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Two Theses

The profit motive commercializes art 
and artistic practice.

• Profit motive is bigger than the 
intention of the artist

• Some entity will profit off the artist, 
even if not a willing participant

• Through the lens of economic 
impact, the arts discipline is an 
industry

The arts (or creative) sector of St. 
Louis, Missouri is largely populated by 

gig workers

• Yes, there are arts administrators 
but…
• Low overall wages suggest gig 

work and not living wage work
• They are support personnel in the 

STL artworld, not always the artist
• The artist appears to be mainly a 

gig worker



Howard 
Becker’s Art 
Worlds

Art worlds, per Howard Becker, refers to 
all people responsible for the creation or 
exhibition of an artwork from the artist to 
the canvas stretcher, paint mixer, paint 
retailer, etc. 

Source: Becker, Howard S. Art Worlds. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982.



Blurred Lines of Entrepreneurs & Workers

In 2022, the US Census revealed the receipts of 
individual proprietorships in selected industries 
and independent artist receipts came in second
to the Taxi and Limousine service industry, just 
ahead of Janitorial Services at $24.5 billion. 

What does that receipt look like for St. Louis?

$91.6 million

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, "Nonemployer Statistics: 2022", Census.gov, accessed June 23, 2025.



Apples, Oranges, & the Fruit Salad of It All

• In 2023, RAC in Partnership with Americans for the Arts reported $868.7 million in 
economic activity (spending) for St. Louis City and County Organizations in the Arts 
and Economic Prosperity 6 (AEP6) report in reference to 2022 data.

• For methodological reasons, we should not use the Nonemployer Statistic (NES) 
with the AEP6 number but it’s so tempting.
•  Org direct spending: $579,333,295 breaks down to a possible salary of $42,607 

in take home pay. 
• NES: $91,694,000 / 4,752 artists = (roughly) $19,295 annually 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, "Nonemployer Statistics: 2022", Census.gov, accessed June 23, 2025.

Source: Americans for the Arts. (October 2023). Arts & Economic Prosperity 6: The Economic and Social Impact Study of Nonprofit Arts and Their Audiences in Greater 
St. Louis: Regional Arts Commission of St. Louis & Americans for the Arts.



Per the MIT Living Wage Calculator

The annual wages 
needed to live in the St. 
Louis area is $37,899 
after taxes. 

AEP6: $42K = Living wage
NES: $19K = Not living wage

Living wage data sourced from the Living Wage Institute https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/29510. Accessed on June 23, 2025.

https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/29510


990 Data

• Continuing with 2022: 
• As much as $63,238,423 was spent on freelance workers

• After a data scrape from 664 tax returns of tax-exempt entities
• Note that the $63.2 million may not have gone only to artists
• This is understated due to availability of financial records of nonprofit arts 

orgs
• No available data on number of arts workers except through NES

• The $19K in annual wages is based on NES data from one industry stat
• If factoring two industry stats, artists increase  but annual wage decreases

Compiled & analyzed by Mk Sadiq, 2025. Source: United States. Department of Treasury. Internal Revenue Service. 2022 Returns of Organizations Exempt from Income Tax 



Notes on 
Nonemployer Data

• Last year, SMU DataArts used NES 
as one of thirteen factors to 
determine arts vibrancy – which STL 
ranked 20 of 20 in 2023 for Large 
Communities

SMU DataArts, National Center for Arts Research. (2023). Arts Vibrancy Index 2023: The Economic and Social Impact Study of the Nation's Nonprofit Arts and Culture Industry .  



Defining Nonemployer

• Per the US Census,
“A nonemployer business is one that has no paid employees, has annual business 
receipts of $1,000 or more ($1 or more in the Construction industry), and is subject to 
federal income taxes.”

• Industries based on the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS)

• For DataArts, they chose the metropolitan statistical area including the 13 counties 
outside of STL using 711510

• For this presentation, it’s only St. Louis City and County included with the following 
NAICS codes of :

• 7111: Performing Arts Companies

• 7115: Independent Artists, Writers, and Performers

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, "Nonemployer Statistics: Glossary, Census.gov, accessed June 23, 2025.

Source: SMU DataArts, National Center for Arts Research. (2023). Arts Vibrancy Index 2023: The Economic and Social Impact Study of the Nation's Nonprofit Arts and Culture Industry .  



STL Trends: Number of Artists 
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Compiled & Analyzed by Mk Sadiq. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, "Nonemployer Statistics, Census.gov, accessed June 23, 2025.



STL Trends: How Much Artists Earned 
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STL Trends: How Much Artists Earned on 
Average 
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City & County Divide: Filed Taxes
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Compiled & Analyzed by Mk Sadiq. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, "Nonemployer Statistics, Census.gov, accessed June 23, 2025.



City & County Divide: Avg Wages
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Occupational 
& 
Employment 
Wage 
Statistics

The Bureau of Labor Statistics and state 
workforce agency produce a recurring 
report that estimates the number of 
employees in an industry.

Data for the St. Louis region includes over 
thirty creative industries plus sports-
related industries. 

We’ll use this data to learn the number of 
employed creatives as surveyed by 
employers.



Employment 
& Wage Data 
for STL MSA

Compiled and Analyzed by Mk Sadiq. Source: BLS OES Data for STL MSA Published in Years 2018, 2021, 2024

2018 2021 2024
Number of 
Employees

12,490 12,570 11,720

Avg Hourly Wage $23.93 $23.35 $28.54



Top five occupations by avg hourly wage

1. Art Directors | $49.45/hr

2. Musicians and Singers | $45.22/hr

3. Fashion Designers | $43.39

4. Commercial and Industrial designers | $43.02

5. Media & Communication Equipment Workers | $41.08

Compiled and Analyzed by Mk Sadiq. Source: BLS OES Data for STL MSA Published in Year 2024



Bottom five occupations by avg hourly wage 

1. Floral Designers | $16.44

2. Merchandise Displayers and Window Trimmers | $19.17

3. Fine Artists, Including Painters, Sculptors, and Illustrators | $22.06

4. Photographers | $22.73

5. Set and Exhibit Designers | $25.71

*There are several occupations where average hourly wage data were not available for 
the report at the time such as craft artists, dancers, and broadcasters-radio DJs. 

Compiled and Analyzed by Mk Sadiq. Source: BLS OES Data for STL MSA Published in Year 2024



More on RAC Applicant Data

• In 2018, RAC collected data from 116 arts organizations with expenditures that 
ranged from $6,929 to $30.3 million dollars. 

• Yet, with such range, only 6 organizations reported paying $0.00 to local artists. 

• The remaining 110 organizations paid 7,288 artists $19.5 million. 

• Average local artist compensation ranged from the gig honorarium level of $23 for a 
performance to $54,449 for a year. 

Compiled and Analyzed by Mk Sadiq. Source: RAC STL Applicant Data, 2019



RAC Applicant Data
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Compiled and Analyzed by Mk Sadiq. Source: RAC STL Applicant Data, 2019
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