shape of a writer’s career with caring 
responsibilities may mean women’s careers flourish later (as in all fields).” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

 
12 Master of Fine Arts. 
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One respondent believes there has been a shift in attitude: 

“I have noticed a marked move towards inclusivity in literature for POC13 and 
women. I had an understanding when I started writing poetry that there was a 
bias against publishing women, which was easily recognisable when I looked at 
anthologies and publishing lists. This bias has changed significantly in the last 
number of years, and though there have been different controversies, I think this 
move has been really positive and we as a community have made a big change 
that should be commended.” 

Emerging writer identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

Respondents have encountered racism: 

“Despite Ireland being an open country to migrants and writers who don’t have 
English as their first language, I feel that there are many barriers and suspicion 
over our work. … In a country full of foreignness, literary magazines should … be 
open to other ways to write and to use the English language, because, obviously, 
our usage of the language will be different – and again, this is not related to being 
grammatically correct or incorrect – but to the fact that our brain is heavily 
influenced by our mother language.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

“There is still a pervasive, even if unconscious, anti-immigrant bias in Irish arts. It is 
better than when I arrived, but the undercurrent is still strong. Even this year, I 
was told by a well-known writer that I could never be regarded as part of Irish 
literature or as a proper Irish writer, because I had no home place here and I 
didn’t, and couldn’t, understand the pain of emigration. Not the first time I’ve 
been told this, but as an immigrant, it is just as jaw-dropping in its ignorance and 
arrogance every time. All writing in Ireland is Irish writing and we are all some kind 
of immigrant, in time or place. Until this is understood, the complacent 
foundations of nationalist bigotry will remain and the potential for full artistic 
expression will not be open to all of those who need it.” 

Established writer from an underrepresented group 

Five respondents to the sector workers’ survey point unprompted to bullying, sexual 
harassment and misogyny in the workplace: 

“It is difficult to work in a field in which so many bullies and predators are active, 
and are known about but still funded.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of such groups 

  

 
13 People of Colour. 
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Many feel entirely excluded by these attitudes: 

“Transphobia in publishing has become extremely pronounced in the last year, and 
very few institutions or publishers are making the bare minimum to say ‘we don’t 
condone this’ which makes it extremely unsafe and terrifying to even approach 
them. I can’t submit my work to a place that also publishes a writer who believes I, 
as a trans masculine person, am a confused self-hating girl whose transition is 
actually self-harm. But that is the reality. And as Ireland has a small enough 
publishing scene, there’s fewer options every day.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

Are writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups pigeonholed into a 
diversity category? 
47% of respondents had been invited to speak or sit on a panel in the past three years. Of 
these respondents, 21 self-identified as d/Deaf, having a disability, transgender, non-binary 
or identified in a way other than male or female, LGBTQIA+, or from an ethnic background 
other than White Irish or Any other White identity. 16 of these respondents were only asked 
to speak about topics directly related to their work. Two, however, said that they felt the 
topic or theme they were asked to speak about had little to do with their work and more to 
do with their identity. Another three had a mixed experience.  

“Ugh! I think [diversity] is being done all wrong. It’s shocking that in 2021 no Irish 
poetry publisher has ever published an Irish writer of colour! Also, whereas I used 
to get invited to do events with other Irish writers, I now seem to be relegated to 
distinct panels for ‘writers who are foreigners’. I used to feel integrated with other 
Irish writers. The focus on diversity has led a lot of organisations to take a super 
segregated and tokenistic approach. Now I find I’m only invited to the panels of 
other foreigners, which no one goes to because Ireland is super racist and 
xenophobic. The focus is taken off my work now and it feels like there is an 
assumption that my work is getting published to fill a quota when really my work 
was always very sought after. It’s frustrating and it’s really made me reassess 
whether I can stay here and flourish in any way.” 

Established writer 

“I’ve been on two panels at festivals, one on LGBT writers and one on writing as an 
‘Other’. I don’t feel that either really related to my work – I don’t actively write on 
either of these topics. I feel I was invited to speak by virtue of being a Trans writer, 
and I needed the money so I accepted. I don’t know how I feel about this.” 

Emerging writer 
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Closed networks and cliques 
33 respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (8%) and eight respondents to the 
sector workers’ survey 8%) stated unprompted that they believed that the literature and 
publishing sector is closed to new entrants: 

“The literary world is often like a closed book. The same people doing the same 
talks about the same people.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

“I have noticed that while job opportunities are limited, they can be doled out 
based on the person’s connections, with some people seeming to automatically 
get every role that is available. I have also noticed jobs being advertised that are 
already taken by an internal member of staff but are still advertised for paperwork 
purposes.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of such groups 

“‘Go-to’ people whose voice is disproportionately amplified at the expense of a 
wider and more diverse community of writers. Publishers and publications that 
lack transparency, e.g. anthologies that are effectively friends inviting friends that 
claim to be representative of whole or specific communities.” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator 

“Access to, and accordingly income from, festivals, media appearances etc for 
writers who are not part of the academic/postgraduate system, usually because of 
cost barriers, thus reinforcing an elitist wealth-based narrative spiral which 
increasingly favours the connected over professional merit.” 

Established writer/illustrator 

“I believe that writing in Ireland is closed, cliquey, and limited to people who are 
connected through the colleges or media, or socially. Being marginalised has hurt 
me deeply and I have decided to no longer submit in this country.” 

Established writer/illustrator not identifying as part of such groups 

The need for self-promotion 
33 respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey commented on the growing need to 
spend time and money on self-promotion, with many suggesting that this is because 
publishers no longer promote authors effectively: 

“The pressure to do marketing and publicity personally, which isn’t my area of 
expertise or my comfort zone, because publishers don’t do enough of that.” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator not identifying as part of such groups 

“Much seems to depend (as in many sectors) on a capacity for networking. As far 
as I know, even established writers do not earn enough to live on from the sales of 
their books, but on other writing-related opportunities that come their way. I am 
on the autism spectrum, have inhibiting social anxiety, and am introverted. 
Networking is virtually impossible to any meaningful degree.” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 
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Difficulty in getting an agent 
29 respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (7%) mentioned unprompted the 
difficulty of getting an agent as a barrier to their career development. 

“I find it hard to get information on suitable agents and the process of finding an 
agent is too mysterious. In fact, I found it much easier to get published than to get 
an agent. Better information from agents would help – most of them just ignore 
you.” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

Just 16% of mid-career and established writers and illustrators had an agent for their first 
published book (18% of underrepresented groups and 16% of those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups). 

Those from underrepresented groups are a little more likely to currently have an agent (29% 
compared to 23% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups) and more 
likely to be trying to find an agent (55% compared to 46%). 

The additional administrative burden that results from not having an agent is perceived to 
have an impact on writers’ and illustrators’ work: 

“No accountant + no agent = I don’t spend enough time creating, therefore 
making money.” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

Publishers’ narrow focus 
25 respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (6%) mention unprompted that they 
feel excluded by a focus within the literature and publishing sector on certain kinds of work 
because it is perceived as more commercial or that it has greater literary merit. 

“There seems to be a very narrow range of what is considered likely to be 
commercially successful, and therefore accepted for publication. The kinds of 
publishing houses (e.g. small, independent) likely to publish more 
unusual/experimental work are not really able to support their writers financially 
and, if a writer is successful, the publishing house may lose the writer to a bigger 
publishing house. The current dominant taste in literature is not what I write, so 
there is a diminishing chance for me to make a living from it.” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

“I feel like there is a particular kind of story or voice that is celebrated, which 
stems from a certain heritage or tradition, and that can sometimes come to feel 
quite burdensome to those who are writing after. There is often a constant 
comparison being made, either to writers from previous generations or 
contemporary writers who may be more well-known or considered ‘more Irish’. 
This can be a little discouraging sometimes, particularly if you are a new writer 
and are not trying to write in a particular ‘voice’ or looking to try something 
different with your writing. I am fortunate to have an agent and a publisher who 
understand the impetus behind my work and champion it in ways I could not have 
dreamed anyone else would, but am aware that this is rare.” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 
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Three respondents to the sector workers’ survey suggest that discriminatory attitudes 
coming from a lack of diversity are behind this narrow focus: 

“I find that there is a profound lack of diversity across the publishing sector in 
Ireland. My colleagues and peers tend to come from a dominant class, race and 
education background, which leads to a certain kind of writing being elevated, 
promoted and published often at the expense of other voices and stories that may 
be more marginalised. These stories or this writing is sometimes considered too 
different, experimental, or unrelatable for an ‘Irish audience’.” 

Sector worker from an underrepresented group 

“I feel there is blatant and institutionalised discrimination against Irish language 
writers as their opportunities are not equal to English language writers. I would 
like this acknowledged and addressed.” 

Mid-career writer identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

Do writers, illustrators and sector workers have to look abroad to develop their 
careers? 
Having to work or train abroad is one of the few barriers mentioned unprompted by a 
greater percentage of respondents from underrepresented groups than those not 
identifying as part of such groups. They point out that the lack of opportunities in Ireland 
means many sector workers have to train or work outside Ireland in order to develop their 
careers (21% compared to 11% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups): 

“Development in editorial, which is the field I want to pursue more, is quite limited 
in Ireland. There are only a handful of positions as a commissioning editor (the 
next step up for me) in this country, many of which are with publishers whose lists 
don’t align with what I want to publish. This puts me in a position where I may 
have to look to the UK for attractive career progression. This is a very big decision 
as I have commitments here in Ireland, and would rather not have to move to 
London, especially as I’m aware that publishing wages being so low, quality of life 
there would be a lot less than here.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of such groups 

22% of sector workers started looking for their first job in the literature/publishing sector 
outside Ireland with 14% looking in Great Britain. Sector workers from underrepresented 
groups were less likely to start looking outside Ireland (17% compared to 22%). 

The issue applies to writers and illustrators too. 40% of mid-career and established writers 
and illustrators started looking for an agent or publisher for their first book outside Ireland 
with 25% looking in Great Britain. 67% of all respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ 
survey have been published outside Ireland (66% of those from underrepresented groups 
and 69% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups). 
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Is the Irish immigration system a barrier to diversity within the sector? 
10% of all respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey and 6% of respondents to the 
sector workers’ survey hold citizenship of a country outside the EU; 1% and 2% respectively 
are without citizenship status. 

Other barriers 
Other barriers mentioned unprompted by more than 1% of respondents to the writers’ and 
illustrators’ survey are: 

 limited energy/ill health 
 lack of confidence 
 crowded market place so highly competitive 
 lack of transparency around opportunities, e.g. funding 
 small market 
 networks focus on Dublin and London/no networks in rural areas 
 self-published work disrespected/disregarded, including by bookshops 
 lack of transparency/lack of knowledge about getting published 
 unfair practices by publishers 
 expectation that will work for free/lack of transparency about fees 
 writers more recognised and rewarded than illustrators 

It should be noted that a small number of writers and illustrators say they do not currently 
face any barriers, either because they are retired so have more time and can rely on a 
pension or because their career is flourishing. 

Other barriers mentioned unprompted by more than three respondents to the sector 
workers’ survey are: 

 part-time, short-term contracts 
 lack of funding 
 lack of resources within organisations 
 restricting access to information about jobs, salaries and opportunities for 

development 

Opportunities for development 

What is the reach of the available career development opportunities? 
Aspiring and emerging writers and illustrators were asked if they had ever applied or 
competed for a range of career development opportunities available in Ireland. 

The percentage of respondents from underrepresented groups and those not identifying as 
part of underrepresented groups taking up opportunities are similar. The exceptions are that 
those from underrepresented groups are less likely to have submitted work to a journal that 
pays fees or to a competition with an entry fee, or attended a free creative writing course. 
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Figure 5: Opportunities for career development taken up by respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey 

 
Sector workers were asked “What steps, if any, have you taken to develop your career, both 
before and after your first job?”. 

Sector workers from underrepresented groups are much less likely to have undertaken an 
unpaid internship (22% compared to 38% of those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups) and voluntary work (43% compared to 51%). The percentage 
undertaking paid internships, however, is broadly similar (17% compared to 14%). 
Respondents from underrepresented groups are more likely to have worked outside Ireland 
in order to develop their careers (35% compared to 24%). Broadly similar percentages of the 
two groups have undertaken all of the other steps to develop their careers. 

 
Figure 6: Opportunities for career development taken up by respondents to the sector workers’ survey 

 



WORDS IRELAND 

33 

Do respondents know about the available support and development opportunities? 
31% of aspiring and emerging writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups said 
they didn’t know about the types of opportunity they did not apply or compete for. 
However, this is also a barrier to even more of those identifying as not part of 
underrepresented groups (37%). Sector workers from underrepresented groups are more 
likely to say they didn’t know about opportunities for career development than those not 
identifying as part of such groups (36% compared to 25%). Both for artists and sector 
workers the sources of information most often cited by respondents who did take up 
opportunities are only accessible to those who are already part of the sector network. 

“[I found out] mostly [through] whisper circles: learning from friends that they 
existed and were for people like me. Gatekept information is not widely available 
in an accessible way.” 

Sector worker 

“I’ve learned a lot from taking some courses at the Irish Writers Centre, and 
learned how to query from online sources and groups.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator 

Sources of information 
The broad pattern of information use is similar both for respondents from underrepresented 
groups and those not identifying as part of such groups. Underrepresented groups, however, 
are a little less likely to consult sector organisation and writing opportunity websites and 
blogs (30% compared to 37% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups) 
and none had used specialist journals and magazines (compared to 11% of those not 
identifying as part of underrepresented groups). They are more likely to have heard through 
a sector organisation event (15% compared to 5%) and to search the internet (44% 
compared to 35%). 

 
Figure 7: Sources of information about opportunities for career development cited by writers and illustrators 
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Sector workers from underrepresented groups are much more likely to have heard about 
opportunities for career development from sector organisations than those not identifying 
as part of underrepresented groups (53% compared to 18%), particularly Publishing Ireland 
(33% compared to 16%). None heard through an unpaid internship compared to 23% of 
those not identifying as part of such groups. They are less likely to hear through word of 
mouth (33% compared to 46%). 

 
Figure 8: Sources of information about opportunities for career development cited by sector workers 

 

How have writers, illustrators and sector workers negotiated the key 
development milestones? 
There is little difference in the way that writers and illustrators from underrepresented 
groups secured their first paid gig compared to those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups. Open calls, applications or competitions were cited by around a 
third of respondents, personal contacts by another third and making direct unsolicited 
contact by 8–9%. None of those from underrepresented groups were contacted by 
publishers compared to 8% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 
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Figure 9: Ways in which writers/illustrators got their first paid gig 

 
Sector workers from underrepresented groups are more likely to say that they have never 
had an unpaid job (50% compared to 32% of those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups). Those who did get an unpaid job were more likely to get it 
through a personal contact (23% compared to 14%). They are less likely to have got the 
unpaid job through all other routes except for contacts made through a third-level course at 
a university or college. 

“I tried applying for jobs at publishing companies in Dublin and all of them 
basically said no matter how much experience I had, I had to start with an unpaid 
internship to get a foot in the door.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of underrepresented groups 

 
Figure 10: Ways in which sector workers got their first unpaid job, 

compared with those who have never had an unpaid job 
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Sector workers from underrepresented groups are much less likely to have got their first 
paid job through an open call or application process than those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups (30% compared to 48%). None got the job following an unpaid 
internship or volunteering compared to 21% of those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups. They are more likely to have got the job through a friend or 
personal contact made through socialising, work or networking (22% compared to 8%). 

“Through my unpaid internship I have established most of my connections and it 
has been a lead into a lot of job opportunities. Any opportunities I have not taken 
have been due to financial issues, even in my internship I still had to work to 
support myself.” 

Sector worker not identifying as part of such groups 

 
Figure 11: Ways in which sector workers got their first paid job 

What are the barriers to engagement with development 
opportunities? 
Aspiring and emerging writers and illustrators were asked “Please think about the 
opportunities listed above that you didn’t apply for and say what stopped you: (please tick 
all that apply)”. 

The most frequently cited factors that stopped aspiring and emerging writers and illustrators 
applying or competing for opportunities were: 

 I felt this kind of opportunity was not meant for me (39%) 
 I didn’t feel ready for this kind of opportunity (38%) 
 it cost too much (34%) 
 I didn’t know this kind of opportunity is available (33%) 
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“I know Words Ireland is doing a lot of good work offering and providing 
opportunities for many. And yes, I do believe older writers too. Delighted to have 
received a mentorship with [one of the literature resource organisations]. But us 
older writers still need more help to get a leg up, especially if we’ve no other 
income and are trying to make it as a writer. I’m ok with the lack of pay, for the 
most part, but it’s the professional development I wish there were more 
opportunities for emerging writers, not just early career writers. We seem to fall 
into a unseen zone.” 

Aspiring writer not identifying as part of such groups 

Barriers disproportionately experienced by underrepresented groups were: 

 I felt this kind of opportunity was not meant for me (43% compared to 33% of those 
not identifying as part of underrepresented groups) 

 I didn’t feel ready for this kind of opportunity (40% compared to 29%) 
 I didn’t have time (39% compared to 10%) 

 

 
Figure 12: Barriers to opportunities for career development cited by respondents 

to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey 

 
The main barriers that stopped sector workers from taking particular steps to develop their 
careers are broadly the same both for respondents from underrepresented groups and 
those who do not identify as part of such groups, but a bigger percentage of those from 
underrepresented groups cite each of these key barriers: 

 it cost too much/didn’t pay enough (64% of respondents from underrepresented 
groups compared to 52% from those not identifying as part of underrepresented 
groups) 

 this kind of opportunity was not accessible to me (41% compared to 32%) 
 I didn’t know this kind of opportunity was available (36% compared to 25%) 
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The exception is that respondents from underrepresented groups are much less likely to say 
they didn’t have time for them (23% compared to 35%). They are also much less likely to say 
that they were not interested in the opportunities that they didn’t apply for, although far 
fewer respondents overall indicated they were affected by this barrier (5% compared to 
15%). 

 

 
Figure 13: Barriers to opportunities for career development cited by respondents 

to the sector workers’ survey 
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SUSTAINABILITY OF CAREERS IN THE IRISH LITERATURE AND 
PUBLISHING SECTOR 

The following analysis focuses on earnings in 2019 as the last “normal” year before the 
Covid-19 pandemic. It then looks at earnings in 2020 to quantify, as far as possible, the 
impact of the pandemic. 

Attitude to answering questions about income 
Several of those involved in this project were concerned that questions about income would 
be perceived as intrusive. Respondents were therefore asked “How do you feel about 
answering questions about your income designed to monitor pay and conditions?” 55% of 
writers and illustrators and 38% of sector workers said that it depended on the question or 
on how the information would be used. Only 15% of writers and illustrators and 10% of 
sector workers said they were never comfortable answering such questions. 

What did writers/illustrators and sector workers earn in 2019? 
Aspiring writers are defined as those who did not seek to earn any of their income through 
their writing or illustrating in 2020. They have therefore been excluded from the income 
analysis that follows. It’s worth noting, though, that the median income in 2019 from all 
sources for aspiring writers and illustrators is €22,805, ranging from no earned income to 
€60,000. 

297 emerging, mid-career and established writers and illustrators gave details of their 
income in 2019 (61%). 

The average annual earnings of emerging, mid-career and established writers and illustrators 
from all sources was €25,622. This is under two-thirds of the national average annual 
earnings for all employees in Ireland in 2019, including regular, overtime and irregular 
earnings, of €40,283.14 The average annual earnings of sector workers from all sources was 
€30,659, three-quarters of the national average annual earnings. 

The median15 total gross income from all sources in 2019 of emerging, mid-career and 
established writers and illustrators was €19,933. As a median, this means that half of the 
writers and illustrators earned less than this. 9% of writers and illustrators earned more than 
€60,000. 

The median for writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups is €22,000 and the 
median for those not identifying as part of such groups is €19,000.  

 
14 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/elca/earningsandlabourcostsannualdata2019/ 
15 Respondents’ earnings range very widely from no earned income to three writers and illustrators earning 
more than €100,000. This small number of writers and illustrators with very high incomes affects the average 
(arithmetical mean). The median is therefore a better indicator. 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/elca/earningsandlabourcostsannualdata2019/
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The median for sector workers is €29,000, ranging from no earned income to €108,000. 7% 
of sector workers earned more than €60,000. 

 

 
Figure 14: Highest, lowest and median total income of writers/illustrators and sector workers 2019 

 

 
Figure 15: Total gross income 2019 earned by emerging, mid-career 

and established writers/illustrators by income band 
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Figure 16: Total gross income 2019 earned by sector workers by income band 

 
What did writers/illustrators earn from their creative work in 2019? 
The median gross income earned in 2019 by emerging, mid-career and established writers 
and illustrators from their creative work in 2019 was €500. This means that half of them 
earned less than this. This income ranged between no income and €125,000. If emerging 
writers and illustrators are excluded, the median is €2,000. 

The median gross income earned in 2019 from work related to their own writing or 
illustrating (e.g. events, teaching creative writing, residencies, journalism, etc.) was €395. 
This income ranged between no income and €42,087. 

 

 
Figure 17: Income from creative work 2019 earned by emerging, mid-career 

and established writers/illustrators by income band 
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What do sector workers earn within the literature and publishing sector? 
The median income from work within the literature and publishing sector was €25,000. 
Three-quarters rely entirely on their earnings from within the sector, with 24% of 
respondents supplementing their income with earnings from outside the sector. 9% earn 
less than half their income from within the sector. 

What are the main sources of income for writers and illustrators? 
Again, this analysis focuses on writers and illustrators seeking to earn at least some of their 
income from their creative work, excluding aspiring writers. 

The sources of income in 2019 for at least 10% of emerging, mid-career and established 
writers and illustrators are: 

 advances or royalties (43%) 
 speaking engagements or event fees (36%) 
 journal, magazine or publication fees (34%) 
 workshops for schools or community groups (24%) 
 writing or illustration-related teaching (21%) 
 awards or prizes (16%) 
 commission from a literature or arts organisation, e.g. panel membership (10%) 

The only source not among the top three sources of income for at least 10% of the writers 
and illustrators is commissions from literature or arts organisations (5%). 

Writers and illustrators from underrepresented backgrounds are much more likely to have 
earned none of their income from any of the list of sources (33% compared to 18% of 
emerging, mid-career and established writers and illustrators not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups). They are more likely to have earned income from advances or 
royalties (51% compared to 39%). They are a little less likely to have earned income from 
workshops for schools or community groups (19% compared to 25%). 

There is a much bigger difference in the top three sources of income for writers and 
illustrators from underrepresented groups and those not identifying as part of 
underrepresented groups. 

Writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups are MORE likely to list the following 
state funding sources among their top three: 

 Arts Council bursaries (30% of those from underrepresented groups compared to 9% 
of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups) 

 other Arts Council funding (22% compared to 6%) 
 other funding from a state organisation (15% compared to 6%) 

… and LESS likely to include these sources: 

 speaking engagements or event fees (15% compared to 34%) 
 journal, magazine or publication fees (9% compared to 26%) 
 workshops for schools or community groups (9% compared to 25%) 
 writing or illustration-related teaching (4% compared to 31%) 
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How are careers made financially sustainable? 

Writers and illustrators 

This analysis includes aspiring writers and illustrators as the following supports might enable 
them to attempt to earn some income from their writing or illustrating. 

66% of respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey from underrepresented groups 
and 72% of those not identifying as part of such groups said that their writing or illustrating 
was made possible by income from work not related to their writing or illustrating. As seen 
earlier, this has an impact on the time they have available for their creative work (see page 
23). 

33% of respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey from underrepresented groups 
and 24% of those not identifying as part of such groups said that their writing or illustrating 
was made possible by income from another member of their household, family or friends. 

14% said that their writing or illustrating was made possible by social welfare benefits or 
payments. There was little difference between those from underrepresented groups and 
those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 

One respondent points out, however, that many writers and illustrators are not eligible for 
social welfare payments: 

“The tax situation in this country is loaded against people who are self-employed, 
because the nature of the creative industries means one often has to be self-
employed. Yet when it comes to getting state allowances, it was massively 
challenging. If not impossible. So between being self-employed and being a lone 
parent, I had no access to support from the state and thus my creative career 
which, prior to having a child, was strong had to grind to a halt. And now that I am 
in my 50s, people keep telling me ‘oh, if only you started (writing full time) earlier’. 
It is frustrating. And heartbreaking.” 

Emerging writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

Sector workers 

27% of respondents to the sector workers survey said their career was made financially 
possible by income from another member of their household, family or friends, and 14% said 
they stayed with parents or friends living near their place of work. 8% cited grant funding as 
making their career possible. None of these responses showed a difference between those 
from underrepresented groups and those not identifying as part of underrepresented 
groups. There was more of a difference in those saying their career was made possible by 
social welfare benefits or payments (5% of those from underrepresented groups and 12% of 
those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups). 

“I work in Dublin, and live with a parent in a neighbouring county. I never could 
have considered unpaid internships while paying rent in Dublin. It would also have 
been almost impossible to live in Dublin on the starting salary I received once I 
found paid publishing work, so I feel grateful I have been able to live at home in 
order to get a start in the industry.” 

Sector worker identifying as not from an underrepresented group 
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Are respondents from underrepresented groups experiencing a disproportionate 
financial impact from Covid-19? 
The percentage of writers and illustrators saying that advances or royalties were among 
their top three sources of income fell from 50% in 2019 to 35% in 2020, with little difference 
between those from underrepresented groups and those not identifying as part of such 
groups.  

One writer/illustrator points out another factor that may be contributing to this: 

“This survey doesn’t focus enough on publishers’ advances and royalty payments. 
There should have been a question about these … Royalties used to be 10% on the 
cover price. Now they are between 6 and 10% on the ‘net’ price. So a book that 
sold for €20 used to get an author €2, now €1, if that. Publishers generally have 
seen profits increase since 2010 but writers incomes have significantly fallen and 
this issue is a big part of it.” 

Writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

The percentage including speaking or engagement fees fell, not surprisingly, from 27% to 9% 
(the drop among those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups was even greater, 
from 34% to 6%). Journal, magazine or publication fees fell from 22% to 6% and writing and 
illustration-related teaching fell from 24% to 12%. 

“2020 was a good year financially for me because my usual costs related to travel 
etc for workshops reduced my overheads and I felt the literature community rose 
to the challenge of supporting artists in a tough year. I am more concerned with 
2021 onwards and the aftermath of the pandemic. There seems to be fewer online 
opportunities being created as we await reopening. But capacity will still be 
reduced for in person events for some time to come, which again reduces earning 
potential. Another concern is that some institutions (e.g. libraries) are discussing 
hosting live events which are simultaneously broadcast online, thereby reducing 
the opportunity for authors to visit several locations in a library service and further 
reducing earning opportunities.” 

Established writer/illustrator from an underrepresented group 

The percentage saying they earned no income from any of the listed options went up from 
23% in 2019 to 41% in 2020, with little difference between those from underrepresented 
groups and those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 

Median total gross income for writers and illustrators from underrepresented groups fell by 
18% in 2020 compared to a fall of 7% for those not identifying as part of underrepresented 
groups. Underrepresented groups also saw a disproportionate drop in income of 29% from 
work not related to their writing or illustration while that of respondents not identifying as 
part of underrepresented groups remained steady. Median income from creative work for 
those from underrepresented groups, however, went up by 23% from a low base of €375 in 
2019 to €460 in 2020. 
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Figure 18: Median income of emerging, mid-career and established writers and illustrators in 2019 and 2020 

 

Median total gross income from all sources for sector workers fell from €29,000 to €28,000 
while total income just from jobs within the sector remained steady at €25,000. 

Just 15 sector workers (17%) received a Pandemic Unemployment Payment in 2020, one 
received a payment through the Part-time Job Incentive Scheme for the Self-Employed and 
six received Covid-related funding from the Arts Council. 

Just seven respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey (2%) received a payment 
through the Part-time Job Incentive Scheme for the Self-Employed. 13% of those from 
underrepresented groups received Covid-related funding from the Arts Council compared to 
20% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. 

36% of those from underrepresented groups received a Pandemic Unemployment Payment 
compared to 46% of those not identifying as part of underrepresented groups. There were a 
few positive outcomes from Covid: 

“[I first got published thanks to] Covid Pandemic Unemployment Payment [which 
meant I] finally had financial support and the time to pursue writing.” 

Emerging writer not identifying as part of such groups 

“I had a good pandemic year with great recognition of my work including a 
nomination for a major prize.” 

Established writer not identifying as part of such groups 



WORDS IRELAND 

46 

Do writers and illustrators work for free? 
In 2019, 25% of all respondents to the writers’ and illustrators’ survey did not do any work 
without payment. 32% did so willingly because it was for charity or to support others in the 
sector. Another 17% did so willingly because they felt they could afford it. 20%, however, did 
so reluctantly because they needed the exposure but can’t really afford to work for free. 
There was no difference between underrepresented groups and those not identifying as part 
of underrepresented groups. 
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WHAT ACTIONS DO RESPONDENTS BELIEVE WOULD ADDRESS 
THESE BARRIERS? 

It is important to recognise that not all respondents supported action to increase the 
diversity of the literature and publishing sector: 

“The current push for diversity and inclusively and equality is commendable but it 
poses the danger of becoming an overcorrection which will inevitably and 
ironically continue the problem of exclusion – just of another group. 
Underrepresented is a very broad adjective which concerns many, even those who 
have college degrees – some, myself included, would not have been able to go had 
they not been sponsored or given a scholarship. It seems to be the buzzword du 
jour on applications and submissions, and quite a few writers do question the 
amount of time spent describing and selling a part of their identity and the 
amount of focus given to the actual writing they wish to create.” 

Sector worker identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

Writers and illustrators 
The following actions to address barriers to career development were recommended by at 
least 2% of respondents: 

 advocate for Universal Basic Income/stipend for creative activities/living wage: 61 
respondents (15%) 

 more/fairer access to bursaries and grants, including more straightforward application 
process: 60 respondents (15%) 

“The Arts Council funding system needs to be restructured to allow authors 
without agents/contracts/previous published books to be assessed against similar 
applicants rather than assessed in same pool as successful authors.”16 

Emerging writer identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

 fairer payment by publishers (and event organisers/education institutions): 46 
respondents (11%) 

“Better pricing acceptance from publishers (better pay), otherwise all the good 
illustrators will only work with UK and US clients. To get professional illustrators 
you need to treat them like the professionals they are otherwise you will get 
people that can draw things in their spare time, and lose quality throughout the 
sector.” 

Emerging writer identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

 
16 The Arts Council provides a range of funding support, some of which is targeted at particular career stages. 
The purpose of the Next Generation Artists Award is to support a group of promising artists across all disciplines 
at an early but pivotal stage in their careers. The Literature Bursary Award supports professional writers and 
illustrators at all stages of their careers. 
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 support for focused writing time, e.g. grants; short retreats; support for childcare; 
more residencies focused on creative output rather than teaching or community 
outreach for different genres across the country; dedicated, bookable and quiet 
workspaces: 40 respondents (10%) 

 action to amplify minority voices, including diversity training for decision makers: 30 
respondents (7%) 

 focused peer networks managed by sector organisations and accessible to those 
outside Dublin (i.e. not “catch-all” writers’ groups but genre- and issue-based): 26 
respondents (6%) 

“I am part of a writing group and we share and support each other. Without them, 
I doubt any of us would be still writing today, or getting anywhere. We keep each 
other going.” 

Emerging writer identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

 pooling of information by sector resource organisations, e.g. a jointly created, easily 
accessible, up-to-date directory of reputable agents, publishers and journals accepting 
work: 24 respondents (6%) 

“It takes huge (unpaid) time to maintain my list of Irish venues for short fiction, 
flash, articles etc. A centralised national list with guidelines, payment information 
would be amazing for all levels of writers. Transparency on this topic might help 
payment rates too. I’d even be willing to pay a small fee towards maintaining this 
if it were comprehensive.” 

Mid-career writer/illustrator identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

 affordable mentoring/feedback: 23 respondents (6%) 
 transparent code of conduct, e.g. declaration of connections between selectors and 

clarity about what will actually be considered for selection: 21 respondents (5%) 
 structural change across the publishing sector to promote diversity, e.g. equality, 

diversity and inclusion is integrated into publishers’ succession and expansion plans; 
advocate for government economic development stimulus to grow the Irish publishing 
industry, including exploitation of foreign rights and marketing: 20 respondents (5%) 

 training/one-to-one support in the “business aspects” of freelance writing and 
illustration, e.g. pricing, social media/self-promotion, time management, resilience: 17 
respondents (4%) 

 more and better focused training and events for mid-career/established writers: 15 
respondents (4%) 

 opportunities to network with, and pitch to, agents and publishers; networking events 
to enable festivals and event organisers to widen their knowledge of 
writers/illustrators run by sector organisations: 15 respondents (4%) 

 industry minimum standards for fees, advances, royalties, agents fees (with 
ombudsman): 13 respondents (3%) 
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 continuance of online training/support and networks started during the Covid-19 
pandemic as it is more accessible both to people with disabilities and those outside 
Dublin: 10 respondents (2%) 

 a one-stop shop to provide better access to information on development and funding 
opportunities created jointly by sector resource organisations: 9 respondents (2%) 

 advocacy for fair pay for writers and illustrators: 7 respondents (2%) 
 independent/self-published writers and illustrators are recognised, valued and 

supported, including by distributors and booksellers: 7 respondents (2%) 

“To see a shift in professional writers’ organisations and the publishing industry 
towards recognising that the work of many independent authors is no less valid 
than traditionally published authors. Indie film and music doesn’t face the same 
blatant snobbery and exclusion.” 

Sector worker identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

 advocate for the reintroduction of School Library Grant and a nationwide writers-in-
schools programme17 embracing all genres: 5 respondents (1%) 

 more training/mentoring on getting published: 5 respondents (1%) 
 legal/business/contract advice service provided by sector resource organisations 

because there are so few agents: 5 respondents (1%) 
 financial support for third-level education in creative writing: 4 respondents (1%) 

Sector workers 
The following actions to address barriers to career development were recommended by at 
least 3% of respondents: 

 more training opportunities offered by employers: 14 respondents (15%) 
 transparent pay scales: 12 respondents (13%) 
 better pay: 10 respondents (11%) 
 state investment and support to grow the sector and develop more viable business 

models resulting in more jobs: 8 respondents (9%) 
 more funding for the literature sector: 7 respondents (8%) 
 a ban on unpaid internships: 7 respondents (8%) 
 more access to affordable mentoring/coaching at all levels: 6 respondents (7%) 
 more remote working/the decentralisation of publishing to more affordable locations: 

5 respondents (5%) 

“Transparency within publishing, both in terms of pay scales, and a more clear 
structure for progression. I nearly left publishing this year because it was 
impossible to know if it was financially feasible for me to continue to work in this 
area long-term; it was only the rise of remote working that has enabled me to live 
in a much more affordable area.” 

Sector worker identifying as not from an underrepresented group 

 
17 The Writers in Schools scheme, run by Poetry Ireland, part-funds visits by writers and storytellers to primary 
and post-primary schools in the Republic of Ireland (funded by The Arts Council) and Northern Ireland (funded 
by Arts Council Northern Ireland). 
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 transparency and openness over job opportunities, including wider advertising: 4 
respondents (4%) 

 better governance and HR management, including protection for whistle-blowers and 
an independent complaints system within the arts: 4 respondents (4%) 

 cooperation between publishers within Ireland and internationally, e.g. negotiating 
distribution, developing alternative distribution channels, resource sharing, and 
promoting inclusion: 4 respondents (4%) 

 transparent career paths: 3 respondents (3%) 
 Universal Basic Income/living wage: 3 respondents (3%) 
 advocacy for the value of specific roles within publishing leading to higher pay: 3 

respondents (3%) 
 more internships: 3 respondents (3%) 
 pathways to support people from underrepresented groups to access training: 3 

respondents (3%) 

Conclusion 
The biggest barrier to access in the literature and publishing sector is low pay, which also 
impacts negatively on the creative output and well-being of the majority of those already 
within it. Higher pay for sector workers and higher fees for writers and illustrators are only 
possible, however, if there are more jobs within the sector and more work is published. To 
achieve this, all its stakeholders must work together to build the Irish literature and 
publishing sector so that it can achieve its economic, social and cultural potential. 

Words Ireland is therefore developing a set of priority actions in collaboration with other 
sector stakeholders. 
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