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In March 2020, our world literally imploded over the space of a very short few days 
as the coronavirus outbreak in China was declared a global pandemic that had 
reached the shores of many countries across the globe. 

As an international hub, it was evident from the onset that the United Arab Emirates  
would not be immune to the challenges that this new virus presented. 

For an industry that lives to bring people together through enjoyment and 
experiences, live events and entertainment were put on hold as the world 
entered a collective hiatus and lockdown. 

The creative industries have arguably been one of the hardest hit throughout the 
global pandemic and the resulting world wide economic fallout. As one of the first 
industries to shut down, we will certainly be one of the last to re-open due to social 
distancing and the banning of gatherings to control the spread of the virus.  

Eventually, as we are seeing across the world, some of these restrictions will be lifted 
and we will enter the period that many like to phrase “the new normal”. But what is 
the new normal? As an industry we need to define, in supporting local entities and the 
efforts to combat COVID 19, what this new normal is. 

As a leading talent and entertainment agency that rightfully wants to see people 
safely enjoying live entertainment and experiences again, we have conducted a 
survey to fully understand what the impact and ramifications are for the creative 
performance industries. We want to know what steps we need to take to support per-
formance artists, clients, brands and audiences in getting back to doing what we love 
sooner rather than later and with full confidence.

The results of this survey provide us with tangible data to be able to make informed 
decisions on how we as an industry can define our return to performing again. Whilst 
working alongside government, professional health and safety entities, venues and 
the artists themselves to support the rebuilding of the local, regional and 
international economy. 

Dan Bolton 
Owner and founder Dan Bolton Creative Management Agency
Owner and Founder BE, An Experiential agency
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INTRO

The Coronavirus pandemic has affected every part of life on earth like nothing 
before, killing hundreds of thousands of people and throwing the world into a global 
recession. Countries have been forced to lock down, economies have shut down 
and borders have closed across the world. 

But, with some countries and economies starting to come through the other side 
thanks to effective quarantine sanctions including here in the UAE, it’s time to take 
stock of the ‘new normal’ and what it means for specific industries. 

Which is why this survey was created by Dan Bolton, a leading figure in the 
Middle East’s entertainment industry. 

With many in the industry working freelance and dependent on venues being fully 
operational, they’ve been one of the hardest-hit economies. 

Dan took decisive steps to create an independent survey to discover how the 
event and entertainment economy and its workers have been affected. 

And what the industry could do to bounce back as quickly as possible following the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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SURVEYED SAMPLE

150 Participants

22 Questions

PARTICIPANTS include

Self-Employed Entertainers

Long-Term CEOs

Regional and International 
performers based in the UAE
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

UAE entertainment industry among the hardest-hit following the 
Coronavirus pandemic, with 85% out of work 

97% of creative 
talent has seen a 
negative impact 

on their work 
opportunities

Opportunities 
are anticipated 

to return in three 
months time

85% have had 
all work cancelled

9 out of 10 
say the authorities 

need to give clearer 
indications of when 

the industry 
may return

Nearly half of 
respondents believe 
social distancing will 
impact their stage 

performances
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The survey presents some fascinating insights into the creative industries and just 
how hard they’ve been hit and also how quickly they can adapt and move into the 
‘new normal.’ 

The survey shows that over 97% of those surveyed have seen a negative impact 
on their work opportunities. 

85% meanwhile have seen all work opportunities cancelled due to the 
Coronavirus pandemic.

Looking ahead, over 70% of those responding believed the authorities had been 
clear in delivering communication on the lockdown measures however over 88% 
of those that responded believe the authorities need to give clearer indications of 
when the industry may return and what guidelines or restrictions may need to be 
implemented to safely do so.

THE RESULTS

6.



HEALTH & SAFETY

As restrictions are gradually easing across the region and businesses once again 
able to run at 100% capacity, the UAE is slowly returning to a ‘new normal.’ And the 
results of the survey show how quickly the creative market can adapt and rebound.

86% of respondents have thought about the necessary health and safety measures 
that would need to be implemented to return to performing safely.

Two-thirds of industry professionals would be willing to perform immediately 
with the necessary safety measures put in place.

And one in five in the entertainment industry have already put in place 
procedures using information from local authorities
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THE FUTURE

Despite those advances, however, the outlook is far from certain for the creative 
industries in the UAE. 

The results of the survey also show that most of those that took part believe it will 
take at least three months for opportunities to return. And when they do return, 
restrictions will remain in place. 

Just under half of those surveyed believe that physical distancing will have an
 impact on their on-stage performances. 

And a quarter of respondents believe the quality of their performances will be 
affected by physical distancing measures. 

So could the future be focused on online performances? 

55% of respondents believe that their performance is better in a live environment 
but are examining ways they can take their business online. 

Only 1 in 10 respondents, meanwhile, believe that their performance would be 
better if it moves completely online. 

And the same number are only able to perform in a live capacity. 
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Dan and his team have been working hard alongside local entities, associations and industry 
partners on possible solutions and ways forward for the entertainment industry.

Dan’s team have been working with Gallowglass Health and Safety Consultancy who 
are based in the UK & UAE and have been vital in supporting the global live and sporting 
events industry to re-start safely. Together, they’ve created a 4-part series of documents 
and guidance that means when restrictions are lifted, the industry is in a position to 
immediately get back 

Using the guidance created with Gallowglass, Dan and his team have engaged with a number 
of venues that are looking to resume event activity as soon as the restrictions allow. These 
events will be small in scale to ensure they can safely implement and test the policies created, 
in turn boosting of audience confidence. They have submitted the guidance to local entities, 
and through the experience and recommendations of Gallowglass, are aligned to support 
both the local and international endeavours to combat COVID 19.

As part of the policies created in conjunction with Gallowglass,
there are a number of business resumption plans that allow for a 
safe, controlled and incremental increase of the events industry and 
necessary audience capacities. These plans cover a 27 week period 
where every three weeks the capacity of events can increase
as long as the number of cases of COVID 19 is controlled. These have 
been shared with relevant policy makers to help support the decision 
making process.

Over the last 10 weeks, Dan and his team have also embarked on a series 
of Partnership and Collaboration opportunities with the entertainment 
industry ecosystem. These have focused on working together, sharing 
resources, knowledge and connections to support the industry to 
return back to business when it’s safe and possible to do so. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND SOLUTIONS
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With the world entering the “new normal,” the digital world and live 
arenas will increasingly have to co-exist. And while most still favour 
the thrill of live shows and an audience, not all people and brands will 
be comfortable with this in the absence of a vaccine or treatment. 
Dan’s team have engaged in a series of collaborations and partnerships 
to create hybrid solutions with related creatives, technology and 
production partners to examine innovative ways to get talent back 
to paid business, while also supporting clients and brands achieve 
their objectives through these technological initiatives. 



At the start of the pandemic, it soon became apparent that the talent 
and performance industry would be amongst the worst hit. Dan 
embarked on a social media campaign across all platforms, helping 
raise the visibility of locally-based artists. This was amplified 
by supporting the Dubai Calendar Live from Dubai campaign where 
we had 10 artists perform from the comfort and safety of their homes
to audiences on social media across the world.

During Dan’s time as an active member of the International live 
events association he strongly advocated streamlining permit and 
visa regulations. During his term as President of The International 
Live Events Association Middle East (ILEA), he helped successfully 
lobby for the introduction of cost-effective freelance solutions. 
Dan continues to engage and promote constructive dialogue to 
examine realistic professional solutions that support the 
artists, venues, the industry and tourism entities.

Show support for the events and entertainment industry, and in 
doing so, support the economic revival of the UAE and in particular 
the GDP contribution that the events and entertainment industry 
makes. And finally, continue to support and drive the innovation and 
positive evolution of our industry to continue to be world class.

As part of the commitment to supporting the local events and creative 
communities, Dan and his creatives are actively lobbying event 
producers, clients and national entities to ensure they can maximise
the benefits of hiring locally-based talent ahead of international  
talent. Unlike artists based in other countries around the world, there 
is no national furlough or financial support scheme here, so they want 
to encourage supporting those artists that are legally resident 
here ahead of internationally based talent.
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CASE STUDIES

Since the 12th March 2020, we have had zero income as the pandemic forced the 
cancellation of all events and entertainment across the UAE. In addition to receiving 
zero income, we have still had to outlay a significant amount of costs to cover rent 
and other expenses that have not been reduced. This is alongside the basic salaries 
for our six team members under our employment.
 
Compounding the challenges that we are facing are clients that are now unreachable 
and unable to pay their invoices within the terms agreed, therefore creating cash 
flow challenges.
 
In addition to financial challenges, there are mental and physical challenges. It is 
becoming impossible to keep the teams motivated in a world where there are so 
many uncertainties and no one knows what to expect. We are unsure if and when 
the industry may return and what the future may look like. Our fears are that the 
repercussions of the lockdowns and subsequent economic shock will continue in the 
months and years ahead with a reduction in performance fees compounded by an 
increase in costs associated with having to comply with new health and safety 
measures clients and venues will implement.

Djordje Lazovic – Quiceno Art
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CASE STUDIES

At the beginning of March, all bookings and contracts were beginning to cancel 
including one with Expo which was to conclude in October 2020. The biggest 
challenge aside from the loss of confirmed bookings and revenue is the uncertainty 
and lack of visibility of when things may improve.

 As freelancers, we are always looking for the next job. However, at the moment there 
is nothing on the horizon or a sense of when that might change. The challenges 
created by the pandemic are made worse by the fact we are now entering summer 
which is traditionally a quieter time of the year with less economic activity and 
opportunities.

During the downtime, I have been using the time wisely to invest in upskilling and 
trying to remain as proactive as possible including getting back into dance class. 
Right now, survival is possible due to savings. However there is a limit to how far 
these resources can stretch and like many, questions are being asked about how 
it’s possible to continue to financially survive in the UAE in the absence of any 
confirmed income.

Luis Florencio
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ABOUT THE SURVEY

The aim of the survey was to discover the impact that COVID-19 had had on the 
entertainment industry. To that end, 150 participants from a diverse cross-section 
of the industry were asked 22 questions regarding the impact COVID-19 had had on 
their business. Participants included self-employed entertainers, long-term CEOs, 
regional and international performers based in the UAE. 

The participants were chosen via Dan’s network of industry contacts, across his 
company’s digital platforms as well as via his artist database.

‘Most in our industry have been impacted however some more than others and we 
wanted to gather the data to establish which areas have been impacted the most,’ 
says Dan. ‘And we then wanted to establish appropriate measures that could be 
taken to safely reopen the industry when the time is right.’ 

As well as producing this in-depth report, the data and information gathered are 
being shared to ‘multiple stakeholders and those with a vested interest in reviving 
the entertainment and live events economy, including government entities, trade 
associations, businesses and freelancers.’
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Dan Bolton is one of the leading voices in the entertainment scene in the Middle 
East. During his 21 years in live events in the entertainment and performance 
industry, he’s played a key role in some of the planet’s biggest shows. 

In 2019 he was hired as a segment producer for the South East Asian Games in 
the Philippines, while the previous year he was the associate choreographer at the 
2018 Asian Games 2018. He’s also played lead roles at the AFC Champions League 
Final as well as roles in the The London and Athens Olympic Games ceremonies. 

Closer to home, he was Artist Director for the inauguration of the Louvre Abu Dhabi 
in 2017 and until the event was postponed, was the Senior Producer of Daily 
Entertainment for Expo 2020 Dubai. 

Dan set up his own company in 2015 and currently represents over 800 
performance artists across the world including 400 based in the UAE.

ABOUT DAN BOLTON
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