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Introduction
Welcome to the 2019 State of Illustration. My name is 
Darren Di Lieto and this is the fifth survey of illustrators 
I’ve run since 2011. Originally, the survey was called 
the Illustrators’ Survey (2011-2018, RIP), but as of 
2020 we’re renaming it the State of Illustration. I was 
a full-time freelance illustrator from 2003-2006, during 
which time I created Hire an Illustrator as a way to stay 
connected with my fellow illustrators and to give them a 
platform to further their careers and connect with clients. 
Although I no longer have time to create illustrations or 
art myself as Hire an Illustrator is my full-time job, with 
my 17 years experience in this industry I’m able to offer 
advice on promotion, pricing and contracts while staying 
close to what I love. As far as I’m concerned I’m still an 
illustrator (without a pencil) and always will be. I also 
get to do a lot of art direction and have curated several 
exhibitions over the years, so I’m actively involved in 
multiple aspects of the industry alongside my main work 
at Hire an Illustrator. All this aside, I believe that with the 
passion I have for illustration and the creative industry 
as a whole I’m in the perfect position to bring the annual 
State of Illustration to you.

About the report
This report uses data collected from 3564 respondents, which includes freelance illustrators, in-
house illustrators, artists and other creatives. The online State of Illustration survey was fielded 
from 12th October to 22nd November, 2019. The respondents to our survey are a mix of genders 
and ages who are mostly social media users that are also fiercely independent as self-employed 
business owners. Due to the solitary nature of being an artist or freelance illustrator most of them 
will likely be in isolation a good portion of their working day with their social interactions primarily 
being limited to social media or communication devices rather than in-person. So while our sample 
is representative of the creative industry, it may not offer a complete insight into the general work-
ing population, but that isn’t the purpose of our survey.

This year, like previous years, the State of Illustration is split into four sections. The first section will 
give you an overview of who we are and the groups that make up our industry. The second sec-
tion is about the work we do and the tools we use. Section three is all about income, money and 
how we make a living. The fourth section is about what makes us tick and the challenges we face, 
which is then follow by the conclusion. Where appropriate, we have made comparisons between 
our 2019 and 2018 survey results, along with other publicly available survey data.

Please note that depending on the number of respondents from each geographical area, the data-
set has been divided for analysis into continents in some cases and individual countries in others.

We hired artist Pete Underhill to create the illustrations that accompany the State of Illustration 
survey and report. You can find him on Hire an Illustrator and at peteunderhillart.com. We also 
retrospectively apologise to him for the very short deadline we gave him for this work.
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Who Are We?

Location

This is the first year we accurately recorded the geographical location of our respondents, and we 
were pleased see that a significant number of respondents took part from countries where English 
isn’t the dominant language (1168). When running an international survey from Britain in English 
it’s generally expected that North America and the United Kingdom, along with parts of Europe will 
dominate the results.
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Age

Dependents

On average 33% of our respondents have dependants, those who rely on them as a source of 
financial support, e.g. children. North America has the highest at 37%, with it being only 11% in 
Africa. We expected this to be high as a result of the accessible and stay-at-home nature of free-
lancing in the creative industry.
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Gender

Identity

Out of 3564 respondents, 14% said they were part of the LGBQT+ community with 1.3% identify-
ing as transgender. 4% said they’d prefer not to say and 25% identified as allies of the community. 
For comparison a 2017 Gallup poll concluded that 4.5% of adult Americans identified as LGBT.

Ethnicity

Overall 12% said they were part of an ethnic minority in the country they resided. In Asia, Africa 
and North America it was 26%, 22% and 19% respectively, but in Europe (excluding the UK) it was 
only 6% with South America being even lower at 4%.

Disability

Of our respondents, 6% stated they were disabled and another 3% said that they’d prefer not to 
say whether they were disabled or not. According to the 2017/18 Family Resources Survey from 
the Department for Work and Pensions (Gov.UK) 18% of working age adults are disabled.
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Experience

Where do we work?

Of this year’s respondents who had studied illustration or another creative subject at degree level 
or equivalent (2905), only 7% said their course had prepared them for the business side of their 
career (customer management, finance, contracts, etc.) with 27% saying they’d been somewhat 
prepared.

Professional perception

51% felt they were mostly taken seriously as a professional, while 17% said they were always 
taken seriously. Only 3% said they were never taken seriously. There wasn’t a lot of variation be-
tween countries on this point.
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Accolades

Those who had won accolades are in a sizeable minority, with 21% (757) stating they have won a 
professionally recognised award. Just under half of those awards (325) were given to North Ameri-
can residents.

Which awards?

Some of the awards received by our respondents, in no particular order: 3×3 International Illus-
tration Awards, Infected by Art, Spectrum, SCBWI Portfolio Awards, Communication Arts Illustra-
tion Competition, AADC Awards, American Advertising Awards (ADDYs), AIGA Awards, Applied 
Arts Awards, Creative Quarterly, Society of illustrators Annual Competition, MoCCA Arts Festival 
Awards of Excellence, Lürzer’s Archive, American Illustration, AOI Images, World Illustration 
Awards, ADC Annual Awards, ADCC Awards, D&AD Awards, Hugo Awards, Eisner Awards, V&A 
Illustration Awards. (This is not an endorsement of any of these awards, annuals or shows, this is 
a just a list of the ones which were mentioned most often during the survey.)

83% of respondents said they would like to see more illustration competitions that didn’t require 
an entry fee. Predominately Asia and South America wanted to see more free competitions, while 
72% of Australia and New Zealand wanted more industry competitions with no entry fees.



Page 8 of 26https://stateofillustration.com/19

Work

Employment

Australia (55%) and the United Kingdom (51%) had the highest number of full-time illustrators, 
while North and South America had the lowest percentage. Asia (37%) had the most part-time 
illustrators who held another full-time creative job.
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Income

Just over 43% of respondents saw an increase in their income in 2019. This is fewer than in 2018, 
where 51.7% saw an increase in their income over the previous year. On the plus side, an addi-
tional 3.5% saw no change in 2019 over 2018 which potentially shows some stability, indicating 
more respondents had a regular income.

Markets



Page 10 of 26https://stateofillustration.com/19

Promotion

This year we added an “other” option to the question that asked what type of promotions do our 
respondents engaged in. 2.3% (just over half of the “other” respondents) told us they promote 
themselves via conventions. So we’ve included it as part of the self-promotion bar in the chart 
above. Europe (excluding the UK) had the highest percentage who engaged with social media as 
a form of promotion, while North America was the most reliant on referrals. Overall this year, re-
peat and regular clients was the clear winner as far as engagement for the sake of promotion was 
concerned.

Instagram followers

We asked our respondents if they’d ever been asked how many Instagram followers they had 
as part of a quote on a job. This was the highest in Australia at 6.9%, closely followed by Europe 
(excluding the UK). Out of all our respondents, 12.7% said they had lost out on jobs because they 
didn’t have a big enough social following, with this happening to 7.6% on more than one occasion.
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Agents

The highest rate of agent representation was in Australia and New Zealand at 18% followed by the 
UK at 14%. South America was the lowest at 7%.

Contracts

We asked our respondents whether they ever started a job before a contract was agreed. The 
responses showed 65.8% tended to start on a job before the terms had been formally agreed with 
3% always starting the job before signing on the dotted line. Only 34.4% refused to begin a job 
without an agreement in writing.

We also asked if they include a byline or credit requirement in their contracts when appropriate. 
Only 45% include this type of clause in their contracts. South America was the most likely to in-
clude it, while Africa was the least likely. Along with copyright law, the right to attribution varies 
from country to country.

Working for free

We didn’t explicitly ask whether respondents had worked on speculative contests or an unpaid test 
for a potential commission. However excluding charity work and non-commercial work for friends 
or family, 31% said they had worked for free and would never do it again. 21% said it was a waste 
of time, but for 15% of our respondents it paid off. Only 23% overall had never worked for free.
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Business courses

We asked the respondents whether they would like to see more courses on business, pricing, 
licensing and contracts. Most wanted to see more courses on those subjects, but less than half of 
them would be willing to pay to attend them.

Tools of the trade
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With regards to respondents experimenting in a medium outside of their normal skill set, 86% have 
done so with another 10% just waiting for the opportunity to arise. This gives a strong indication 
that an overwhelming majority of our respondents are happy too (or are actively looking to) try out 
new tools given the chance. We’re an adventurous bunch!

Of this year’s 45% who selected “mostly digital” as how they create their work, 9% didn’t consider 
the cost of software and hardware an acceptable business expense, with an additional 13% being 
unsure. Out of all our 3564 respondents, 27% had considered using pirated software in the last 
year with the highest percentages within a continent being 74% and 48% in South America and 
Asia respectively.

The following chart shows the percentage of respondents who had been pushed into creating dig-
ital work rather than using traditional media to speed up their workflow. Overall the most pressure 
seemed to be on North American respondents to switch to digital creation tools due to losing out 
or the risk of losing out, on commissions. Europe (excluding the UK) had the highest percentage of 
artists switching back to traditional methods with no ill effects.

In addition we also asked our respondents if they’d ever been asked to work in a style borrowed 
from another illustrator. 65% had faced this question at some point from a client or potential client 
and 25% (884) agreed to work in a borrowed style.
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Money

Pricing estimates

Out of our respondents, 45% were confident when it came to giving pricing estimates when quot-
ing for jobs, a 2% increase on last year’s figure. Asia was the most confident at 54% and Australia 
and New Zealand were the least confident at 31%. North America was 10% more confident than 
the UK and 6% more confident than Europe (excluding the UK).

With regards to “other”, this was dominated by respondents getting pricing advice from their 
agents. As for professional services who offer pricing advice, respondents used the AOI (who 
no longer offer pricing advice), their agents, Hire an Illustrator, and Illustrations Organisation 
Deutschland. The pricing reference books most mentioned were; Graphic Artists Guild Handbook: 
Pricing & Ethical Guidelines, Trade Customs & Pricing Guidelines: For Graphic Artists, and Hono-
rarwerk Illustration (German).
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Day rates

Following on from our pricing questions, we asked the respondents: if there was a regularly up-
dated online pricing guide with standard rates, should it be made public or kept secret to allow 
individuals to be more competitive? 63% said it should be made public as they needed guidance, 
11% wanted it to be kept secret for risk of being undercut, while the other 25% said it made no 
difference to them either way. Of the ones who wanted it to be made public, we followed up and 
asked them whether clients should have access to this hypothetical price guide. 31% of them said 
that illustrators should be the only ones who have access to it and not clients. This suggests that 
while freelance illustrators want more information on pricing, they were also very cautious about 
potential clients having a reference for what they should be paying, especially when you take into 
account Value Pricing. One aspect of Value Pricing that is taken into account when working up a 
quote is the size of the client, which normally goes hand-in-hand with the value the work has to 
that client. If a set price can be referenced in a public pricing guide, this makes it difficult to quote 
on a sliding scale which may vary widely from client to client depending on the perceived value of 
the work created for that specific client.
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Deposits

According to the results, those based in the United Kingdom are the least likely to ask for a depos-
it, while those based in South America are the most likely. In North America, although they’re not 
the most likely to ask for a deposit, they are the most likely to be paid it when they do ask.

Payments
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Communication

When asked if having their initial quote emails ignored by clients with no reply forthcoming was a 
regular occurrence, 42% said it was. 12% of the respondents also said they would ignore client 
emails if they suspected or knew the client didn’t have a viable budget for the job they were being 
asked to quote on.

With regards to contracts, we asked if respondents read a contract supplied by a client before 
agreeing to it. While most did read it, 7% said they sometimes did while 3% of those who an-
swered the question never read the contract.

Commissions

The results of the individual commissions price range question have been merged into a single 
currency (GBP) to give an overview. Most respondents were generally asked this question in their 
own currency, which may have been USD, GBP or EUR. On the 12th October 2019, the exchange 
rate was as follows, 1.1459 EUR = 1 GBP = 1.2645 USD. The United Kingdom has the highest 
proportion of high paying jobs, while North America has the most low paying jobs overall. Europe 
(excluding the UK) had the most jobs in the middle ranges based on the respondents who an-
swered the survey.

Shown below are the other sources respondents used to supplement their incomes. We assume 
in some cases these more than supplement their income as we didn’t specifically ask if any of the 
options were a respondent’s primary source of income or not. Please note, in 2018 we didn’t ask 
about conventions or gallery shows so these are shown as 0% for that year, but not because it 
wasn’t something people were doing prior to 2019.
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Income

The different currencies have been merged into GBP in the same fashion as the commission rang-
es, also please note that incomes have not been adjusted to take into account differing costs of 
living between countries in order to allow comparison between 2018 and 2019.

Over 57% of the respondents who earned more than 200,000 (GBP) per year were based in 
Europe (excluding the UK), followed by 29% in North America with South America coming in third 
at 14%. The South American respondents also include the most low earners, showing the high-
est income inequality. Australia and New Zealand had the least income inequality, with the United 
Kingdom coming a close second.
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Average income by identity

The following chart shows the average income based on the number of years experience our re-
spondents have in their chosen profession, which will primarily be as a freelance illustrator or art-
ist. The national average for an artist based in the UK is £28,785.00 according to the 2018 Annual 
Survey of Hours and Earnings from the Office for National Statistics. Without breaking our 3564 
respondents down into groups, the average annual income for all our respondents is £26,020.89 
GBP.

Financial support

42% of our respondents are supported financially by a spouse, family member or friend in some 
manner. South Americans get the most support at 52%, while Asia has the least support at 28%.
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Unrelated jobs

28% say they have a part-time or full-time job unrelated to the creative industry in addition to their 
“creative” job. Respondents based in Asia (39%) are the most likely to have a second, non-creative 
job.

Pension

38% have a a pension plan or a way to financially support themselves in retirement or old age. 
Europe (Inc. the UK) and North America both come in at 37%. While Asia comes in at 48% and 
Australia at 55%.

Health insurance

Of our American friends, 85% had health insurance coverage. According to the United States Cen-
sus Bureau, this is slightly lower than the national average of 91.2% (2017). Although it’s widely 
recognised as a given in nearly all developed and wealthy countries, the United States of America 
does not have a universal health care system.
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Life

Work balance

This year 48.3% felt they successfully balanced client work and personal work. This is only nar-
rowly up from 48.2% in 2018.

Motivation

94% of respondents felt motivated to be a better artist. The least motivated was Asia at 87%. Moti-
vation is a very powerful force.

Business

66% felt motivated to be a better business person, while 30% sometimes felt motivated. Africa was 
the most motivated.

Life balance

We asked the respondents whether they felt they had a good work/life balance, 55% said they did, 
which is up 7% since the 2018 survey. As of 2019 the number who feel they have a good work/life 
balance outnumbers the ones who don’t. The following bar chart shows the activities our respond-
ents felt would benefit them and their work.
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We also asked if they would benefit from part-time and/or full-time help. 2% said it would be bene-
ficial to have full-time help, while 26% ticked the box for part-time help. Overall Asia had the larg-
est percentage of those wanting assistance.

39% of our respondents regularly met up with other illustrators or creatives as part of an organised 
event or purely as friends. 18% of them didn’t feel that meet-ups were of any great importance to 
them. Of the 61% who didn’t go to regular meet-ups, 89% wished they did. In 2018 it was 34% 
attending against 66% not attending with 91% of the non-attending wishing they did have regular 
meet-ups. Not much has changed, but that’s still an additional 5% (178) attending events in 2019 
over 2018 based on the number of survey respondents we had this year. The chart below shows 
what our respondents would like read more about online.

Online
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The chart below shows whether our respondents felt that social media had a positive or negative 
effect on them and the percentage that shared this view. We didn’t ask for specifics as to which 
social networks they used or how they used them.

Overall in 2019 social media has had a marginally more negative effect on our respondents, al-
though a higher percentage (0.9% more) said it had a 100% positive effect on them over the previ-
ous year.

Mental health

In total, 20% of respondents said they had mental health issues of some description and had 
shared or talked about their issues online. Australia and New Zealand had the highest number of 
respondents with mental health issues (31%) and were the most likely to talk about them. North 
and South America followed at 22%. Mental health is serious and talking online can help, but isn’t 
a substitute for seeing a professional.

Anxiety

66% (down from 74% in 2018) of respondents have anxiety or confidence issues that affect their 
careers. However, there is no way to know from our data how many have a diagnosable anxiety 
disorder. According to No Panic, anxiety & depression are the most common mental disorders in 
Britain. There were 8.2 million (12.8%) cases of anxiety in the UK in 2013 with women twice as 
likely to experience anxiety as men. According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of Ameri-
ca anxiety disorders affect 18.1% of United States residents every year.
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If you are in crisis with your mental health and have suicidal thoughts or think you might self-harm 
or harm others, call (or get someone else to call) the emergency services or go to your nearest 
hospital A&E/Emergency department. In the UK, you can call NHS 111 for advice at any time, and 
there are also a number of mental health and emotional support services available, many of which 
offer telephone, text and email support. In the UK, this includes Shout (text 85258) and Samari-
tans (phone 116 123). The MIND website offers advice on getting support when you are in crisis 
as well as valuable information about all aspects of mental health.

Outside the UK, Crisis Text Line is available in the US (text HOME to 741741) and Canada (text 
HOME to 686868). For people in different countries, here is a list that may be helpful, please note 
that we have not checked the resources on the linked page, but it should point you in the right 
direction.

Discrimination

Overall, 11% of our respondents said they had lost out on jobs because of their identity or beliefs. 
Those based in Asia faced the highest percentage of discrimination at 26.1%, while those based 
in the United Kingdom faced 7.8%, North America came in at 12.8%. The following chart is a 
breakdown of discrimination by identity.

An article written by Haroon Siddique and published by The Guardian in January 2019 states that 
discrimination for ethnic minorities in Britain hasn’t changed since the 1960s. Read: Minority ethnic 
Britons face ‘shocking’ job discrimination
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Sexual harassment

8.1% of our total respondents had faced sexual harassment during their work as an illustrator or 
freelance creative. This was highest in Australia and New Zealand at 13.8%, while it was 6.9% and 
6.5% in the United Kingdom and Asia respectively. The following chart is a breakdown of sexual 
harassment by identity.
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Conclusion
First of all the State of Illustration wouldn’t exist without our generous 3564 respondents who gave 
us their valuable time to answer our questionnaire and everyone who shared the survey with their 
peers, so I want to say a big thank you to you all. This year the State of Illustration report was the 
most in-depth analysis of the illustration and creative industry I’ve ever done. It was a mammoth 
task to conduct the survey, promote it, sieve through the data and write this report, it took over 
200 hours to create, while holding down my full-time job as creative director and client relationship 
manager at Hire an Illustrator. As well as the hours invested, I’ve spent a significant amount of 
money to make this report a reality and even enlisted the help of a graduate space systems engi-
neer and physicist from the University of Leicester to help us analyse the data, along with decid-
ing on the best ways to visualise it. It might not be quite up to their usual scientific standard, but it 
does an excellent job of turning the raw data into an easy to understand report.

Key points to takeaway

• The average income for a full-time illustrator is 
£30,042.11 (GBP).

• Roughly only a third of those who are represented got 
most of their commissions from their agent.

• 61% of those with more than 21 years experience were 
men, although only 41% of the total survey respondents 
were male.

• The average age of an illustrator is 37 years old.
• We have a higher portion of people who identify as LG-

BQT+ in the the creative industry than the national aver-
ages.

• Pricing is a real struggle for most and there needs to be 
more courses and advice available in relation to this. 
This also goes hand-in-hand with understanding and 
writing contracts.

• Just over one fifth of the respondents have mental health 
issues of some description.

As a group we are all part of the creative industry, which is responsible for contributing over £100 
billion per year to the UK economy alone. We need to take care of each other and make sure we 
all have a good work/life balance. Our future is in our own hands, so we need to embrace it – we 
can’t just sit idly by and wait for things to happen. It’s not rocket science!


