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‘Do what you love’ is a common refrain these days. But love doesn’t pay the bills. Working 
for free remains endemic to the design industry – it’s still seen as a rite of passage for those 
starting out, while those who make it to the upper echelons often exhaust untold resources 
on spec work in an effort to cinch pitches. For a profession that’s struggled to articulate its 

value for years, figuring out where to draw the line remains a challenge
s t o ry  e s t h e r  G o h  •  i l l u s t r at i o n s  G r e G  s t r a i G h t

Show me the money!

y ou wouldn’t expect your 
accountant to do your taxes 
gratis and chalk it up as good 
work experience. So why do 
creatives so often get requests 

from people expecting to pick their brains or 
do a project for nothing but a small notch in 
the portfolio?

For designer and artist Greg Straight – who 
masterminded our cover this issue – the real 
question is, why should anyone work for free? 
After all, you can’t eat exposure.

“Imagine a doctor checking out your cold 
just for the ‘exposure’ or a dentist cleaning 
your teeth because ‘it’s great for his portfolio’.

“It’s funny because you call out a plumber, 
builder or sparkie and they often start by 
charging you a call-out fee and then a high 
hourly rate and you pay it without blinking. 
Someone asks you to design a logo for them 
and when you give them a quote they almost 
fall off their chair!”

Straight notes that the number of graphic 
designers out there seems to rise every year as 
the number of design jobs available dwindles. 
In such a competitive market, commanding 
your worth requires true confidence in your 
abilities – if you don’t value your skills, why 
would anyone else?

“If it’s good, it’s good, and people should pay 
you accordingly,” he says.

“The problem is as a graphic designer it’s 
very easy to keep tweaking a design or 
illustration until it’s perfect. Striving for 
perfection takes time and anything else just 
makes you want to curl up and die. 

“It’s that eye for detail thing, a blessing and  
a curse. Sometimes you break down the hours 
spent on a brief and you realise the hourly rate 
is less than working at Countdown. But you can 
sleep at night and when you nail it people take 
notice and you get bigger and better work.”

For those with talent, determination and  
a good work ethic, he believes success will 
naturally follow. 

“But you have to start somewhere and in a 
competitive market, the life of a rookie 
designer starts out with tea-making, low pay 
and long hours. That’s just the way it is. 
Employers often want at least two years 
experience but when you leave design school 
how do you get the experience? It’s tough so 
you do anything to gain experience and 
sometimes this means working for free.” 

Illustrator and designer Kelly Thompson 
knows all too well what it’s like.

“It’s happened to me a few times, particularly 

She adds: “We do not agree with people 
taking advantage of students. The first thing 
our new head of department said when he 
came in was ‘our students are not to work  
for free’.”

On top of that, however, she often fields other 
enquiries from businesses seeking free work 
from students.

“We probably get, two to three times a week, 
people ringing us up saying ‘hey, have you got  
a student to do a job for us’?” she says. A 
common request: a new company looking for  
a logo (but in fact usually seeking a whole 
brand identity). Wilczynska would typically 
then arrange a meeting to discuss the details. 

“Half the time they would not actually come 
back, because we were asking the hard 
questions – what are you going to give our 
students?”

As a result, fellow AUT design lecturer Eden 
Potter has been appointed to the new role of 

Why should anyone work for free? After all, 
you can’t eat exposure. Imagine a doctor 

checking out your cold just for the 
‘exposure’ or a dentist cleaning your teeth 

because ‘it’s great for his portfolio’

when I was starting out, everyone wanted 
things for free or dropped the ‘it will be great 
exposure for you’ line – which is rarely actually 
the case. 

“While I realise that there is a certain 
amount of cut-price things you need to do for 
the sake of building your folio and your profile, 
there are definitely people riding this too hard 
and people/clients/editors need to also place 
importance on the value the creative’s work 
brings to them.” 

Particularly when no payment is involved, a 
little thanks goes a long way. Thompson recalls 
one magazine that was only too happy to 
accept her work but could barely scrape 
together a ‘thank you’ for her efforts. 

“At one point after doing a couple of ‘jobs’  
I mentioned getting paid and was given a huge 
artful email about how being part of such  
a beautiful magazine was only ever going to  
be good for my profile, look at all the great 
creatives on the pages beside me, and how 
great that made me look,” she says.

“The way it was worded was definitely ‘we 
are helping you out’ and not a ‘thanks so much 
for taking the time to do something original  
for free’.

“I think what wasn’t understood was that 
without all of their contributors they wouldn’t 
have such a beautiful magazine.”

Unsurprisingly, Thompson no longer 
contributes to that publication.

Paying your dues
Work experience (typically unpaid, but not 
always) is part of the curriculum for third year 
design students at AUT. Senior design lecturer 
Karol Wilczynska says it’s important their 
undergraduates – who run the gamut from 
school leavers to older people with partners 
and children – are treated fairly. “[This is] the 
only area where we see there should be a little 
bit of working for no monetary gain,” she says. 
“We support our students and want them to be 
paid for the work they do once they leave uni.”

AUT’s Karol  
Wilczynska
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industry relations liaison. Her job is to ensure 
students’ work experience placements are 
ethical and meaningful. She frequently sees  
a sense of naivety among students in regard  
to what they can expect from employers and 
what they’re entitled to.

Wilczynska agrees, and says they want to get 
students thinking more about the business of 
being a creative professional, empowering 
them to speak up for themselves as necessary. 
She and Potter both stress the need for young 
designers to take charge of their own careers. 
The New Zealand market is a small one, but 
that also means it’s easier to make a splash. 
Take advantage of student discounts at 
workshops, volunteer at conferences, build  
an online presence. 

“Get to Design Assembly events,” Potter says. 
“Volunteer at Semi-Permanent. Do a talk at 
CreativeMornings. Get used to putting yourself 
face-forward in the industry.”

Wilczynska says working for free devalues 

the whole design industry. “It’s making our 
students feel they’ve chosen the wrong career 
choice – and that’s obviously something we 
don’t want to encourage.”

In some instances, employers do choose to 
compensate students and Potter says that’s 
appropriate if the student is adding value to  
the company.

“It’s tricky because you can say they’re 
getting experience, so that’s value for them. 
But at the same time if they’ve been trained up 
enough to add value to a company in terms of 
creating work that is chargeable then it starts 
to become a job and they should be 
remunerated.”

Is it inevitable that most creatives wind up 
doing some work for free in order to establish 
themselves? Thompson thinks so. 

“Sometimes it’s OK, sometimes you want to 
and it is great for your folio. Sometimes 
unfortunately it’s not. You just have to be 
careful about who you do free things for. It’s 
like virginity – you don’t want to just give it 
away to anyone for the promise of a hot date.”

For Straight, choosing pro bono work wisely 
has led to bigger things.

“Last year I did an illustration for free  
for a magazine cover,” he says. “I’d always 
wanted to do a magazine cover and the 
publication was one of my favourites. I knew  
a lot of people were going to see it. It was a 
gatefold cover, their biggest issue to date, and 
the first time they had used an illustrator. It felt 
right so I went for it,” he says. 

“I knew for a fact it would be good for my 

brand and would be great exposure. When it 
dropped people loved it and consequently I got 
a well-paying job from a client who saw it. So 
although I am very against working for free, 
sometimes for the right job and for the right 
people it’s worth doing, but not often.”

Should you ever find yourself in doubt, 
consult the handy (and hilarious) flowchart at 
shouldiworkforfree.com. It’s the brainchild of 
American designer Jessica Hische, who sagely 
observes that the term ‘startup’ is often 
bandied around by businesses in an attempt to 
get away with paying less. However, instances 
that may warrant exceptions include people 
whom you owe a favour, your mother, and 
charities (unless an agency is acting as an 
intermediary). As she told Digital Arts Online 
in 2011, creatives should actually pat each other 
on the back for turning down work. 

“We need to say, ‘you are doing us a solid 
favour by turning down that cheap work’.”

If you’ve put in your 10,000 hours and know 
your worth, it’s up to you to protect that. When 
people agree to work for nothing, it drags down 
rates for everyone else – or worse, encourages 
corporations to take advantage as it becomes 
the norm.

Crowdsourcing 
competitions
Air New Zealand copped a fair bit of flak 
earlier this year for that very reason. (Come to 

But the fact is, we can’t stop people from 
giving away their work for free; it’ll always be 
an avenue for students, the inexperienced, the 
lesser-talented and the hobbyists out there. 

The quality of the opportunity matters, says 
DNA managing director Grenville Main, but 
ultimately that’s a decision individuals have to 
make for themselves.

“There’s crowdfunding, different ways 
communities are collaborating to create stuff. 
That’s become a modern norm,” he says.

“Competing against other people for nothing 
more than glory and recognition? People have 
been doing that down the ages.”

As for the companies seeking freebies, they 
might do well to remember that old adage: pay 
peanuts, get monkeys.

The spec backlash
Even at the higher levels, working for free 
persists – it just takes a different guise.

Greg Straight (this pic 
with his handiwork, and 
below) tries not to work 

for free but has made the 
occasional exception if he 

feels it’s warranted.

Illustrator and 
designer Kelly 
Thompson

that, so did Idealog – for our competition to 
design a wine label. Sorry. We’re naughty little 
pumpkins.) Air New Zealand put a call out for 
T-shirt designs, with the promise that the 
winning submission would feature on a limited 
edition t-shirt produced by Trelise Cooper. 

But the real backlash came a few weeks later 
when the airline announced an initiative 
seeking volunteer writers for its Flying Social 
Network site. The terms and conditions 
granted a worldwide perpetual license to Air 
New Zealand to use, publish and distribute the 
material. For their efforts, contributors would 
get a profile page with links to their social 
media channels.

The reaction, particularly on Twitter, was 
scathing. Just a few hours after the initial 
announcement, Air New Zealand said it would 
rethink its approach. This is, after all, an 
organisation that reported a net profit of $140m 
for the first half of the 2014 financial year (up 
40 percent on the same period the year before).

Sometimes you want 
to and it’s great for 
your folio. Sometimes 
unfortunately it’s not. 
You just have to be 
careful who you do 
free things for. It’s like 
virginity – you don’t 
want to just give it 
away to anyone for the 
promise of a hot date

PHOTOGRAPH Jono Parker
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Three tips from  
James Carnie of barristers  

and solicitors Clendons 

1
Identify and protect/ 

preserve rights to intellectual 
property before creating  

any design works

2 
Use a good contract, every 
time, for every engagement 
(especially with friends and 

family!).  We can recommend 
the Designers’ Institute 

contract set (v.2012) which 
includes contracts for Spatial 

Design Services, Product 
Design Services, Graphic and 
Interactive Design Services, 
Procurement Services, and a 
Contractor Agreement. And 

make sure the contract is 
adopted/accepted in a binding 

and enforceable manner

3 
Adopt a trading structure 
which (a) isolates main 

personal assets from trading 
risks, (b) reduces the potential 

for personal liability from 
professional design work; and 

(c) is supplemented by 
appropriate insurance cover

The agency that represents Kelly Thompson, 
The Jacky Winter Group, has a general rule of 
no free pitches, she says.

“Even if you can just hustle $500 it’s better 
than nothing. Pitches can be hugely time-
consuming, and you’re most likely not going to 
be able to use the work in your folio if you 
don’t win and there is never a guarantee you 
will win.

“You need to just weigh it up and do what 
you’re comfortable with. Good agencies will 
respect your time and I find these days people 
don’t expect you to pitch for free as much as 
they used to. I think the mindset is changing 
on this.” 

According to the NO!SPEC campaign, which 
was started by a group of designers, spec work 
is prohibitively expensive for those doing it. 

“We make money mostly by selling our time. 
Unlike businesses that sell products, we can’t 
take time back and resell it. Thus, the less time 

we actually sell, the more we have to charge for 
it. So we attempt to hold our prices down by 
keeping constantly busy.

“We also have substantial fixed overhead 
costs – computers, peripherals, software, and 
so on. So the higher the percentage of our time 
that is productive (billable), the more we can 
spread these costs, and the less each individual 
client gets charged for them.

“The only way we can recover our overhead 
costs is through what we charge our clients. If 
we accepted speculative projects, the overhead 
for these non-billable hours would have to be 
added to the factor we already charge our 
regular, paying clients.”

When agencies devote resources to spec 
work, they’re betting the house on winning the 
project – but of course, you can’t win them all. 
Lost pitches mean operating at a loss, which 
can quickly devolve into a vicious cycle. 

Doing great creative work also requires 

significant client input (which is unlikely to be 
given at the pitch stage) and enthusiasm from 
the agency side (difficult to muster when 
payment is uncertain). Time pressure further 
compounds the issue, forcing designers to 
make guesses and cut corners. 

It’s worth pointing out too that successfully 
managing and delivering a project goes far 
beyond whipping up a flashy pitch and 
mockups. A track record of successful 
outcomes and happy clients speak volumes.

The problem with justifying the price of 
design work to outsiders is that it’s somewhat 
intangible. “It’s one of the biggest challenges 
we’ve got as an industry, making it clear what 
our value is,” Main says. “I think we’ve done a 
really bad job at selling it.”

As we pointed out in Idealog #41, design is 
about much more than a logo or a piece of 
packaging, and institutions are starting to 
cotton on to that (AUT recently joined Massey 
in renaming its Graphic Design strand to 
Commmunication Design). 

It may not be rocket science or brain surgery, 
but professional design is a multi-faceted craft 
that encompasses cues and skills from many 
disciplines. 

As web developer Thomas Rumbold recently 
wrote on Medium: “Often, the real value is an 
‘accrued’ value  –  in the positive impact that 
your new digital product (whether that’s a 
website, software system, or logo) has on your 
reputation, the efficiency of your operations 
and positioning in the time after it’s been 
launched – and the monetary value of the 
ongoing opportunities that it creates. If done 
well, your money will be returned a number of 
times over  –  but it can sometimes be difficult 
to see that.”

The commercially 
responsible alternative 
So is there a better way to approach the 
pitching process?

“The pitching process has been through 
years and years of pretty bad practice, both on 
the industry side and client side,” Main says. 
“It’s actually a pretty flawed model.

“Our approach to pitching is if someone 
comes to you with a really bad idea, or not 
knowing what they’re looking to achieve – if it 
looks like a train wreck – we can say ‘here’s 
how we’ll engage with you to make the process 
better for you’.

“We’re not going to just tick boxes and give 
you a whole bunch of free work. We’ll give you 

a better insightful view into what dealing with 
a good creative agency is.”

A good agency can win business without 
actually having to do work on spec, he believes.

“What you should be able to do is represent 
what you’re capable of – what your approach 
is, how you’re going to deliver value – outside 
of the bounds of having to deliver the work to 
prove it,” he says.

“[Clients] hopefully have the ability to choose 
based on how you approach and present your 
skills and what your team’s capability is  – 
instead of saying ‘it’s a black art and we need 
you to all do the job, I’ll know it when I see it’.

“That’s where the whole pitching process 
needs to mature and become more 
commercially sound.”

Key to this approach, according to the 
manifesto of consulting firm Win Without 

thinking for our paying clients, and should the 
prospect choose to engage us they can rest 
assured that our best minds will be working on 
their business rather than on winning business 
that we do not currently have.”

As Main puts it: “If there are 10 companies 
asked to pitch, if they all put $10,000 worth of 
time and effort in and the whole project is only 
worth $60,000 or $70,000 that’s commercially 
nonsensical.”

He has no time for the showy, old school 
“peacock feather” approach and thinks it needs 
to die – agencies have to get beyond the 
mindset of putting on a show to seduce clients. 
And while he acknowledges pitching is part of 
an evaluation process, he says clients shouldn’t 
head down that path until they have a clear 
idea of what they want to achieve.

“There’s probably five different ways to 

Pitching, are replacing presentations with 
conversations; diagnosing before prescribing; 
not solving problems before being paid; 
addressing money early on; and refusing to 
work at a loss. 

“We will break free of our addiction to the 
Big Reveal and the adrenaline rush that comes 
from putting ourselves in the win-or-lose 
situation of the presentation,” founder Blair 
Enns writes. 

“When we pitch we are in part satisfying our 
craving for this adrenaline and we understand 
that until we break ourselves of this addiction 
we will never be free of the Pitch. 
‘Presentation,’ like ‘pitch,’ is a word that we will 
leave behind as we seek conversations and 
collaboration in their place.

“When we are asked to begin solving 
problems in the buying cycle we will politely 
but firmly point out that we save our best 

approaching something, creative outcomes that 
could all work, but you need to narrow that 
down if you’re a responsible client – as much as 
anything else to not waste your own time and 
figure out how you can be in control of the 
process. Otherwise it’s really random,” he says.

“Volume tends to confuse people, unless 
there’s a real chalk and cheese component to 
the field you’re playing within. That beauty 
contest aspect of it can’t be helpful for a client.”

Main points to the government’s Common 
Web Services platform as a good example of 
streamlining the procurement process.

“They said here’s the criteria, we want to put 
a pool of providers together, we’ll make you 
jump through all the commercial hoops once, 
and sign you up to a contract. All government 
agencies that want to use your services can 
come to you … you’ve been vetted, if you like.

“It’s making the boat go faster.” 

When we are asked to begin solving problems 
in the buying cycle, we will politely but firmly 

point out that we save our best thinking for 
our paying clients, and should the prospect 

choose to engage us they can rest assured 
that our best minds will be working on their 

business, rather than on winning business  
we don’t currently have

Cover  
yourself


