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This paper reports upon very early findings from a three year ARC Discovery project
exploring how online distribution is changing the environment for operating a creative
micro-enterprise, with a specific focus on designer-makers. A key research question
for the project is: what are the ‘self-making’ skills required to succeed in this
competitive environment? In addition to interviews with peak organisations and
established makers in the design craft sector, the project is keen to capture rich
information on the experience of establishing oneself in professional practice
immediately following graduation from tertiary study. A cohort of around 40 graduates
from key national art/design/craft degrees will be approached to participate in annual
1-Up interviews across the life of the project (2015-2017) in order to identify the
complex decision-making which underpins this critical moment in professional
development. Unlike other studies which use Census or ABN registration records,
this approach valuably captures data from those who may fail and/or choose to leave
creative practice, generating invaluable information about failure as well as success.
However, the process of identifying potential project participants revealed wide
discrepancies between institutions in regards to how they approach final year
exhibitions and catalogues as potential sites for student promotion and professional
transitioning. Given the competitive creative career marketplace into which our
graduates emerge, it will be argued here that across the sector more consistently
outward-looking, digitally-engaged transitioning and promotional strategies need to
be embedded in final year assessment activities to better prepare students for the
professional challenges ahead.

The Project

A making renaissance is underway, with handmade practice and goods in global
demand in a way not seen since the 1970s (Luckman 2015). In the digital age,
almost seventy years since the Frankfurt School first railed against the ‘culture
industry’s’ commodification and standardisation of all art (Adorno 2001; Adorno and
Horkheimer 1973; Benjamin 2007), the bespoke object has become different,
desirable. Mainstream consumer acceptance and the middle-class desirability of
design craft items reflects, in no small part, a wider shift in the developed world
towards ethical consumption and environmental awareness. Along with other
increasingly popular ‘urban agrarian’ micro-economic practices such as the rise of



highly localised artisanal food production and farmers’ markets, and the commercial
growth of fair-trade items, buying handmade clothing, accessories, gifts and other
items is part of a set of ethical and self-aware purchasing behaviours (Littler 2009a,
2009b, 2011; Sassatelli 2006, 2009; Soper 2009). Facilitating this is the rise of ‘long-
tail’ distribution economic models enabled by the internet:

Our culture and economy are increasingly shifting away from a focus on a
relatively small number of hits (mainstream products and markets) at the
head of the demand curve, and moving toward a huge number of niches in
the tail. In an era without the constraints of limited shelf space and other
bottlenecks of distribution, narrowly targeted goods and services can be as
economically viable as mainstream fare. (Anderson 2007, p. 52)

In 2014 almost US$2 billion worth of merchandise was sold globally through the
Etsy.com website launched in 2005 to specialise in handmade and vintage items,
and handmade supplies. Etsy currently boasts 21.7 million active buyers, and 1.5
million active sellers (https://www.etsy.com/au/about). Australian sellers are the
fourth largest source of items (just behind those in the US, the UK and

Canada), representing a significant net export gain for Australian creative small-
enterprises, and Etsy.com is just the highest-profile tip of a much larger iceberg that
includes a plethora of online retail sites specialising in handmade small-scale creative
production.

Recently Helen Souness from Etsy Australia emphasized Etsy’s place within wider
debates around the internet to contribute to what we might call disruptive economies,
that is ‘to reimagine what global commerce looks like’ (presentation at ‘Parallels:
Journeys into Contemporary Making’ conference held at the NGV October 17-18).
She also acknowledged the ways this platform in particular, but the design craft
sector more generally, is gendered with most of the Etsy business operators being
women, and more than 95% of these working from home (balancing multiple aspects
of life including care-giving and other work in many cases), with about 25% making a
full-time income on the platform. Many of the sellers on Etsy have goods available in
the average Australian gift price range, established through market research as at
about $40. And with the Australian dollar sliding, Australian sellers are increasingly
globally affordable and Etsy offers a useful export platform, normally in addition to
maker’s own websites and other selling points (including notably physical
marketplaces which remain especially important sites to build profile and market-
facing expertise for emerging makers). This changing retail environment for craft
provides new possibilities for sustainable craft enterprise in the wake of the closure of
many traditional craft gallery retailers in the 1980s and 1990s, which saw the loss of



the middle ground of craft retail; that is, the space between high-end craft art outlets
and amateurs selling at local markets.

However, despite or indeed because of these opportunities, the ease of establishing
online shopfronts hides the complex work required to start and run a creative small
business practice, especially one in an increasingly globally competitive space with
isolated producers and narrow profit margins. This raises new challenges for
craftspeople and designer-makers, who not only require practice-based skills but new
entrepreneurial skill-sets—both technical and personal—to operate successfully as a
micro-enterprise in this emerging global market. Therefore employing methods
including semi-structured interviews with established handmade producers, 1-Up
monitoring of design graduates and new design craft businesses across 3 years to
longitudinally analyse the contemporary experience of establishing a creative career
post-graduation, and a historical mapping of Australia’s arts and crafts support
organisations, a key research question underpinning this project is: what are the self-
making skills required to succeed in this competitive environment?
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The Stories behind the Graduate Destination Surveys: Why we think this
research is timely

To situate our study’s approach we’d like to draw your attention to how graduate
destinations have been characterised and accounted for in statistical studies seeking
to understand the contribution to the workforce of Australian higher education and its
graduates. Here the notable word is ‘workforce’. Despite a growing body of academic
and policy discourse acknowledging the importance of small and micro businesses to
the economy, together with a growing number of recent graduates entering the start-
up world of co-working spaces and business incubators, the assessment of higher
education outcomes persists in its focus on the traditional workforce and employment
paradigm where a positive graduate outcome occurs when a graduate becomes an
employee. We consider this broad and somewhat outdated notion of employment
overlooks the diverse career and income generating paths perused by artists and
craftspeople. For most practicing artists and designer/makers, their work life consists
of what has come to be known as a portfolio career in which establishing an online
enterprise is one of the aspect of a ‘continually evolving patchwork of grant-based
and /or commercial projects, jobs and educational experiences.’ (Bridgstock, 2011)
Yet there appears to be scant reference to this increasing trend in the data gathered
on graduate destinations post-graduation.

Graduate Careers Australia (GCA) declares that the University & Beyond survey
(U&B), (2009) conducted in 2007 and 2008 was, at the time, the largest survey in
Australia on the expectations and perceptions of current higher education students.
The survey sought to confirm existing and draw out new and unique insights into
graduate recruitment by combining the results from the U&B survey with those from
the Australian Graduate survey (AGS) and the Graduate Outlook Survey (GOS). The
range of key insights highlighted by the U&B survey, include:

* how students see themselves adjusting to a professional life after higher
education

* what attracts students to a particular employer

* the aspects of their employment that students consider to be more important
than salary

* the employment attributes that students believe contribute to job satisfaction
and retention

* how long students expect to stay with their first employer after graduation.

On reading the first point above we were optimistic that there may be included in this
report some nuanced qualitative analysis of graduate destinations beyond the



traditional industrial employment model. Alas our optimism was not rewarded. The
key questions and resulting report again focused on graduates who were engaged in
the following contexts:

* in fulltime employment

* seeking fulltime employment,

* working part time or casual

* not working

There was one question within the section seeking information on the respondents
main paid work (the employment that they were working the most hours) on the 30"
April. The single question asks: were you self-employed? Unlike questions regarding
their employment by an employer, there were no subsequent qualifying questions
about the nature of self-employment or, for that matter, how many jobs the
respondent had.

A recent report by the Committee for Economic Development of Australia (CEDA)
considering Australia’s future workforce includes a chapter by Ken Phillips called
‘Your future employer —yourself’ (2015). He cites the following statistic:

globally, around 97 per cent of businesses are small (with fewer than five
employees) and around 60 per cent of businesses are non-employing
businesses of one. The people who run the dominant number of businesses
are not command-and-control firms. They are more ‘consumer-like’ than
anything else in the way they behave. This must turn on its head the
prevailing acceptance by economists of how a market economy operates.
To date, there’s little evidence that economic policymakers see this,
understand it or have even adapted any of their thinking in this direction
(p.190)

Further he states:

Self-employment can be seen as a ‘rising-star’, not just because of
increasing numbers of self-employed people. It’s more because self-
employed individuals are at the cutting-edge of cultural and attitudinal
change in global workforces. The supremacy of the organisation is fading
and being replaced with the authority of the individual. (p.180)

This is highlighted by Bridgstock who draws on Hall’s notion of the ‘protean career’,
characterized by personal construction of career and recurrent acquisition or creation



of work (likely to occur on a freelance or self-employment basis); and strong intrinsic
motivations for, and personal identification with, career (Hall, 2004). This observation
is made tangible in an Australian context through Throsby and Zednik’s (2010)
research that found ‘within their principal artistic occupations only just over one-
quarter of all artists work as employees, on a permanent or casual basis, and are
paid a salary or wages. The remaining three-quarters operate as freelance or self-
employed individuals’. (p. 53)

Despite this recognition within academic discourse and statistical research
considering the working life of people trained in the arts and creative industries, in
most institutions there appears to be a strong pedagogical tradition within arts
education that focuses on conceptual and artefact production with only minimal
engagement with skills and strategy for professional and enterprise development.
Despite art and craft practice entailing not only the creation or making of art but also
its sharing and distribution, Bridgstock and Carr (2013), as do we, find it surprising
that entrepreneurship and enterprise development remains at the periphery of the
visual and applied arts curriculum particularly given the influence of the creative
industries policy agenda in the United Kingdom and Australia, which over the last
decade has linked creative work with economic growth in advanced economies.

The apparent lack of attention paid to business and enterprise development within
the creative arts curriculum has given rise for us to consider within the Crafting Self
project how are emerging artists, craftspeople, and designer makers acquiring the
skills to develop and sustain an online creative enterprise? Within the research this is
a key consideration within the annual tracking of visual art and design graduates and
new business start-ups across 3 years. Our research will build upon, and add depth
to, existing Graduate Destination Survey data by not only including questions about
emerging makers’ business operations and outcomes, but about the mechanisms the
participants have used to gain explicit and tacit knowledge vital to the development
and promotion of an individual’s creative enterprise.

Seeking out emerging makers

As teachers will know it is hard contacting and getting responses from students to
emails when they are enrolled. It will be no surprise then that it is even harder
contacting and recruiting recent graduates no longer connected to their graduating
institution. We realised we needed a number of approaches to recruit participants
that did not rely on university Alumni administrators. We initially scoured graduate
exhibition catalogues; these have either been sourced from publically accessible
sections of university websites, or provided as soft or hard copies by the university
involved. These catalogues were requested from higher education institutions
following disclosure of the intent of their use. Where graduates have provided contact



details as a part of an exhibition catalogue these details have been included in our
database. Where graduates have not provided this information, contact details have
been obtained through a public internet search using www.google.com. The process
of identifying potential project participants revealed wide discrepancies between

institutions in regards to the intent of final year exhibitions and catalogues ranging
from a mere record of the student cohort and visual documentation of their work, to
documents aimed at promoting their work. For example many catalogues did not
include student websites or email addresses; vital for people to contact and follow
artists whose work they admired and could potentially purchase, but a fraught
ethical/privacy issue for the institutions. The following tables summarise the
institutions and content of graduate catalogues we searched for contact details of
emerging art and design graduates.
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Figure 2 - Categories of assesment of graduate catalogues
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Figure 3 - Comparison of weighted scores

Clearly UNSW, Monash, and UTAS stand out from the crowd by producing more
outward-looking, digitally-engaged transitioning and promotional documents for their
graduates. Further research is needed to find out to what degree institutions teach
business/enterprise development and promotion skills either as separate subjects or
embedded within other courses and activities to better prepare students for the
professional challenges ahead, and/or the degree to which students are initiating the
inclusion of promotional information without the explicit instruction from teaching staff.

Early Days: Some Initial Findings

While the interview phase of the project remains in its relatively early stages with 10
emerging makers interviewed thus far, the challenges of the protean careers outlined
above are already emerging as a given by graduates as they seek to negotiate their
working lives. Indeed far from being the new normal as it is for some other creative
professions, artists and craftspeople have long had to negotiate an all too precarious
existence and thus the DIY entrepreneurial career paths now afforded them are being
embraced as offering valuable new possibilities by many young makers not content
to wait for opportunities to find them. What is evident when meeting emerging
makers, and this is a fact backed up by the interviews with established makers, is
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that now more than ever to succeed as a design craft practitioner one needs to be a
hybrid graduate, an all-rounder, with skills not only in one’s field of practice but also in
terms of business, but most especially, in working with and communicating with other
people. Ironically therefore, the graduates best able to survive in this space are not
necessarily the best makers. Moreover while such breadth may distract from further
focussing on honing one’s specialist skills (especially in practice) and seem at odds
with the image of the lone maker, whether aiming for the high-end gallery or the Etsy
‘high street’ all makers need networks; to build networks means having to build
relationships.

At a more practical level of business development, emerging makers indicate a clear
and active desire to build their business knowledge. Many have joined relevant peak
bodies, notably including their local ACDC (Australian Craft and Design Centres)-
affiliated organisation with the professional, especially business, skills development
and affordable insurance packages they offer being particular attractors. However
alternative peer-based networks are perhaps used more actively and frequently by
emerging makers in search of practical business information; in this space social
media including Etsy’s support groups and new pop-up ARlIs (artist-run initiatives)
including retail spaces are seen as very collegial, sharing, ‘lift all boats’ cultures
where information can be freely sought and shared. However, few emerging makers
have written a formal business plan or have anything more than a hand-to-mouth
approach to managing the financial side of their business. Many wish to one day
have the opportunity to take part in the NEIS (New Enterprise Incentive Scheme)
initiative (something most of our established makers have specifically mentioned they
benefitted immensely from when developing their careers), though with its winding
back they now doubt they will be able to benefit from this targeted entrepreneurial
support. One trend we will continue to track is the greater emphasis emerging
graduates place on the ease and importance of social media marketing. While
emerging makers were far more likely to report finding marketing ‘easy’ as compared
with established makers, despite this ease they clearly did not have the web traffic,
sales or profile of those who found this aspect of their practice ‘harder’. Once again,
the apparent ease of setting oneself up may be here masking the real difficulties of
earning an income as a maker. The maintenance of social media profiles can take up
much of the time makers have to give to their business each week; keeping profiles
freshly updated may here be functioning as a form of busy work for emerging
makers, giving them the feeling of moving forward but for relatively little actual
(financial or promotional) gain. The degree to which the promises of the current
moment will be realised for creative graduates and how we can better prepare them
for this world, is thus a core focus of this research project.
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