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Abstract 

Precarious employment is an important consequence of structural changes in labour markets. 

Precarity has had profound effects on young workers in particular, often disrupting the process of 

͚eŵeƌgiŶg adulthood͛. This paper looks at precarious employment in the creative sectors, specifically 

among jazz musicians. It explores their experiences of, and attitudes towards, precarity. It shows 

how participants sought to manage and sometimes embrace precarity as part of the life course, but 

also argues that this managed embrace was dependent on factors such as family background. 
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Introduction 

Young workers attract particular interest in studies of labour markets and employment. They are 

ofteŶ ĐoŶsideƌed to ďe tǇpiĐal laďouƌ ŵaƌket ͚outsideƌs͛, suffeƌiŶg dispƌopoƌtioŶatelǇ fƌoŵ 

unemployment, and vulnerable to precarious working conditions (Furlong & Cartmel, 2006; Kretsos, 

2010). Their transitions into employment are often fraught with difficulty in finding stable and well-

paid jobs (MacDonald et al, 2005). While economic studies may define an a priori ͚Ǉouth͛ age ƌaŶge 

which can be used to gauge the effects of age against variables such as productivity (e.g. Skirbekk, 

2004), sociological perspectives on youth employment are more interested in the processes involved 

in labour market integration (Brzinsky-Fay, 2007; Wyn & White, 2000). Given that stable 

employment has been considered a hallmark of adulthood (Cuconato, 2011), increased work 

uncertainty may therefore provoke significant changes in life course patterns. 

These developments have encouraged a focus on the way in which economic and social factors 

produce divergent trajectories and inequalities among young workers. Post-modern approaches 

have emerged highlighting the role of individual agency in these transitions, as Fordist collectivist 

institutions falter (Neilson & Rossiter, 2008; Wyn & White, 2000). Nonetheless, the apparent 

͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ͛ of Ǉouth laďouƌ ŵaƌket tƌaŶsitioŶs has Ŷot ƌeplaĐed tƌaditioŶal forms of social 

integration and the influence of institutions such as the family or the state. Rather, it has introduced 

more risk into the pathways leading from them (Beck, 1992). 

This paper looks at jazz musicians in London, exploring how their experiences of labour market 

precarity and transitions to adulthood are affected both by their own agency and by structural 

factors. We eǆaŵiŶe paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ ƌespoŶses to the pƌoĐess of laďouƌ ŵaƌket iŶtegƌatioŶ, aŶd to 

uŶstaďle ǁoƌkiŶg ĐoŶditioŶs, iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of LoŶdoŶ͛s jazz sĐeŶe. We seleĐted a ͚Đƌeatiǀe seĐtoƌ͛ 

study because, given the many features that make it attractive to young workers, it constitutes an 

especially rich setting in which to consider ͚eŵeƌgiŶg adulthood͛. Moreover, creative workers have 

to navigate a range of tensions in the development of their careers, as they seek to cultivate their 
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own artistic voice while simultaneously managing work instability (Lingo & Tepper, 2013). Our 

research will show that these tensions impact on their attitudes towards precarious work. We make 

three main points. Firstly, our participants frequently accepted precarity and sometimes even saw it 

as something to be embraced. Secondly, they made explicit connections between this embrace and 

their own transitions to adulthood. Thirdly, their ability to do this was highly dependent on 

structural resources, in particular their socio-economic family backgrounds. 

The paper is organised as follows. The first section provides theoretical background to the issue of 

precarious employment among young workers. There follows a section contextualising our case 

study. After a discussion of methods, theƌe aƌe thƌee eŵpiƌiĐal seĐtioŶs disĐussiŶg paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ 

attitudes to precarity, its role in life course transitions, and the support networks upon which they 

rely. 

Precarity and transitions to adulthood 

Precarious work has been extensively studied in recent years, and is particularly associated with the 

loss of employment and collective organising capabilities following the breakdown of the post-War 

economic order (Barchiesi, 2011; Kalleberg, 2012; Standing, 2011). Not surprisingly, therefore, there 

is a burgeoning literature on precarious work in various disciplines, including labour economics, 

sociology, management and industrial relations, among others. This growth is partly attributable to a 

combination of various political-economic factors including welfare state retrenchment and 

structural reforms to labour markets (Greer & Doellgast, 2013). But to analyse fully it the 

connections between economic, institutional and social realms have to be understood, including 

factors such as family and other social networks (McDowell et al, 2009; Ranci, 2010). For example, 

Castel͛s ;ϮϬϬϬͿ ǁoƌk ĐoŶĐeptualises ǁoƌk aŶd soĐial Ŷetǁoƌks as tǁo distiŶĐt souƌĐes of staďilitǇ, aŶd 

posits the eǆisteŶĐe of a ͚disaffiliated͛ class that lacks access to both. Hence the extent to which 

labour market precarity is problematic depends on a range of other social factors (Gentile, 2011).  
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Precarity is especially prevalent among young people, who increasingly have to negotiate a set of 

risks that were largely unknown to their parents (Furlong & Cartmel, 2006; Standing, 2011). This 

applies not just to those in lower-skilled work. Relatively highly-skilled young workers are 

increasingly exposed to the risk of unemployment and social marginalisation (Barley & Kunda, 2004). 

ConseƋueŶtlǇ, liteƌatuƌe has deǀeloped aƌouŶd the idea of ͚eŵeƌgiŶg adulthood͛, eŶgagiŶg ǁith the 

prolongation of transitions to adulthood among 18-34 year olds (Bynner, 2005; Chisholm & 

Hurrelmann, 1995; Clark, 2007). For example, while many have commented on the relatively early 

home-leaving age of young British workers (Aassve et al, 2002; Billari & Liefbroer, 2010), recent 

sĐholaƌship has suggested aŶ eǆteŶsioŶ of ͚seŵi-depeŶdeŶĐǇ͛ oŶ theiƌ paƌeŶts ;BeƌƌiŶgtoŶ et al, 

2009; Heath et al, 2008). Indeed, increased difficulty in leaving home, or the increased need to 

return to it following an initial depaƌtuƌe, has giǀeŶ ƌise to disĐussioŶ of the ͚ďooŵeƌaŶg geŶeƌatioŶ͛ 

(Stone et al, 2013). 

These points indicate a continued emphasis on social institutions such as the family in coping with 

labour market instability, and arguably conflict with other sociological trends emphasising an 

iŶĐƌeasiŶg ͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ͛ ǁithiŶ soĐieties. The latteƌ has goŶe haŶd-in-hand with the growing 

emphasis on risk and insecurity in modern capitalism (Bauman, 1998; Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1990; 

Sennett, 2000). Certainly, precarity may be seen as reflecting the transition from the Keynesian 

eŵphasis oŶ staďilitǇ aŶd iŶtegƌatioŶ, to a gloďal eĐoŶoŵǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh the iŶdiǀidual͛s ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to 

kinship and public support networks is weakened (Ranci, 2010) and post-War collective solidarities 

͚ŵelt iŶto aiƌ͛ ;Lash & Urry, 1987). Others tie precarity to an ideological turn towards 

͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ aŶd peƌsoŶal ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ foƌ ǁoƌk͛ ;Kalleďeƌg, ϮϬϬϵ:ϯͿ. This theŵe of appaƌeŶt 

individualisation has wide-ranging implications. Standing (2011:66), for example, argues that young 

ǁoƌkeƌs iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ ͚ƌejeĐt the laďouƌisŵ of staďle full-tiŵe joďs͛, ĐƌaǀiŶg iŶstead to ͚ǁoƌk oŶ theiƌ 

oǁŶ͛ outside of tƌaditioŶal ĐolleĐtiǀe stƌuĐtuƌes. WǇŶ aŶd White ;ϮϬϬϬͿ shoǁ hoǁ ĐoŶĐepts like skill 

have been reconfigured to denote the ability to cope as an individual in an unstable labour market. 



 5 

But these themes of individualisation may merely obscure, rather than reduce, the importance of 

collective categories in shaping life chances. Structural divisions in society continue to shape 

expectations and the form that the life course takes (Bynner & Roberts, 1991; Evans & Furlong, 

1997). This is FuƌloŶg aŶd Caƌtŵel͛s ;ϮϬϬϲͿ ͚episteŵologiĐal fallaĐǇ͛: that circumstances that appear 

to individualise people in fact remain rooted in societal structures. Differences such as class 

background remain central to an understanding of emerging adulthood and labour market 

integration. Accordingly, as we present our data, we will argue that while we do see a significant 

͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ͛ iŶ the attitudes of jazz ŵusiĐiaŶs to ǁoƌk aŶd the life-course, their capacity to 

manage and embrace this individualisation is highly dependent on other support networks, primarily 

family. 

Creative work and precarity 

There is a burgeoning literature on creative work, and due to space constraints we offer only a brief 

discussion here as context for our case study. Labour process-deƌiǀed disĐussioŶs of ͚Đƌeatiǀe laďouƌ͛ 

(Smith & McKinlay, 2009) observe important definitional problems. Work outside of ͚Đƌeatiǀe͛ 

seĐtoƌs suĐh as ŵusiĐ, ŵedia oƌ theatƌe is Ŷot iŶeǀitaďlǇ ͚uŶĐƌeatiǀe͛, aŶd ĐoŵŵeƌĐial ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts 

within those fields may also ĐoŶstƌaiŶ ͚ĐƌeatiǀitǇ͛. More important for our purposes are the relatively 

well-documented characteristics of jobs like music which make them an especially interesting lens 

through which to view the themes of precarity and the life course.  

Firstly, creative work is disproportionately populated by young workers (Gibson, 2003; McRobbie, 

2002). Moreover, it is also characterised by precarious working arrangements- typically in the guise 

of ͚poƌtfolio͛ eŵploǇŵeŶt ;Gill, ϮϬϬϮͿ. Consequently creative work, especially music, is characterised 

by multiple short-term projects with various employers or clients. In the case of music in particular, 

workers may subsidise or manage this precarity by undertaking varying quantities of stabler 

employment (often teaching) (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2010). This makes it a particularly interesting 

case, given the possibility for the simultaneous cultivation of unpredictable gigging engagements 
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alongside more reliable income streams (Umney & Kretsos, 2013). Unions in these professions tend 

to be weak, typically providing services such as insurance and legal advice rather than collectively 

regulating conditions of work (Heery et al, 2004; Saundry et al, 2007). However, while these points 

may partially explain why low pay is common in creative work, they are not the whole story. Creative 

workers themselves are often fatalistic about working conditions (Banks & Hesmondhalgh, 2009). In 

the case of jazz in particular, this fatalism may reflect their attitude to work itself, where pay and 

conditions are not necessarily seen as indicative of job quality, and where poorly-remunerated work 

may be prioritised if it affords greater creative autonomy (Stebbins, 1968; Umney & Kretsos, 2013). 

The toleƌaŶĐe of loǁ paǇ also ƌefleĐts the Ŷeed to gƌease the ǁheels of the Đƌeatiǀe iŶdustƌǇ͛s 

͚eĐoŶoŵǇ of faǀouƌs͛ ;Uƌsell, ϮϬϬϬͿ, espeĐiallǇ iŶ settings such as jazz where the creation of social 

ties is paramount (Dowd & Pinheiro, 2013). 

HeŶĐe, Đƌeatiǀe ǁoƌk ĐaŶ Ǉield a ǁealth of data ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg ǇouŶg ǁoƌkeƌs͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐes of 

precarious employment. Importantly, for such workers, the question is rarely siŵplǇ oŶe of ͚ĐopiŶg͛ 

with precarity. Rather, the positive attraction of this kind of work for young workers must be 

recognised. As McRobbie (2002) shows, the ͚utopiaŶ͛ ďǇpassiŶg of ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ ǁoƌkiŶg life is aŶ 

important allure; and according to some, a keǇ desiƌe of the ͚pƌeĐaƌiat͛ iŶ geŶeƌal ;“taŶdiŶg, ϮϬϭϭͿ. 

Work structures, particularly in creative sector jobs, cannot be analyzed in a vacuum, but as the 

outcome of interplay between economic and cultural constructs. For example, precarious creative 

woƌk is ƌeŶdeƌed attƌaĐtiǀe ďǇ ideologiĐal faĐtoƌs suĐh as the ŶotioŶ of ͚Đool joďs͛ ;Neff et al, ϮϬϬϱͿ. 

Our data will show that music is once again a strong exemplary case, where participants are often 

motivated by sheer enjoyment of the work. Interestingly, some writers have construed music scenes 

as highly communitarian, enabling collaboration based on shared passion, and thus highly resistant 

to the encroachment of instrumentalist business perspectives (Coulson, 2012). Hence it would be 

wrong to see musicians as victims of a lack of labour market integration. The idea of being an 

͚outsideƌ͛- or part of a group of outsiders- in relation to the formalised labour market can be a 

motivating factor in itself. 
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To use labour process-derived terminology, the hallŵaƌk of ͚Đƌeatiǀe laďouƌ͛ is the ;paƌtialͿ 

breakdown of the separation of conception and execution that defines the capitalist wage 

relationship (Smith & McKinlay, 2009). Given that it is organised around spontaneous small-group 

improvisation, jazz is a particularly vivid example of creative labour, and we were keen to use it to 

explore the idea of individual freedom through work. One may speculate that jazz, so often based 

around virtuosity, can represent a means to reclaim some degree of creative agency on an individual 

level, even if others have shown that the emancipatory potential of creative work tends to be 

undermined in a neoliberal setting (Banks, 2006). As we show in the following sections, our 

participants held complex and ambivalent- but sometimes strikingly positive- attitudes to the 

connections between precarity and their own individual development as artists. Nonetheless, we 

show that these observations cannot be separated from a class analysis, and that other forms of 

stability such as family support are important facilitating factors. 

Data and Methods 

This research is based on interviews with 30 musicians working in London collected between 

December 2011 and December 2012, plus follow-up interviews with 14 participants to revisit themes 

that emerged over the course of the research. Our sample focused on jazz musicians, but note that 

this does not mean that all interviewees earned a living playing exclusively jazz; the number of 

people in this category would be tiny. Rather, our interviewees were almost all professional 

musicians who had had formal education in jazz, excepting one who had been educated in classical 

ŵusiĐ ďut ǁho had siŶĐe ďeĐoŵe iŶǀolǀed iŶ jazz. All had deǀeloped ͚poƌtfolio͛ ǁoƌkiŶg liǀes ǁhiĐh 

included various other thiŶgs; tǇpiĐallǇ teaĐhiŶg, oƌ plaǇiŶg iŶ otheƌ settiŶgs suĐh as ͚fuŶĐtioŶ͛ gigs 

(i.e. private parties) and musical theatre. The vast majority continued to play jazz gigs wherever 

possible, though most had also diversified stylistically. Of the 30 participants, all but four fell into the 

25-35 age range. One was younger (23), and three were in their late 30s or early 40s. 
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As this age range indicates, our selection procedure was based around snowball sampling from an 

initial starting point of two contacts, and did not seek to identify musicians that fit into an age range 

defined a priori. Instead, we tried to speak to musicians who were in the process of establishing 

themselves on the London music scene, or in some cases those that had recently moved away after 

attempts to do so, without specific consideration of age. The important thing, therefore, was to 

interview those at an early stage in their careers, transitioning from education to established 

professionals. Frequently, this included musicians who had studied elsewhere and had, after 

spending some years saving money or preparing, relocated to begin afresh in London. Given 

LoŶdoŶ͛s status as uŶdisputed Đapital of the UK͛s jazz sĐeŶe, the ŵoǀe theƌe is a ĐƌitiĐal step iŶ 

building a career for many musicians, which can be undertaken at different ages. To work to a pre-

defined age range would therefore have been unduly restrictive. 

Interviews were typically 1-2 hours long. Initial questions probed the empirical nature and 

oƌgaŶisatioŶ of paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ eŵploǇŵeŶt, ďut paƌtiĐulaƌ foĐus ǁas plaĐed oŶ theiƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐes of 

precarious work and their attitudes towards it, specifically within the transition from new scene 

entrant to established musician. Hence, in the minority of cases where musicians above the 25-35 

range were contacted, interviews took a heavily biographical focus, asking participants to narrate 

their experiences and reflect on this process. Therefore we consider that our sample is well placed to 

addƌess the issues suƌƌouŶdiŶg ͚eŵeƌgiŶg adulthood͛ aŶd pƌeĐaƌious ǁoƌk disĐussed aďoǀe. 

The remainder of the article explores this interview data, continuing as follows. First, we discuss the 

ambivalence of our participants to precarious work, illustrating how it was tolerated and sometimes 

embraced. Second, we show how participants sought to manage this precarity in contextualise it 

within their life course. Finally, we highlight the importance of family socio-economic background 

that ŵitigates the effeĐt of pƌeĐaƌitǇ aŶd ƌeŶdeƌs possiďle paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ eŵďƌaĐe of it. 

͚If I eŶjoǇ soŵethiŶg, I doŶ͛t worrǇ aďout the ŵoŶeǇ so ŵuĐh͛: Attitudes towards preĐaritǇ 
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An obvious but important staƌtiŶg poiŶt ǁheŶ disĐussiŶg ŵusiĐiaŶs͛ ǁoƌkiŶg liǀes is that almost all 

participants entered the music profession because of the desire to play music. For many, this was a 

passion outweighing other concerns; a point made most straightforwardly in the quote fƌoŵ ͚‘oď͛ 

(27, saxophone) that heads this section. Those participants moving to London after studying 

elsewhere typically explained this transition not in terms of economic opportunity, but because of 

the ƋualitǇ of LoŶdoŶ͛s ŵusiĐ sĐeŶe. This enjoyment may take precedence over the desire for well-

remunerated and stable work. Stephen (28, bass) refers here to his experiences of low-paid 

ƌestauƌaŶt gigs: ͚I fiŶd geŶeƌallǇ if ŵusiĐiaŶs aƌe fƌee, theǇ ǁaŶt to go aŶd plaǇ. TheǇ doŶ͛t ŵiŶd [loǁ 

fees and inforŵal ǁoƌkiŶg aƌƌaŶgeŵeŶts]… It͛s ŶiĐe, Ǉou kŶoǁ, speŶdiŶg aŶ eǀeŶiŶg iŶ a ƌestauƌaŶt… 

aŶd doiŶg soŵe plaǇiŶg͛. “iŵilaƌlǇ, ‘aĐhel ;Ϯϯ, tƌoŵďoŶeͿ speaks aďout uŶpaid ǁoƌk ǁith oŶe of heƌ 

ďaŶds: ͚Ǉou͛ƌe aƌouŶd gƌeat plaǇeƌs aŶd Ǉou͛ƌe leaƌŶiŶg, eǀeŶ if Ǉou͛ƌe Ŷot gettiŶg aŶǇ ŵoŶeǇ͛. 

It was universal among participants that the desire to play increased tolerance of low-paid and 

informal work. More strongly, for many participants the experience of playing the kind of music that 

they want to play is something for which these material concerns are worth sacrificing. Participants 

ofteŶ iŶǀoked aŶ iŶeǀitaďle Ŷeed to loǁeƌ ŵateƌial eǆpeĐtatioŶs, iŶ oƌdeƌ to eŶaďle ͚Đƌeatiǀe͛ ǁoƌk 

to ďe uŶdeƌtakeŶ ƌegulaƌlǇ. Foƌ soŵe, ǁheŶ peƌfoƌŵiŶg ͚oƌigiŶal͛ pƌojeĐts ;i.e. a paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s oǁŶ 

creative output rather than functions or musical theatre), work stability is a luxury one has little right 

to expect. 

͚EǀeƌǇoŶe kŶoǁs ǁheŶ staƌtiŶg aŶ oƌigiŶal pƌojeĐt that Ǉou haǀe to ďe iŶto the pƌojeĐt 

ďeĐause theƌe aiŶ͛t goiŶg to ďe aŶǇ ŵoŶetaƌǇ ƌeǁaƌd... That͛s ǁhǇ ǁe͛ƌe iŶto ŵusiĐ. We 

ǁeƌe doiŶg that stuff foƌ fuŶ ǁheŶ ǁe ǁeƌe leaƌŶiŶg ŵusiĐ͛ ;HaƌƌǇ, Ϯϲ, tƌuŵpetͿ 

More bluntly: 

͚The ǁaǇ I see it is that Ǉou just do it at Ǉouƌ oǁŶ ƌisk. If Ǉou get ƌipped off oŶ a gig theŶ Ǉou 

just doŶ͛t do a gig ǁith that guǇ agaiŶ. You doŶ͛t use that ageŶt, Ǉou doŶ͛t use ǁhoeǀeƌ it is 

agaiŶ, Ǉou kŶoǁ? That͛s the eǆpeƌieŶĐe͛ ;BƌǇaŶ, Ϯϴ, ďassͿ 
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This ƌaises the ƋuestioŶ of ǁhetheƌ paƌtiĐipaŶts ĐoŶsideƌed plaǇiŶg jazz as ͚ǁoƌk͛ at all. WheŶ asked 

about future goals, ‘oď ;Ϯϳ, saǆophoŶeͿ ƌeplied ͚that͛s fuŶŶǇ, ďeĐause ǁheŶ Ǉou ask aďout Đaƌeeƌ 

oďjeĐtiǀes it ŵakes it souŶd like ǁoƌk!͛ This aŵďiguous liŶe ďetǁeeŶ ǁoƌk aŶd eŶjoǇŵeŶt is 

reflected in the following quote from Bryan: 

͚Theƌe͛s a ďig ďluƌ ďetǁeeŶ ǁhat I do foƌ ǁoƌk aŶd ǁhat I do foƌ fuŶ… If Ǉou doŶ͛t pƌaĐtiĐe, 

it͛s oǀeƌ ƌeallǇ. Theƌe͛s Ŷo poiŶt ďeiŶg a ŵusiĐiaŶ if Ǉou doŶ͛t pƌaĐtiĐe… WheŶ I haǀe tiŵe off 

iŶ the eǀeŶiŶgs, I pƌaĐtiĐe. “o liteƌallǇ all daǇ TuesdaǇ I͛ll ďe pƌaĐtiĐiŶg. If I ǁasŶ͛t heƌe [at the 

interǀieǁ] Ŷoǁ I͛d ďe pƌaĐtiĐiŶg. “o I ƌeallǇ see that as ďeiŶg the siŶgle ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt paƌt 

of ďeiŶg a ŵusiĐiaŶ eǀeŶ though it͛s Ŷot aĐtuallǇ eaƌŶiŶg ŵe aŶǇ ŵoŶeǇ͛ 

This paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s iŶĐoŵe Đaŵe eitheƌ fƌoŵ teaĐhiŶg oƌ peƌfoƌŵiŶg fuŶĐtioŶ gigs ďǇ ƌote. The only 

music he pushed himself to practice for were his original projects, which constituted a negligible 

fragment of his total income. Hence the largest chunk of his working time is spent developing his 

own capabilities, even though this has little bearing on his earning power.  

As ŵaŶǇ paƌtiĐipaŶts saǁ ͚oƌigiŶal͛ jazz peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe as oŶlǇ aŵďiguouslǇ ͚ǁoƌk͛, so theǇ dƌeǁ a fiƌŵ 

liŶe sepaƌatiŶg theiƌ oǁŶ Đƌeatiǀe aĐtiǀities fƌoŵ ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ work. For instance, many expressed a 

strong aversion to the idea of music as a ͚tƌade͛. Participants who had undertaken more regularised 

kinds of music work such as musical theatre often recalled feeling out-of-step with older colleagues 

who they felt adopted this outlook. Rob, for example, recalled being berated by colleagues for 

practicing during scheduled breaks while doing pantomime. Edward (27, saxophone) recounts his 

experiences playing on cruise ships: 

͚The ŵajoƌitǇ of people oŶ theƌe had ďeeŶ theƌe ϮϬ Ǉeaƌs- nobody seemed to be passionate 

aďout ŵusiĐ. AŶd I ĐaŶ͛t iŵagiŶe any of those characters at any point being passionate 

about music! There was no passion left in them about what they were doing. It almost felt 

like a tƌade ƌatheƌ thaŶ a passioŶ͛ 
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This view was not universal. Some participants dismissed this critique of music as a trade, viewing 

the peƌĐeiǀed ͚ďaĐks to the audieŶĐe͛ attitude of soŵe jazz peƌfoƌŵeƌs as a self-indulgent barrier to 

self-sufficiency. We return to this point below. 

This prioritisation of creative activity over financial stability was a regular interview theme, but it is 

Ŷot siŵplǇ that ŵusiĐiaŶs eŶjoǇ plaǇiŶg ŵusiĐ aŶd ƌesist its ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ iŶto a ͚tƌade͛. This was 

undoubtedly a recurrent theme, but a second one was the pursuit of music as reflecting a desire for 

ǀaƌietǇ oǀeƌ ƌegulaƌitǇ. ͚HaǀiŶg a balance is key for me- I ĐouldŶ͛t do a ϵ-5 sitting in front of a 

Đoŵputeƌ sĐƌeeŶ͛ ;‘ǇaŶ, Ϯϳ, saǆophoŶeͿ. ͚IŶ the last tǁo ŵoŶths I͛ǀe doŶe a lot of house gigs, plaǇed 

with orchestras, done quartet gigs, done an Indian music concert. And I love having that variety, and 

I just feel as loŶg as I haǀe ǀaƌietǇ I͛ll ďe happǇ͛ ;AŶŶa, Ϯϲ, saǆophoŶeͿ. “iŵoŶ ;Ϯϴ, guitaƌͿ desĐƌiďed 

ďeiŶg attƌaĐted to a ͚pƌeĐaƌious͛ eǆisteŶĐe aŶd suggested that if he fouŶd hiŵself iŶ a ŵoƌe 

ƌegulaƌised joď, ͚I ǁould feel like I ǁas ŵissiŶg soŵethiŶg͛. 

Moreover, many participants suggested highly individualistic reasons for pursuing music careers. 

This ͚iŶdiǀidualisŵ͛ Đaŵe thƌough iŶ tǁo ǁaǇs. FiƌstlǇ, a very common theme was the desire for self-

improvement; to push oneself, in contrast with the stagnation that participants associated with 

more regularised work. Important here is the move all participants had made to London (save the 

native-Londoner minority). As noted, this was typically explained as a desire to expose oneself to a 

higher-calibre music scene, and in some cases forcing oneself out of local comfort zones. Terry (32, 

guitar) had cornered the jazz market in his home town, but felt that his development as a player had 

stalled aŶd Đould oŶlǇ ďe ƌekiŶdled ǁith ͚The Feaƌ͛ iŶǀolved in starting from scratch on the periphery 

of the London scene. Similarly, Oliver (29, bass) said: 

͚You thiŶk Ǉou ĐaŶ easilǇ staǇ iŶ [ŵǇ hoŵetoǁŶ]: do a ďit of teaĐhiŶg, soŵe gigs at [the loĐal 

jazz ǀeŶues], Ŷoǁ aŶd agaiŶ. AŶd I though ͞God, I Đould eŶd up being 40 and never have 

tƌied aŶǇthiŶg else͟. BeĐause it͛s so Đoŵfoƌtaďle… That idea of gettiŶg to foƌtǇ- married, 
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house, a ďit of teaĐhiŶg… That ǁas suĐh a diffeƌeŶĐe fƌoŵ ǁheŶ I ǁas ǇouŶgeƌ aŶd ǁatĐhiŶg 

Queen: Live at Wembley. And I wanted to go for that͛ 

Another interviewee (Noel, 33, bass) had made substantial sacrifices for this transition, giving up a 

stable conservatoire teaching job and selling his house, to rent in London while trying to accumulate 

paid gigs. 

Occasionally, this idea of pushing oneself hardened into more explicit individualism. Richard (28, 

dƌuŵsͿ spoke eŶthusiastiĐallǇ aďout the ͚ŵeƌitoĐƌatiĐ͛ Ŷatuƌe of ŵusiĐ, in which (as opposed to 

͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ joďsͿ it ǁas iŵpossiďle to get aǁaǇ ǁith ŵedioĐƌitǇ as part of a wider organisation. This 

suggests the second sense in which the attraction to music was individualistic: the desire for self-

direction, and ownership of a particular artistic project. 

͚The ultiŵate goal is to ŵake ŵoŶeǇ doiŶg ŵǇ oǁŶ thiŶg. AŶd the oŶe ŵajoƌ thiŶg that͛s 

happeŶed to ŵe this Ǉeaƌ… ǁas that I haǀe staƌted gettiŶg paid foƌ doiŶg gigs that aƌe 

ďasiĐallǇ ĐoŵpletelǇ iŵpƌoǀised. TheǇ͛ƌe totallǇ ŵe. AŶd that͛s Ŷeǀeƌ ƌeallǇ happeŶed to ŵe 

ďefoƌe͛ ;BƌǇaŶ, Ϯϴ, ďassͿ 

͚WheŶ Ǉou do a fuŶĐtioŶ gig Ǉou thiŶk ͞has this pushed ŵe foƌǁaƌd as aŶ aƌtist? Has it 

iŶĐƌeased ŵǇ pƌofile as a peƌfoƌŵiŶg ŵusiĐiaŶ?͟… If Ǉou do a fuŶĐtioŶ Ǉou get ŶothiŶg fƌoŵ 

that. Wheƌeas if Ǉou do a Ƌuaƌtet gig doǁŶ at the loĐal to oŶlǇ fiǀe people, ďut Ǉou͛ll thiŶk 

͞that͛s ŵe, that͛s ŵǇ Ŷaŵe͟. You͛ƌe doiŶg Đƌeatiǀe gigs uŶdeƌ Ǉouƌ Ŷaŵe. EǀeŶ if Ǉou͛ƌe Ŷot 

plaǇiŶg to otheƌ people, Ǉou haǀe aŶ output as aŶ aƌtist͛ ;HaƌƌǇ, Ϯϲ, tƌuŵpetͿ 

Therefore various factors explain the acceptance and even embrace of precarious employment for 

our participants. Firstly, the idea of music as a passion to which material stability must be sacrificed. 

Secondly, the aversion to the stifling idea of music as a ͚Ŷoƌŵal tƌade͛. Thirdly, the desire for 

challenge and self-direction, which led to the rejection of more regularised kinds of music work such 

as functions and theatre where better employment conditions tend to be found. Hence participants 
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may prioritise the risks which supposedly catalyse individual development over regularity and 

security. This latter point is less universal and should not be overstated: the next section considers 

nuances, showing how participants contextualised precarity within the life course. 

͚MoŶeǇ perpetuates ŵǇ eǆisteŶĐe, aŶd that͛s ok as loŶg as I͛ŵ plaǇiŶg good ŵusiĐ͛: The managed 

embrace of precarity 

For participants there was often a conscious decision to be made about the balance between 

͚Đƌeatiǀe͛ aŶd staďle eŵploǇŵeŶt. While ŵaŶǇ pƌioƌitised the foƌŵeƌ, a minority were unwilling to 

do so. Ben (29, guitar) states: 

͚I ŵade a deĐisioŶ at Đollege to ŵake suƌe I Đould eaƌŶ a liǀiŶg out of it… I͛ǀe Đut off ŵost of 

ŵǇ Đƌeatiǀe side ŵostlǇ ďeĐause of tiŵe aŶd ďeĐause of ďeiŶg eǆhausted. It͛s soŵethiŶg I͛d 

like to get ďaĐk iŶto, ďut I͛ŵ ŵoƌe thaŶ happǇ ŵakiŶg a liǀiŶg ǁage out of ǁhat I͛ŵ doiŶg͛ 

(Ben, 29, guitar) 

Most participants sought to mitigate precarity to some degree, and this led down various paths. 

Most commonly, it involved increasing amounts of teaching, or other music jobs which were 

typically seen as less creatively fulfilling such as functions and musical theatre. One participant (Eric, 

28, saxophone) found his precarity unbearable and was seeking to leave music altogether:  

͚I ǁoƌƌǇ eŶdlesslǇ. I͛ǀe got health pƌoďleŵs as a ƌesult… aŶǆietǇ… ĐhƌoŶiĐ teŶsioŶ headaches. 

All that soƌt of stuff, ďeĐause Ǉou͛ƌe ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ just stƌessed aďout eǀeƌǇ aspeĐt of Ǉouƌ 

fiŶaŶĐial seĐuƌitǇ. AŶd it͛s Ŷot just Ǉouƌ joď, it͛s also Ǉouƌ passioŶ. AŶd the ǁhole thiŶg gets 

into one massive whirlwind, and it can be very, very soul-destƌoǇiŶg… TodaǇ I͛ǀe sold ŵǇ 

Apple laptop foƌ £ϲϬϬ ďeĐause I Ŷeed it to get thƌough MaƌĐh. “o I͛ŵ Ŷoǁ iŶ a positioŶ 

where at 28 I own nothing- I͛ǀe got ŶothiŶg. I͛ǀe still got soŵe deďt! But ǁheŶ I ǁas Ϯϭ I 

oǁŶed a house, aŶd soŵe otheƌ stuff… I͛ǀe eǀeŶ sold saǆes! I͛ǀe got tǁo saǆes, I used to 

haǀe fiǀe. AŶd it͛s goŶe to keepiŶg ŵe aliǀe͛ 



 14 

CoŶseƋueŶtlǇ, EƌiĐ ǁas tƌǇiŶg to ͚doǁŶgƌade͛ ŵusiĐ fƌoŵ a Đaƌeeƌ to ŵeƌe iŶteƌest: ͚I͛ǀe got to tƌeat 

it more as a hobby, and if it flourishes, theŶ gƌeat͛. 

It would be excessively bleak to characterise this kind of distress as the outcome of trying to 

reconcile the irreconcilable; i.e. creative passion and work. Many other interviewees, when asked 

about career objectives, described wanting to mitigate the more negative elements of precarity and 

maintain its supposedly positive ones. This attitude is again summarised in the quote from Ewan (33, 

bass) that heads this section. Noel ;ϯϯ, ďassͿ had ͚tƌiŵŵed͛ his seĐuƌe teaĐhiŶg joď, to the poiŶt 

ǁheƌe it pƌoǀided a ďasiĐ ͚safetǇ Ŷet͛ to ŵaǆiŵise oppoƌtuŶities foƌ giggiŶg. It is iŶ this seŶse that the 

issue of eŵeƌgiŶg adulthood ďeĐoŵes ƌeleǀaŶt. ͚I didŶ͛t Đoŵe to LoŶdoŶ to saǀe, I Đaŵe to plaǇ 

ŵusiĐ. “o if I haǀe a ƌoof oǀeƌ ŵǇ head aŶd liǀe a ďit pƌeĐaƌiouslǇ, that͛s fiŶe for now. You have to do 

it ǁhile Ǉou͛ƌe still ǇouŶg͛ ;“iŵoŶ, Ϯϴ, guitaƌͿ.  

HeŶĐe paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ loŶgeƌ-term objectives were frequently to achieve just enough economic 

stability to enable the pursuit of creative projects. 

͚The oŶlǇ eĐoŶoŵiĐ oďjeĐtiǀe I ĐaŶ see myself having is that I could have enough for a 

deposit on a flat in Zone 2-ϯ of LoŶdoŶ, ďut that seeŵs alŵost uŶaĐhieǀaďle. I doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to 

eaƌŶ shedloads of Đash. I͛ŵ Ŷot ŵoŶeǇ-oƌieŶted. If I ǁas I ǁouldŶ͛t ďe doiŶg ǁhat I͛ŵ doiŶg. 

I want to keep doing ǁhat I͛ŵ doiŶg. AŶd to ďe doiŶg Đƌeatiǀe pƌojeĐts ǁheƌe I haǀe Đƌeatiǀe 

ĐoŶtƌol͛ ;Edǁaƌd, Ϯϳ, saǆophoŶeͿ 

Consequently participants were conscious that, as they got older, their approaches to music may 

alter. Here Dan (26, saxophone) was asked about the prospects of a mortgage and children: 

͚I͛d ƌatheƌ Ŷot thiŶk aďout it! I͛d haǀe to ĐhaŶge. Noǁ I doŶ͛t haǀe ƌespoŶsiďilities aŶd oŶlǇ 

ŵǇself to pƌoǀide foƌ. I͛d haǀe to ƌelǇ oŶ ŵoŶeǇ ŵoƌe. “o doiŶg the oƌigiŶals stuff aŶd Ŷot 

taking money from the gigs- I couldŶ͛t do that. YesteƌdaǇ I speŶt all daǇ ǁoƌkiŶg oŶ gettiŶg 
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gigs- I ĐouldŶ͛t do that… I do ǁaŶt all of that stuff at soŵe poiŶt. I͛ll Đƌoss that ďƌidge ǁheŶ it 

Đoŵes to it. If I haǀe to hustle foƌ ŵoƌe fuŶĐtioŶ gigs, so ďe it͛ 

Again, it must be emphasised that the prospect of stable work is not necessarily an attraction; 

potentially quite the reverse. The ŶotioŶ of ͚staďilitǇ͛ assuŵed pejoƌatiǀe oǀeƌtoŶes foƌ soŵe 

interviewees. Alex (27, trumpet), had attempted regular work in the house band in a West End 

show: 

͚It ǁas so ďoƌiŶg. It ƌuiŶs Ǉou as a ŵusiĐiaŶ. I ƌeallǇ thiŶk [Ǉou haǀe to] take otheƌ 

oppoƌtuŶities to plaǇ ƌeal ŵusiĐ ǁith ƌeal people that isŶ͛t just plaǇiŶg the eǆaĐt saŵe Ŷotes 

eǀeƌǇ Ŷight foƌ fiǀe Ǉeaƌs… It isŶ͛t ŵǇ idea of ǁhǇ I ďeĐaŵe a ŵusiĐian. And the guys that do 

it teŶd to ďe ŵaƌƌied ǁith kids aŶd joďs, ŶeediŶg fiŶaŶĐial seĐuƌitǇ. If Ǉou doŶ͛t haǀe those 

oďligatioŶs Ǉou͛ƌe Ŷot ƌeƋuiƌed to do it. As sooŶ as Ǉou get a ŵoƌtgage oƌ kids, suddeŶlǇ 

Ǉou͛ƌe thiŶkiŶg- I should probably find something ŵoƌe staďle aŶd higheƌ iŶĐoŵe͛ 

Terry (33, guitar) provides a paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ǀiǀid eǆaŵple, ǁheƌe ͚staďilitǇ͛ seeŵs to ďe synonymous 

with the suďoƌdiŶatioŶ of oŶe͛s oǁŶ ǀisioŶ iŶ soŵeoŶe else͛s seƌǀiĐe. 

͚I ǁas doiŶg loads of teaĐhiŶg iŶ [ŵǇ hoŵetoǁŶ] so I͛d saved a fair amount, but had got 

Ƌuite pissed off ǁith the ǁhole teaĐhiŶg thiŶg. I thought: ͞If I͛ŵ goiŶg to ŵoǀe up heƌe I͛ŵ 

goiŶg to do it pƌopeƌlǇ͟… I kŶoǁ soŵe people that ƌeallǇ hate teaĐhiŶg… I fiŶd it ƌeasoŶaďlǇ 

pleasaŶt, it doesŶ͛t gƌate ǁith ŵe, but you can see your life slip away doing that because 

Ǉou kŶoǁ that the oŶlǇ pƌogƌess that͛s goiŶg to ďe ŵade is Ǉouƌ studeŶts͛͛ ;TeƌƌǇ, ϯϯ, guitaƌͿ 

We should ďe pƌeĐise aďout hoǁ ƌegulaƌised aĐtiǀitǇ suĐh as teaĐhiŶg fits iŶto paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ ǁoƌkiŶg 

lives. While undoubtedly the case for some, it would be far too general to say that these jobs were 

only ever seen as a necessary evil. Various interviewees, for example, gained great professional 

satisfaction from teaching, or from the precise execution of complex theatrical charts. A common 

theŵe, hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁas that this ǁas Ŷot ŵusiĐiaŶs͛ raisoŶ d͛etre and should support but never 
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replace self-directed original projects. Many participants were by no means keen to reach 

͚adulthood eŵaŶĐipatioŶ͛ aŶd soŵe had giǀen up its supposed tenets (e.g. home ownership) to 

enter a new, risk-laden phase. Moƌeoǀeƌ, paƌtiĐipaŶts teŶded Ŷot to eŶǀisioŶ Đleaƌ ͚tƌaŶsitioŶs͛ to 

adulthood stability, but rather the managed cultivation of reliable resources such as teaching work, 

to prolong elements of precarity into the future. This reflects a profound ͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ͛ iŶ oŶe 

sense: while settings like musical theatre have comparatively strong collective regulation of 

conditions, the most salient question about these kinds of work for participants was typically the 

extent to which they should figure in their own individual balancing of regularity and precarity. 

 ͚There͛s lots of douďle-ďarrelled Ŷaŵes iŶ the LoŶdoŶ jazz sĐeŶe͛1
: Class dimensions 

The preceding section showed how musicians seek a balance between stability and precarity. This 

balance must be negotiated individually, depending on paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ prioritisation of creative 

autonomy and tolerance for risk. But individual responses to these variables are closely connected to 

socio-economic factors: primarily family background. Most participants had depended at various 

points on family support, facilitating the continuation of their careers. This support is critical from a 

very young age. Many participants had begun learning their instruments while in primary school, and 

hence parental encouragement and resources were essential. Firstly, they can provide a conducive 

environment for picking up an instrument, as Mark (26, drums) describes:  

[I have] always played music, because there were a lot of musicians in my family, so it was 

pƌettǇ ŵuĐh pƌeseŶt stƌaight aǁaǇ… “o I staƌted plaǇiŶg Tuppeƌǁaƌe ďoǆes, aŶd I alǁaǇs had 

pretend kits for ages, and then my dad brought me a real drum set when I was six... But 

before that it was just singing nursery rhymes, singing lots with my brother and sister. So, at 

six my sister would have already been playing trumpet so I would have been performing 

ǁith heƌ, aŶd ŵǇ ďƌotheƌ ǁas a tƌoŵďoŶist͛ 

The investment of family resources (both finances and time) is also critical: 

                                                           
1
 Quote from Connor (33, bass). 
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͚MǇ ŵuŵ ŵade aŶ aďsolutelǇ gigaŶtiĐ iŶǀestŵeŶt iŶ ŵǇ ŵusiĐal leaƌŶiŶg. All at the saŵe 

tiŵe I ǁas haǀiŶg lessoŶs iŶ piaŶo aŶd guitaƌ aŶd ǀiola aŶd tuďa, aŶd siŶgiŶg, aŶd theoƌǇ… 

And going on all these different summer camps, playing in bands, this kind of stuff. Ferrying 

Ǉou kids aďout the plaĐe, ďuǇiŶg all these iŶstƌuŵeŶts͛ ;TeƌƌǇ, ϯϯ, guitaƌͿ 

Participants had typically spent well over a decade practicing their instruments to develop the 

necessary playing capabilities, and the great majority therefore perceived this early encouragement 

as having been invaluable. This support frequently continued as they pursued music through Higher 

Education, which provides not just education but also networks critical to future success.  This 

applies to participants self-identifying as both middle and working class. In our sample the latter was 

a small minority, and it seems likely that this need for intensive parental support constitutes an 

important entry barrier to music for those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

Family support was not confined to early and Higher education. For many participants, it remained 

important as they built careers. One interviewee, whose father had also been a professional 

ŵusiĐiaŶ, ƌefeƌƌed to his paƌeŶts ͚uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg the ǁaǇ of life… TheǇ͛ǀe Ŷeǀeƌ ǁaŶted ŵe Ŷot to 

giǀe ŵusiĐ a go thƌough pƌessuƌes aŶd fiŶaŶĐial stƌaiŶs͛ ;Chƌis, Ϯϴ, dƌuŵsͿ. The potential for parental 

suppoƌt affoƌds uŶdeƌlǇiŶg seĐuƌitǇ. ͚If I ǁeŶt a ŵoŶth ǁithout ŵakiŶg aŶǇ ŵoŶeǇ, I kŶoǁ that I 

ǁoŶ͛t ďe liǀiŶg oŶ the stƌeets. At the ǀeƌǇ [ǁoƌst] I Đould ŵoǀe ďaĐk hoŵe͛ ;DaŶ, Ϯϲ, saǆophoŶeͿ. 

While most did not call on these resources regularly, many had depended on them in the early 

stages of their careers, as they devoted their time to the unpaid labour of building networks. 

Parental support may also be needed in dealing with unexpected contingencies. One participant was 

forced into financial problems after being the victim of car crime, and another had had a regular 

residency cancelled at short notice. Parents, however, are not the only source of support. One of the 

very few interviewees that was engaged referred to his dilemmas between musical objectives and 

the development of a family: 
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͚I thiŶk I͛ŵ goiŶg to haǀe to ŵake saĐƌifiĐes. I͛ǀe tƌied talkiŶg aďout it with [my fiancé] but 

she doesŶ͛t ǁaŶt to heaƌ it. “he just saǇs ͞Ǉou Ŷeed to do ǁhateǀeƌ Ǉou Ŷeed to do͟. I thiŶk 

she feels like she doesŶ͛t ǁaŶt to ďe the oŶe to haǀe to ƌeiŶ iŶ ŵǇ Đaƌeeƌ͛ ;BƌǇaŶ, Ϯϴ, ďassͿ 

Familial safety nets enabled many participants to immerse themselves more fully in establishing 

themselves creatively, and to some extent stave off the necessity for regularised work that may 

disrupt this pursuit. Of course, almost all participants found other ways of providing stability- 

typically teaching one or two days per week. But given the importance of family, it is unsurprising 

that various interviewees remarked on the perceived dominance of the jazz scene by people from 

affluent backgrounds. ͚I ƌeallǇ oŶlǇ kŶoǁ oŶe oƌ tǁo ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass musicians. Especially in London 

it͛s a ǀeƌǇ ǁhite, ŵiddle Đlass thiŶg͛ ;HaƌƌǇ, Ϯϲ, tƌuŵpetͿ. “ee also the folloǁiŶg eǆĐhaŶge ǁith “taŶ 

(33, bass): 

͚“taŶ: I ĐaŶ thiŶk of Ŷuŵeƌous eǆaŵples of jazz ŵusiĐiaŶs fƌoŵ ǁealthǇ faŵilies. Theƌe͛s a 

lot of afflueŶt ͞aƌtist͟ tǇpes, aŶd to ďe hoŶest I pƌoďaďlǇ ĐouŶt aŵoŶg that Ŷuŵďeƌ. I͛ŵ 

lucky enough that I actually inherited a fair bit of money that I spent on a flat. My dad 

helped me buy the rest of the flat. So I hardly have any outgoings in terms of rent. But I do 

actually earn money from rent by owning the flat. 

Interviewer: That enables you to pursue what you want to do a bit more? 

“taŶ: Yeah. Theƌe aƌe a lot of ŵusiĐiaŶs iŶ that situatioŶ.͛ 

One of the older interviewees (David, 40s, guitar) had taught for many years and described being 

struck by the increasing numbers of students entering the profession from elite private institutions, 

reflecting the expanding provision of jazz education and the codification of an academic jazz syllabus 

(Whyton, 2006). As might be expected from sociological literature linking class background with 

confidence (Filippin and Paccagnella, 2012; Zhang and Postiglione, 2001), David observed a strikingly 

different attitude among these students; more self-assured and, notably for our purposes, more 
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disposed to themselves as artists than with establishing themselves in a staďle ͚tƌade͛. Others have 

also noted the importance of educational provision in shaping social capital for jazz musicians (Dowd 

& Pinheiro, 2013). 

Participants were often critical of this state of affairs; the ͚iŶsaŶelǇ ŵiddle Đlass͛ deŵogƌaphǇ of the 

jazz scene (Mark, 26, drums). One recurrent way in which this criticism manifested was via the 

stereotype of the self-indulgent jazz musician, afforded the luxury of pursuing individual creative 

goals at the expense of the attributes required by more rounded professional musicians: self-

promotion, organisation, and skills such as accurate sight-reading. Maƌk ;Ϯϲ, dƌuŵsͿ ƌefeƌs to ͚that 

jazz attitude of playing with backs to the audience, playing what they want, you can guarantee their 

paƌeŶts aƌe ǁoƌth a ďit of ŵoŶeǇ͛. In this sense, socio-economic background was very closely 

ĐoŶŶeĐted ǁith ŵusiĐiaŶs͛ aďilitǇ to staǀe off the Ŷeed foƌ staďilitǇ at the appaƌeŶt eǆpeŶse of 

individual artistic development.  

Our interviews reveal the ambivalence of precarity among jazz musicians. It is often seen as an 

iŶeǀitaďle ĐoƌollaƌǇ of puƌsuiŶg a passioŶ foƌ ŵusiĐ that ĐaŶŶot ďe satisfied thƌough ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ ǁoƌk. 

This attitude may strengthen into the belief that, in various ways, the absence of stability is 

something to embrace. This ĐaŶ ƌefleĐt stƌikiŶglǇ ͚iŶdiǀidualistiĐ͛ eleŵeŶts, ŵost ŶotaďlǇ a ďelief iŶ 

individual self-improvement and ownership of a creative identity. But this embrace should not be 

overstated. Many participants anticipated the need to find stable work later in their lives, although 

they did not always see this as something to look forward to. Hence emerging adulthood, for most 

participants, involves the continuing management of precarity on an individual basis, rather than a 

transition to stability. Very few participants could be said to strive for the latter, even if many saw it 

as integral to adulthood. But, equally important is the fact that this management of precarity is 

highly dependent on sources of security outside work- typically the family. In this sense, structural 

socio-economic divisions are reproduced in the jazz scene despite, or even because of, the 

͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ͛ ǁithiŶ it.  
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Discussion and conclusions 

This article has made three points about the ambivalence of young jazz musicians to precarious 

work. Firstly, they tolerate and even embrace precarity. Secondly, that the boundaries between 

stability and precarity are blurred, as musicians use balanced quantities of stable work to support 

otherwise precarious careers, rather than simply moving from precarity to stability over the life 

course. Thirdly, that their ability to do this is facilitated by socio-economic factors. It remains to 

discuss the implications of these findings. 

BƌoadlǇ, ouƌ ƌeseaƌĐh highlights the aŵďiǀaleŶĐe of ͚iŶdiǀidualisatioŶ͛ aŵoŶg ǇouŶg ǁoƌkeƌs. To 

soŵe eǆteŶt it is shaƌplǇ eǀideŶt. “oŵe ƌefeƌƌed to the ͚ŵeƌitoĐƌaĐǇ͛ of ŵusiĐ, but only a small 

minority revelled in this competitive element. For the majority, there was a widespread desire to 

develop creative projects outside of regularised work settings, and this led to individuals making 

quite personal decisions about the balance between different sources of work. Our interviews, 

moreover, reveal an important paradox. Many participants were highly critical of capitalist working 

relationships, and fiercely resisted the separation of conception and execution. But this ͚ďoheŵiaŶ͛ 

critique of capitalism renders theŵ paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ͚eǆploitaďle͛ uŶdeƌ Đapitalist ƌules, ďeĐause it leads 

them to reject the socialisation at work enabling contestation of instability and low pay.  

Clearly, analysis of precarity and the life course make little sense without considering issues of socio-

economic background. Evidently many participants had embraced at least some aspects of 

precarious work, and on some level this reflects individualisation. As noted, among jazz musicians 

we may also speak of a generational divide, with participants tending to encounter older workers 

predominantly in more regimented work environments where collective representation is much 

more strongly rooted (see also Umney & Kretsos, 2013). But family background is arguably more 

important still, with the presence of parents with the wherewithal to support participants through 

education and career-building indicating the continued importance of class. Our qualitative research 

here suggests the hypothesis that we are likely to see an increasing class divide in jazz, as the 
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profession becomes harder and harder for those without these resources to access. Hence our 

participants are not necessarily iŶ the ͚pƌeĐaƌiat͛: theiƌ ǁoƌkiŶg liǀes aƌe pƌeĐaƌious, ďut theǇ aƌe Ŷot 

͚disaffiliated͛ iŶ Castell͛s ;ϮϬϬϬͿ seŶse. Our research therefore re-emphasises the importance of 

connections between different dimensions of precarity: stability in one realm can throw a very 

different light on precarity in another. 

Finally, our findings are also relevant to wider debates in the creative sectors. They offer a useful 

cross-fertilisation between creative sector studies and wider sociological work on precarity. The 

concept of precarity is evidently of critical importance in creative work, but in the eyes of creative 

workers is likely to have an ambivalent role. It has to be considered in its broadest form, 

encompassing non-work factors, to make sense. Moreover, a key question is the ability of creative 

workers to tolerate potentially unending periods of work precarity, and this constitutes a factor 

limiting working class participation in the arts, as well as going some way to explaining trade union 

weakness in the sector. Beyond broader characterisations of the relative union-unfriendliness of 

younger people, we show that the objectives of unions and young workers in the creative sector- 

specifically their respective views on work stability- may be contradictory. 

References 

Aassve, A., Billari, F., Mazzuco, S., & Ongaro, F. (2012) Leaving Home: A Comparative Analysis of 

ECHP Data. Journal of European Social Policy, 12, 259-275 

Banks, M. (2006) Moral Economy and Cultural Work. Sociology, 40, 455-472 

Banks, M., & Hesmondhalgh, D. (2009) Looking for Work in Creative Industries Policy. International 

Journal of Cultural Policy, 15, 415-430 

Barchiesi, F. (2011) Precarious Liberation: Workers, the State, and Contested Social Citizenship in 

Post-Apartheid South Africa. Scottsville: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press. 



 22 

Barley, S., & Kunda, G. (2004) Gurus, Hired Guns and Warm Bodies: Itinerant Experts in a Knowledge 

Economy. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Bauman, Z. (1998) Globalization: The Human Consequences. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Beck, U. (1992) From Industrial Society to the Risk Society: Questions of Survival, Social Structure 

and Economic Enlightenment. Theory, Culture and Society, 9, 97-123 

Berrington, A., Stone, J., & Falkingham, J. (2009) The Changing Living Arrangements of Young Adults 

in the UK. Population Trends, 138, 27-37 

Billari, F., & Liefbroer, A. (2010) Towards a New Pattern of Transition to Adulthood. Advances in Life 

Course Research, 15, 59-75 

Brzinsky-Fay, C. (2007) Lost in Transition? Labour Market Entry Sequences of School Leavers in 

Europe. European Sociological Review, 23, 409-422 

Bynner, J. (2005) Rethinking the Youth Phase of the Life-course: The Case for Emerging Adulthood? 

Journal of Youth Studies,  8, 367-384 

Bynner, J., & Roberts, K. (Eds.) (1991) Youth and Work: Transition to Employment in England and 

Germany. London: Anglo-German Foundation for the Study of Industrial Society. 

Castel, R. (2000) The Roads to Disaffiliation: Insecure Work and Vulnerable Relationships. 

International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 24, 519-535 

Chisholm, L., & Hurrelmann, K. (1995) Adolescence in Modern Europe: Pluralized Transition Patterns 

and their Implications for Personal and Social Risks. Journal of Adolescence, 18, 129-158 

Clark, W. (2007) Delayed Transitions of Young Adults. Canadian Social Trends, 84, 14-22 

Coulson, S. (2012) Collaborating iŶ a Coŵpetitiǀe Woƌld: MusiĐiaŶs͛ WoƌkiŶg Liǀes aŶd 

Understandings of Entrepreneurship. Work, Employment and Society, 26, 246-261 



 23 

Cuconato, M. (2011) La Mia Vita e uno Yo-Yo: Divertare Adulti in Europa tra Opportunita e Rischi. 

Rome: Carocci. 

Dowd, T., & Pinheiro, D. (2013) The Ties Among the Notes: The Social Capital of Jazz Musicians in 

Three Metro Areas. Work and Occupations, 40, 431-464 

Evans, K., & Furlong, A., (1997) Metaphors of Youth Transitions: Niches, Pathways, Trajectories or 

Navigations. In Bynner, J., Chisholm, L., & Furlong, A. (Eds.) Youth, Citizenship and Social Change in a 

European Context. Aldershot: Ashgate. 

Filippin, A., & Paccagnella, M. (2012) Family Background, Self-Confidence and Economic Outcomes. 

Economics of Education Review, 31, 824-834 

Furlong, A., & Cartmel, F. (2006) Young People and Social Change: New Perspectives. Maidenhead: 

McGraw-Hill. 

Gentile, A. (2011) Labour Market Instability and New Patterns of Transitions to Adulthood: Spanish 

Young Adults in Times of Crisis. Paper presented at the Causes of Precarious Work Amongst Young 

People conference, Warwick, UK. 

Gibson, C. ;ϮϬϬϯͿ Cultuƌes at Woƌk: WhǇ ͞Cultuƌe͟ Matteƌs iŶ ‘eseaƌĐh oŶ the ͞Cultuƌal͟ IŶdustƌies. 

Social and Cultural Geography, 4, 201-215 

Giddens, A. (1990) The Consequences of Modernity. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Gill, R. (2002) Cool, Creative and Egalitarian? Exploring Gender in Project-Based New Media Work in 

Euro. Information, Communication & Society, 5, 70-89 

Greer, I., & Doellgast, V. (2013) Marketization, Inequality and Institutional Change. Unpublished 

Working Paper. 

Heath, A., Rothon, C., & Kilpi, E. (2008) The Second Generation in Western Europe: Education, 

Unemployment, and Occupational Attainment. Annual Review of Sociology, 34, 211-235 



 24 

Heery, E., Conley, H., Delbridge, R., & Stewart, P. (2004) Beyond the Enterprise: Trade Union 

Representation of Freelances in the UK. Human Resource Management Journal, 14, 20-35 

Hesmondhalgh, D., & Baker, S. (2010) A Very Complicated Version of Freedom: Conditions and 

Experiences of Creative Labour in Three Cultural Industries. Poetics, 38, 4-20 

Kalleberg, A. (2009) Precarious Work, Insecure Workers: Employment Relations in Transition. 

American Sociological Review, 74, 1-22 

Kalleberg, A. (2012) Job Quality and Precarious Work: Clarifications, Controversies and Challenges. 

Work and Occupations, 39, 427-448 

Kretsos, L. (2010) The Persistent Pandemic of Precariousness: Young People at Work. In Tremmel, J. 

(Ed.) A Young Generation Under Pressure? The Financial Systeŵ aŶd the ͚‘ush Hour͛ of the Cohorts 

1970-1985 in a Generational Comparison. Berlin: Springer 

Lash, S., & Urry, J. (1987) The End of Organized Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Lingo, E. and Tepper, S. (2013) Looking Back, Looking Forward: Arts-Based Careers and Creative 

Work. Work and Occupations, 40, 337-363 

MacDonald, R., Shildrick, T., Webster, C., & Simpson, D. (2005) Growing Up in Poor Neighbourhoods: 

The “igŶifiĐaŶĐe of Class aŶd PlaĐe iŶ the EǆteŶded TƌaŶsitioŶs of ͞“oĐiallǇ EǆĐluded͟ Young Adults. 

Sociology, 39, 873-891 

McDowell, L., Batnitzky, A., & Dyer, S. (2009) Precarious Work and Economic Migration: Emerging 

IŵŵigƌaŶt DiǀisioŶs of Laďouƌ iŶ Gƌeateƌ LoŶdoŶ͛s “eƌǀiĐe Sector. International Journal of Urban and 

Regional Research, 33, 3-25 

McRobbie, A. (2002) Clubs to Companies: Notes on the Decline of Political Culture in Speeded Up 

Creative Worlds. Cultural Studies, 16, 516-531  



 25 

Neff, G., Wissinger, E., & Zukin, S. ;ϮϬϬϱͿ EŶtƌepƌeŶeuƌial Laďoƌ AŵoŶg Cultuƌal PƌoduĐeƌs: ͞Cool͟ 

Joďs iŶ ͞Hot͟ IŶdustƌies. Social Semiotics, 15, 307-334 

Neilson, B., & Rossiter, N. (2008) Precarity as a Political Concept, or, Fordism as Exception. Theory, 

Culture and Society, 25, 51-72 

Ranci, C. (2010) Social Vulnerability in Europe: The New Configuration of Social Risk. London: 

Palgrave MacMillan. 

Saundry, R., Stuart, M., & Antcliff, V. (2007) Broadcasting Discontent: Freelancers, Trade Unions and 

the Internet. New Technology, Work and Employment, 22, 178-91 

Sennett, R. (2000) The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New 

Capitalism. Paris: Albin Michel. 

Skirbekk, V. (2004) Age and Individual Productivity: A Literature Survey. Vienna Yearbook of 

Population Research, 2004, 133-153 

Smith, C., & McKinlay, A. (2009) Creative Industries and Labour Process Analysis. In McKinlay, A., & 

Smith, C. (Eds.) Creative Labour: Working in the Creative Industries. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Standing, G. (2011) The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class. London: Bloomsbury. 

Stebbins, R. (1968) A Theory of the Jazz Community. The Sociological Quarterly, 9, 318-331 

Stone, J., Berrington, A., & Falkingham, J. (2013) Gender, Turning Points, and Boomerangs: Returning 

Home in Young Adulthood in Great Britain. Demography, 51, 1-20 

Umney, C., & Kretsos, K. (2013) Creative Labour and Collective Interaction: The Working Lives of 

Young Jazz Musicians in London. Work, Employment and Society Advance online publication, 

available http://wes.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/11/19/0950017013491452.full 

Ursell, G. (2000) Television Production: Issues of Exploitation, Commodification, and Subjectivity in 

UK Television Labour Markets. Media, Culture and Society, 22, 805-825 

http://wes.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/11/19/0950017013491452.full


 26 

Whyton, T. (2006) Birth of the School: Discursive Methodologies in Jazz Education. Music Education 

Research, 8, 65-81 

Wyn, J., & White, R. (2000) Negotiating Social Change: The Paradox of Youth. Youth Society, 32, 165-

183 

)haŶg, L aŶd PostiglioŶe, G ;ϮϬϬϭͿ ͚ThiŶkiŶg “tǇles, “elf-Esteem, and Socio-EĐoŶoŵiĐ “tatus͛ 

Personality and Individual Differences 31(8): 1333-1346 

 


