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WORKING WHILE 
YOU’RE WAITING TO 
WORK IN CHICAGO

I 
want to help get you to a place where you can have an acting career in Chi-

cago. I’ve spelled out everything you need to know about the process, and 

I hope you’ve learned a lot. I’m an eternal optimist and believe that if anyone 

stays in this business long enough, they’ll find some measure of success. Just 

getting an audition is a minor victory. Getting an agent is a bigger one and 

getting a job is fantastic. It takes an amazing amount of stars to align for any 

one actor to land a booking. When this happens to you, consider yourself a 

successful actor!

However, paired with my optimism is some realism. Your success may not 

come as soon as you hope. While you’re taking classes, chasing down agents and 

auditioning for work, you’ll have bills to pay. If you’re going to pursue acting 

while working in your current career, you’ve already got enough on your plate. 

But if you’re starting fresh, you may have to think about how to supplement 

your acting income. There are lucky actors who hit the ground running and nev-

er look back, and if you’re one of those I’m very happy for you. But for the rest 

of us, it’s not a bad idea to think about what else you can do to make ends meet 

while your career is developing. Many actors have a second or even a third source 

of income, and I get asked about it a lot when I’m teaching. 

In order to have an acting career, you have to be able to audition and 

work any time Monday through Friday from nine to five. The most impor-

tant thing about your supplemental income should be its flexibility. You’ll 

need a job that not only makes some cash, but will also allow you to go 

about the business of being an actor without resulting in the loss of that 

job. Ideally it should also be something that doesn’t bore you to death or 

crush your natural creativity. I have a friend who temps for extra money, and 

one of his assignments involved data entry work. His task was to manually 

enter phone numbers into a database every day for two months. Normally 
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a happy, vibrant and highly creative guy, by the end of it he was not that 

guy. The mindless repetition of his daily work wore him down. While he 

was Mr. Data Entry, he was also Mr. I-Can’t-Book-an-Acting-Job. He was 

so unhappy that it affected his performance in front of the camera. He’d tell 

you that he didn’t feel normal again until he did a play. You don’t want to be 

him. Pick a job you won’t hate.

I’ve talked to dozens of actors over the years about their second incomes. 

While none of them were thrilled with the idea of having to prop up their act-

ing career, the ones that were happiest found jobs that fit very well with their 

own abilities and interests. There are firefighter/actors, cop/actors, massage 

therapist/actors and on and on. I’ve got a friend who’s always on the same audi-

tions as me. He’s very outgoing and has an easygoing, approachable way with 

people. In addition to being an actor, he’s also a busy real estate agent, which 

is a great choice for his personality. Being successful in sales requires character 

traits that he already possesses, so it was just a matter of applying them to the 

real estate business.

I have another friend who decided to pursue acting after she graduated 

from college with a degree in English. She found a job as a copy editor for a 

publication. Her office is downtown within walking distance of her agent’s 

office, and her workplace is flexible with her schedule. As long as her work 

gets finished on time, no one cares when she does it. When she leaves her 

desk for an hour to audition or work, she stays an extra hour or brings work 

home to compensate. She gets to combine her love of writing and editing 

with her love of acting, and best of all, she’s happy.

As for me, I’ve been very fortunate over the years. When I was getting 

started, I also played the real estate game for a couple of years. It was a job I 

didn’t like, but I used it to meet a very clear objective: to buy my own home. 

As soon as that happened, I quit to focus solely on acting. 

The best advice I can give you is to look for something that could come 

easily to you. If you’re tech savvy, consider an Internet-based job. If you’re into 

exercise, think about becoming a personal trainer or teaching fitness classes. 

If you love jewelry, find a store that will work with your unusual schedule – 

there are endless places to look for inspiration. Got any hobbies? Are you 

passionate about something besides acting? Does someone in the family own 
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a business that might have a place for you? Take a long look at the life you 

already live, and start there.  

So many actors work in restaurants and bars that the idea is cliché, 

though it’s worked out well for lots of them. You won’t need any help from 

me to find a job waiting tables, but if you want other options, you might be 

stumped. Below are some things that Chicago actors have done while waiting 

for their career to support them full time. 

Audio Book Narrator

In the last decade, audio book production has seen amazing growth. The 

industry has it’s own professional association, conventions and SAG-AFTRA 

contracts. What once was a small niche in publishing has grown to a billion 

dollar phenomenon. This is great news for actors because good narrators are in 

high demand. The better news? Narration can easily fit into an actor’s lifestyle 

and provide income between other bookings.

 For the uninitiated, narrators record books from every genre, from young 

adult fiction to self-improvement books and everything in between. Check out 

samples on Audible.com. In addition to narrating, actors are also sometimes 

producers, recording, editing and mastering their audio before the files are sent 

to the publisher. A bit of technical expertise is required to pursue this work, 

but if you’ve put together a home voice over studio, you should be able to han-

dle what’s required for audio book narration.

Teri Schnaubelt, one of Chicago’s busiest narrators, says this business is 

perfect for actors for a variety of reasons. “First, it’s acting, but you get to play 

all the roles! When I’m doing fiction I get to be every character. Men, women, 

kids, characters that have accents, so I really get to act throughout the whole 

book.” Also, Teri notes the huge difference between the number of actors audi-

tioning to narrate a book compared to the number called in for a commercial. 

“When I’m being considered for a book, I might be one of four or five people. 

I take a minute to email my samples (3-5 minutes worth of narration), then I 

wait to see if I was chosen. In contrast, when I go to a commercial audition, I 

have to memorize copy, get dressed, drive downtown, find and pay for parking 

and do the audition. I might be one of a hundred other actors, or more. Then 
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I might do it again for the callback. Audiobooks are just so much easier.” Also, 

this is something you can do without an agent. Only celebrity narrators have 

agents for their audiobook work. The rest of us don’t need one.

Becoming a narrator requires some time and basic good business skills. 

Teri suggests first listening to a variety of audio books to get a feel for what 

sounds good and what doesn’t. She estimates about 80% of what you need to 

learn can be done simply by listening to good narrators like Scott Brick, Johnny 

Heller or Teri herself. Once you’ve got a solid grasp of the basics, it’s beneficial 

to find a coach who’ll take you the rest of the way and help you record demos 

for different genres. If you’re hoping to take a class, at this point there aren’t any 

dedicated just to audio book narration in Chicago. Nationally, good options 

are in New York and L.A. at Edge Studios and the Deyan Institute, respectively. 

Teri is a popular coach. You can reach her at terischnaubelt.com.

Once you’re ready to begin working, Teri recommends starting at ACX.

com, a site where independent authors and small publishers post auditions. 

There, you can audition for any work that’s appropriate for you. Once you have 

a good number of those under your belt, you’ll want to branch out to work-

ing with larger publishers. This is where your networking skills come in. Teri 

says, “I was able to move up the ranks simply by meeting people in person. 

I attended a couple conferences and got to chat with publishers face to face. 

It’s amazing how that little bit of effort moved them to consider me for work 

just because they could put a face with the voice.” Members of the Audio Pub-

lisher’s Association (audiopub.org) attend social gatherings and meet-ups for 

this very reason.

Actors who work in this area should include it on their acting resume. It’s 

a side of the business most people don’t know much about, which makes it a 

conversation starter. Teri lists hers right before Education/Training. She’s done 

a lot of work, so she presents it this way: “Award-winning audiobook narra-

tor of fiction and non-fiction genres with over 170+ titles on Audible (as Teri 

Schnaubelt/Lynn Barrington).”

Narrators get paid a few different ways. On ACX.com, narrators can 

choose to take a royalty share, meaning they get a percentage of a book’s sales. 

In this scenario, there is no session fee for the actual recording. Narrators could 

also be paid the other way around. In this case, they’re paid per finished hour, 
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or PFH, which means they are paid to record and deliver files which have been 

edited and mastered, but don’t share in the book’s revenues. Say you’re hired to 

narrate a book with a word count of 90,000. To find the length of the audio ver-

sion, divide by 9,200. In this case, the audio book will be around 10 hours long. 

Narrators being paid by royalty share will work the 5-6 hours per finished hour 

that it takes get the job done, but will take a percentage of the sales for the next 

seven years in lieu of getting a check up front. On the PFH system, narrators 

will be paid when the files are delivered and will not share in any money from 

sales. On ACX.com, rates run between $150-$300 PFH or more if the narra-

tor is in very high demand. There’s also a hybrid version of this, where narrators 

negotiate a small stipend, say $100 PFH, for recording in addition to a royalty 

share. Some narrators prefer to work this way, as this allows them to cover some 

costs associated with delivering files, and hedge against potential low sales. It 

really depends on how well you think each book might sell.

Large publishers like Random House, Hachette and Simon & Schuster 

have contracts in place with SAG-AFTRA. Their scale PFH rates are all dif-

ferent, because each publisher negotiates their own rates with the union. They 

also have their own in-house audio departments, with producers who clean up 

the raw audio sent by narrators. Some even have their own physical studio, so 

narrators record there instead of at home, though this is mostly in NYC and 

L.A. Working at this level means you record and send without doing much else 

to the files, and you’re earning credit toward qualifying for your benefits since 

publishers contribute to the union’s health and retirement plans.

For all the benefits to being an audiobook narrator, it’s not for everyone. 

The work can be long and isolating. Narrators spend days, even a week or more, 

recording a book. They sit alone in a booth reading out loud for hours at a time. 

While scheduling is somewhat flexible, publishers do have deadlines. So there’s 

a risk that another acting job might come along while you’re recording a book, 

and you either have to pass on it or reach out to the publisher and see if they 

can wait for the files. Still, there aren’t many acting-related side jobs that have 

this many benefits. And who knows, this side job just might become your main 

moneymaker. 
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Driving School Instructor

Yep, you read that right. Someone’s got to teach those pesky teenagers 

how to drive, and since they’re in school until the late afternoon, most of the in-

struction happens on evenings and weekends. Perfect for someone who needs 

to be available on weekdays! Some schools even let their instructors take the 

school’s vehicles home. Translation: free wheels. If you’ve got quick reflexes and 

don’t mind the occasional bout of panic, this one could be an actor’s perfect 

second job. Oh, and if you like your motorized vehicles on two wheels instead 

of four, there are motorcycle schools in town.

Ride Share Driver/Task Doer/Gig Economy Worker

Driving people around, running errands and working on super short-term 

projects has become it’s own industry. A lot of people make their entire living 

in the gig economy. Actors can use it to plug income holes, but be careful that 

your new job doesn’t require so many hours that it causes you to miss auditions 

and bookings. The whole idea is to work somewhere that’ll allow you to put in 

as much or little time as your schedule allows without penalty. 

Online Auctions

When I moved into my first house, I brought everything I owned with me. 

I didn’t prioritize before packing; I just boxed everything up and figured I’d 

thin it out when I unpacked. Most people do it the other way around, but I’m 

glad I didn’t because right when I moved, I heard about this thing called eBay. 

Someone told me that people were making more money there than they ever 

did selling their stuff in garage sales. I looked into it. The short version of this 

story ends with me being able to make improvements on my new house with 

the money I got from selling my unwanted stuff on eBay. That was a long time 

ago when the site really was just for selling old junk. Today, there are many, 

many people making part- or full-time incomes on eBay. Love hunting for trea-

sure at yard sales? Got a million-dollar record collection that you’d consider 

parting with? Overburdened with stuff you’ll never use? Become an eBay seller 

and supplement your acting income without ever leaving your house. 
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E-commerce

An actor friend of mine loves art. He also had a lot of free time when his 

acting career shifted and his income level dipped. So he decided to put his 

love of art to good use, and he launched a site that sells posters. He and his 

wife are able to run the whole thing from their home. It makes them some 

money and it’s super flexible so he can still act during the day. You don’t have 

to sell posters. You could sell rubber duckies, handmade purses, or wood-

working tools. As long as it brings you some extra cash (and it’s legal), who 

cares what you sell? 

Home-based Businesses

There are plenty of companies out there that allow you to sell their prod-

ucts from your home. Everything from skin care to jewelry to housewares can 

be bought at a discount from the manufacturer and sold by you. You don’t 

work for the companies. Instead you act as an independent distributor so you 

set your own schedule. It can be tricky to make these kinds of businesses profit-

able, but if you’re a self-starter and relentless about pursuing success, they can 

be perfect for actors. Search online for them, or start with these: Lia Sophia, 

Rodan & Fields, Pampered Chef, Mary Kay Cosmetics, Arbonne International 

or Amway. 

Advertising Guy/Girl

Sometimes actors and voice talent come out of the advertising industry. 

It’s either because as ad agency people they saw so many bad auditions that they 

thought they could do a better job, or because they were closet actors when 

they got their ad job in the first place. But there’s nothing that says you can’t 

start as an actor and wind up getting hired at an agency. If you studied market-

ing, art or writing in college, you may be able to work as an account rep, art 

director or copywriter. These kinds of jobs may not provide the level of flex-

ibility you’re looking for, but they’d put you in the position of learning an awful 

lot about how actors are cast in commercials. There are a couple actors in town 

who have worked at agencies while pursuing an acting career. They all said the 
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same thing: you have to earn the right to be able to leave the office during the 

day for auditions by being very good at what you do.

Houses Of Worship

If you happen to be an active member at a church, temple or other place of 

worship, you might look there to see what’s available. A friend of mine heard 

that his church was looking for a bookstore manager, and he wound up getting 

the job. His longest day is on Sunday, which never conflicts with his acting, 

and he’s able to get other days off during the week. It was a good match for him 

because it provided money and flexibility, and it lined up with his core values.

Health Clubs/Gyms

If you’re a regular at your gym, you might as well be getting paid for it. 

Members usually make good employees because they’re already invested in the 

club, and management knows this. There are a couple ways to stay fit and make 

a little extra on the side. All fitness centers need someone to work the front 

desk or do other jobs at all hours of the day. Check with yours to see if there’s 

an opening. Employees usually get steep membership discounts, too. If you love 

your yoga, Pilates or spin class, think about teaching one. Most classes are sched-

uled in the early mornings or in the evenings. Check into the requirements to 

become an instructor. Or, you could go for your personal training certification. 

Ask your gym which one they require their trainers to achieve. 

Temp/Office Work 

Not everyone has horrible experiences with temping like my buddy Mr. 

Data Entry. In fact, lots of people find permanent jobs through temping. 

Temp agencies allow you to pick the days and jobs you want to work. Julia 

Merchant, a VO artist and musician in Chicago, temped at a variety of of-

fices before finding one with which she clicked. They got to know her and 

offered her a full-time position. Since she was open about her acting, they 

knew she needed flexible scheduling, and because she was a good employee, 

they agreed to work with her. Julia says, “I feel lucky that I found a boss who 
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gets it. He’s been on the board of a couple of theater companies, and he’s 

sympathetic to the needs of actors.” This is a great situation and one that 

every actor hopes to fall into. 

You can make it happen with a little homework. Look up board members 

of big time theater companies in town. A little digging online can tell you what 

they do for a living. Many of these folks will own businesses. You can start your 

job search at these companies, where you’ll have a better chance of working for 

someone who understands that actors sometimes have to manage their time 

differently than other employees. 

Standardized Patient Work

Part of a med student’s education has always been working with patients 

in a clinical setting, but most medical schools are augmenting students’ 

training with standardized patient programs. Actors are hired to portray 

patients and interact directly with med students in simulated doctor visits. 

This kind of work requires actors to be familiar with a patient profile and to 

be able to answer questions related to the illness or symptoms they “have.” 

Basically, you’re hired to play a sick person who’s visiting their doctor for 

help. These jobs require a little improvisation within the framework of 

the background information you’re given. The goal of these programs is 

to train med students to respond to patients’ needs in a professional and 

compassionate way. In addition to being fairly flexible, this is important 

work. You’ll be helping teach tomorrow’s physicians, which is good for all of 

us, and you’ll be sharpening your acting skills while you do it. The medical 

schools at Loyola University, Northwestern University, the University of 

Chicago, Midwestern University and the University of Illinois at Chicago 

all have these programs. Check their websites for details about applying. 

Intern At An Agent’s Office/Casting Office

I hesitate to suggest this since I’m trying to help you find jobs that make 

money and don’t get in the way of your acting. Internships don’t pay, but boy 

are they an education. A lot of actors intern with an agent or casting director. 
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If you’re interested in learning about the business from a side you’ll never see 

as an actor, you couldn’t do better than an internship with these folks. Not all 

offices have openings, so you might have to send a few emails to see who does. 

Sometimes interns wind up getting hired, which shouldn’t be your focus since 

you’re trying to be an actor, but you may find the casting process fascinating. 

Many actors do, and some switch their focus. Lots of agents and casting direc-

tors start out as actors. There won’t be any money in an internship, but there 

may be a new career in it for you.

Be Upfront

If you talk to actors about their second jobs, you’re bound to hear some 

interesting stories. One actress, when she was interviewing for her first job out of 

college, told her prospective employer that she was first and foremost an actress. 

She made it clear that she didn’t want any responsibility, to have a set schedule, 

or be in a position where she would need to care about her work. In other words, 

she needed the job, but didn’t want to be held accountable for anything. To my 

shock, she went on to say that they hired her as a receptionist! I think that’s the 

actor’s pipe dream: to find an employer who will pay you for the least amount of 

commitment that you can muster. She was lucky. I don’t recommend that you go 

around saying that you won’t care about a job you’re hoping to get. 

That brings us to a point that many actors made about their second jobs. 

Even though this actress said all the things you shouldn’t say at an interview, 

at least she told them that she was going to be pursuing another line of work. 

All of the actors I talked with said that telling their bosses about their acting 

before they started the job was critical to keeping the peace once they had the 

job. Employers who didn’t know that their new hires would be asking for a lot 

of time off were much less likely to be flexible.

Another point that came up a lot was the issue of balance. One voice talent 

who also works in an office said she puts a lot of effort into making each job feel 

as though it’s her top priority. “I try to treat both jobs with the same amount of 

respect. Both have expectations that are important to fulfill, and I work hard at 

balancing them. If I’m going on a business trip, I book out with my agent and 

make sure they know when I’m back. I’ve laid a lot of groundwork at my office 
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by stepping up and making myself indispensable there. That’s made it easier for 

my bosses to give me the flexibility I need to come and go during the day.” 

Another actor put it this way, “I don’t want to sound like a jerk, but I’m 

given some freedom at work because I’m really good at my job. I hustle my tail 

off to produce at the highest level every single day. If I didn’t, I’d have a target 

on my back. There are people there who don’t like that I go after my acting ca-

reer as hard as I work at my desk. And I hate it when someone asks if I’m acting 

full time. Am I a series regular? No. But I’m out there every day auditioning 

and taking the opportunities that come my way. So yeah, I’m a full-time actor.”

It’s very possible to have another job and make it work with your acting 

career. The keys are to be open with your superiors, and treat both those in the 

acting world and those in your other world as if they’re too important to lose. 

Seasonal Patterns

By now you know that the business of acting is unpredictable. Certain 

times of the year will be very busy and others quiet. It’s impossible to tell when 

your business will soar or dip, but over the years I’ve noticed certain patterns. 

I have no hard numbers to back any of this up, but if you do this long enough, 

you begin to notice things. For example, you can almost certainly count on the 

business slowing down around the holidays. From Thanksgiving to New Year’s 

Day, people are thinking about anything but work, and by “people” I mean ad 

agencies and producers. As a result, there’s usually a noticeable drop in the stuff 

that keeps actors busy: auditions and bookings. For this reason, a lot of actors 

work retail during the holidays. 

Summertime can also be quieter than the rest of the year, because a lot of 

people take vacations during that time. Many ad agencies have summer hours 

with Friday afternoons off. In June, July and August productivity is down, 

meaning actors have more free time. Some use it to do more theater, maybe at 

regional theaters in other parts of the Midwest. 

During the rest of the year, work is usually pretty steady. There’s enough 

happening to keep everyone active both on the union and nonunion side. I 

did notice something weird, but pretty consistent, when I was nonunion. The 

weeks before and after a three-day weekend seemed to be slow. I could almost 
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count on having nothing going on for two weeks around Memorial Day, Labor 

Day and other holiday weekends. Since I went union, however, that changed, 

so I can’t say if that trend continues today. 

Keep in mind that these are very general observations from years of watch-

ing the business ebb and flow, and by no means are they hard fact. I’ve had years 

where I was slammed with work around the holidays. In fact, I once turned 

down a job that was scheduled to shoot on Christmas Eve. I’ve also had very 

slow starts to the year, only to be surprised by a very active summer season. You 

really can never tell what business is going to be like at any given moment.


