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To the first creative entrepreneur I ever knew. Thanks for the inspiration, Grandma Blanche.
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Creative Entrepreneurs
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A creative entrepreneurship is defined as the practice of forming a business or becoming self-employed in a creative industry. Individuals looking into a creative entrepreneurship are likely to discover a career to keep them energized for years. It’s a lifestyle I’ve lived for seventeen years and despite the hard work, it’s an experience I recommend. It’s an endeavor that will give you confidence, enjoyment and possibly change your life for the better.

A love of art leads imaginative people to investigate a career in creativity. The creative individual who begins a small business envisions a lifestyle of expression while connecting with others who share their enthusiasm for art.

Everyone has their own set of reasons for starting a small business. The motivations range from spending more time with family to wanting an additional source of income. Other reasons include a desire to help others. This is often a great place to begin, because it comes from the desire to make a difference.

Monetizing your creative ideas makes logical sense. For those of us on a budget, selling creative work is a necessary support for art and writing. Being able to afford to buy art supplies or a good laptop to type out your ideas are examples of what can be gained by starting a creative business.

In a world where workers face increasing stress, a career offering creative freedom seems more desirable than ever. Connecting the clear health and emotional benefits of art to a small business can be an ideal work situation.

Art is useful for minds of all ages. Activities such as drawing engage all the senses and wire the brain for successful learning. Cognitive research conducted on a small population of recent retirees between the ages of 62 and 70 concluded that creating art can delay the age-related decline of certain brain functions.

Awareness of the potential consumer market also fuels creative startups. Consumers want to buy handmade goods that have a history and stories to tell. They’re drawn to product stories and personal anecdotes. If an artisan has learned how to sew dolls based on their grandmother’s pattern, this background story further adds to the appeal of the product. This making old things new again approach to buying provides a wonderful opportunity for artists to find new markets to promote and sell their work.

Creative people are more inspired than ever to build their own company. With the recent influx of customers seeking handmade goods, the timing is right for the creative business. Shifts in consumer demographics seem to agree.

The United States Census Bureau predicts that within a few years, half the population will be age 49 or older. As they age, buyers with connected, mainstream lifestyles haven’t forgotten the memories of their youth. This nostalgic urge to bring elements from the past into the present has provided creative entrepreneurs with a growing market for their work.

I like that I can work on my business projects in my spare time. Even if it’s for a brief time each day, it feels good to be in charge of recognizing potential and rewarding it. Learning about an art event I can be a part of is an amazing feeling. It keeps me focused and improves my mood when I’m working through other obligations.

Receiving a notification that I’ve sold a painting serves as confirmation that: A. Years of efforts are being rewarded, B. My art is being seen and shared, and C. This could be an income to offset retirement expenses! I’m thankful every day that I took the time to believe in myself. My improved outlook didn’t happen overnight. In fact, it took awhile; but the rewards are well worth the journey.

Of course, technology has played a role in the successes I’ve had.

The Internet has helped creative people find new markets to sell. For example, artists have access to selling platforms like Etsy if they want to get the word out. Options for online stores abound. From Amazon to Facebook, new marketplaces are arriving on the web every day. Social media drives marketing for creative goods both tangible and digital by providing artists with access to supporters worldwide.
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My Creative Story
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I’ve chosen to discuss creative businesses with a focus on art because I’ve enjoyed creating art since I was young. I’ve always wanted to be an artist, and my first pictures were drawn inside books my grandmother kept on the shelf. My mother told me I began drawing people at the age of two. This seems incredible, but I do remember scribbling in my grandmother's books. I must have seemed pretty remarkable for them to not caution me against decorating books with my art. My grandmother let me have the book to take home with me.

I’ve found ways to combine my creative skills to earn additional income. Writing children’s stories and drawing my own illustrations are examples of the types of creative pairings I’ve used.

Since 1999, my goal has been to earn income from my creative endeavors. Over the years, some of my original business dreams yielded to fresh new ideas. Yet, in the past decade, I’ve founded two companies that are still around today. Ideas are formed and reshaped, but they never end entirely. They become a foundation for what’s next, the better version we need.

I’ve always been an entrepreneur at heart. I always wanted to (at the risk of using a popular catch phrase) be my own boss. I come from a family with the same vision. Many of my relatives have businesses of their own.

The ingenuity shown by those with less is amazing to me.

I’ll never forget my grandmother’s flea market, Arnold Variety. Well into her fifties, this full time grandmother and part-time clown (a real clown with the handle of Beeper) decided that she wanted to open up a used furniture store in our hometown of Owosso, Michigan.

Her business began in the back yard shed she held her garage sales at. Inspired by the sales of her craft items and refurbished furniture, she rented to a simple building in town and then upgraded to a small warehouse next to a barber shop. She added her amazing creativity to this store.

Grandma Blanche had been sewing doll clothes and making stuffed animals for her children since the 1940's. Although money was tight, I like to think she loved making things because she sewed her whole life. She made her children's clothing and dresses for me to wear.

She encouraged all of us to participate in her business. I still remember the women in the family seated at the  table in the store creating giant latch hook rugs for my grandmother to sell. Even my dad, a Vietnam Veteran with his own challenges and responsibilities at his job, got involved in the handmade effort. He carved jewelry boxes by hand from pine, complete with drawers and detailed handles. I would love to have saved just one.

At the age of ten or eleven, I was making illustrations for her to sell. My grandmother hung them proudly on the store walls. I helped to create a sign for the store, but her carefully stenciled white letters on a wooden sheet of plywood painted blue were all her own.

Eventually, my grandmother became ill and couldn’t manage her store anymore. The town had moved on to franchises and big box stores. Decades have passed, but I can see our family business in my memories. Though humble compared to the chain stores that have replaced her modest little store, Arnold Variety still makes me proud.

At seventeen, I was fortunate enough to impress my employers at a local grocery store in my hometown with my artistic abilities. They allowed me to paint their large front windows during sales and holidays. Eventually, they let me create price signs every Friday. I look upon those days as golden opportunities to avoid stocking shelves and bagging groceries.

After graduating from high school, I decided to offer my art services to the public. I made fliers announcing my skills as a pet portrait artist. I had one customer lead the entire year. After a presentation at a car dealership that could have went better, I learned something about being prepared. After refining my approach and with some help with art supplies from my mother, I began to go to craft shows and sell my work.

It was slow going at first, but eventually customers began buying my hand painted apparel and requesting custom orders. When I had difficulty finding ways to promote my work, I learned how important accessibility in the marketplace was. This problem became painfully clear when I had trouble finding a gallery willing to show my art even after selling a large color pencil work at the same venue.

I find rejection to be comparable to an annoying person who wants to keep you in your place even when you’re not willing to stay there. Even though the rejections I’ve received over the years seem unwarranted and even mean spirited, each “no” adds to my determination. To past disappointments, I say this: my plans haven’t changed.

After some soul searching, I decided my goal is to get my art into the hands of the people.

As a young woman of very limited means, I felt limited by my lack of connections and limited by my surroundings. Certain I wouldn’t make any headway selling art alone, I found a related field and then forgot about my dream. However, I believe that because I was given this gift, the path I embarked on away from art eventually lead me right back to it. Art is instinct, and it’s always there. Even though I took the long way, I arrived at the same destination.

In high school I often walked up town after school and used the money I made babysitting to buy individual Berol Prismacolor coloring pencils. Each one cost about eighty-nine cents, and I was wearing them down quite fast. In the late 1980’s, my mother took me to the shopping mall to buy art supplies at a time when they were steeply priced indeed. She invested in my talent by buying me that extra nice set of color pencils and a matte cutter, a kindness I’ll never forget.

I wouldn’t apply the term starving artist to myself, but when my first daughter was born, money was in short supply. By 2000, I found myself a single parent of two children with little resources. Even with a college education, I couldn’t find a sustainable job in graphic design. 

When I did find employment, in no way did I feel creative making minimum wage with zero creative control. Working as a graphic designer, I discovered that much of my job was pulling up stock images and pasting them into documents.

I think Andy Warhol would have been very disappointed if he wasn't allowed to alter the ordinary into something extraordinary. After attempts to inject my own art into ads was roundly rejected, I realized something about myself.

I am an art rebel.

Tired of feeling burdened financially and suffering from blandness in the workplace, I decided to do something about it. Without resources to build my company, I was tasked with the job of literally build something out of nothing. I immediately focused on the positive. I already had two assets, creativity and the desire to better my situation for my family.

My children were a great motivator, so with a non-existent budget, I started with what I knew. My two year degree in design wouldn’t be quite enough. Experience was needed. Looking to build my portfolio, I accepted graphic design projects for minimum wage. 

Just before the Great Recession, I had achieved some success in my field and I was gaining clients. As the number of projects began to pile up, I began to consider hiring employees or training family members to work for me. However, it wasn’t long before everything seemed to stall after the arrival of crowd sourced design marketplaces.

Thousands entered the arena of graphic design. Whether they were graphic designers or they were self-taught, they offered businesses lower priced options. They were willing to do design not just cheaply, but free. Some offered logos comprised of templates they simply changed the text on. It wasn’t that I looked down on the designers that chose this route, but I couldn’t compete with crowd sourced design and I didn’t want to.

When faced with situations like this, I recall a movie quote from Kate the Armorer from A Knight’s Tale. At some point, William is trying to get his armor fixed and she tells him she doesn’t work for free. In frustration he tells her he can’t joust without the repair, to which she replies, “Your problem, not mine. Each droplet of sweat has a price on it.”

I’m not implying that art and making armor is equally stressing to the body, but I feel we should all value what we produce if we’ve spent hours perfecting it.

After a major disappointment with a particularly demanding client, I decided to rethink the field I had chosen. Updating my skills made sense at the time. I went back to college to learn web development. Other than learning to code, designing websites wasn’t much different than graphic design. However, I learned it had similar pitfalls. 

With projects that grew in scope beyond what was manageable, I began to question how long I could hold out. Every time I thought something was done, I had to learn a new programming language.

To make matters more challenging, technology was moving faster than I was. Plenty of designers couldn’t find work at all and once again, I was no exception. I kept trying to update my skills, but it didn’t matter which programming language I learned, employers were perpetually looking for something else. Forever facing a skills mismatch, I wondered if anyone cared about creativity any more. It was time to hit the pause button. Burning out my brain cells to keep up with the latest development tech fad wasn't working for me.

Eventually, I found myself approaching forty and nearing the completion of a master’s degree in computer science. Even with a major achievement on the horizon, I still felt doubtful. I was still uncertain about the future. I pondered the same questions. When would I finally decide I had learned enough to get started on an actual career? Or more to the point, when would my abilities be good enough for the elusive dream job I was looking for?

Sometimes an unusual event can be the catalyst. In my case, it was a meeting with a costumed psychic at a popular amusement park. After drawing a card in the spirit of fun, she told me that there was something I had always wanted to do since I was a child. She advised that I shouldn’t worry, that I should take a chance. It was a vague fortune to be sure, but one that made me think.

I had once wanted to be a writer and illustrator of my own books.

It wasn’t long after that that I founded a small independent publishing company. After finding success selling books often co-written by my family, I decided to go back to my roots.

Writing and designing ebooks utilized my college education, but something was still missing. My years moving a mouse and typing on a keyboard had evolved into repetitive stress injuries such as carpal tunnel and even a condition of the forearms known as Cubital Tunnel Syndrome.

It seemed I was in need of a higher range of movement, so in 2015, I began a home-based handmade arts and crafts business, dividing my time between both ventures. Initially in it for my health, I was delighted when my creations began to sell.

My body and my mind were both thanking me with a reward of less pain. Sculpting clay figurines helped the flexibility in my hands. Mentally, unplugging brought peace of mind. My eating habits improved and so did my back pain. In essence, I was embracing my original dream of being an artist creating works on canvas, paper and wood.

This wasn't to say I had abandoned technology completely. I’ve never been happier doing graphic and web design because I finally found the elusive design client with projects that engage my creativity. Of course, the client I’m talking about is me. The time I spent learning hasn’t been wasted, I just needed to change my approach. I’ve been drawing, painting, woodburning, sculpting, block printing and screen printing my way through life ever since.
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A Creative Way of Life
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"You're mad, bonkers ... but I'll tell you a secret: All the best people are.” – Alice in Wonderland

While not necessarily referring to myself as bonkers, my creative path has been an unusual one. While on this journey, I’ve learned a lot about selling handmade. When I look back, there’s a great deal of information I wish I had known about when I first began as a creative entrepreneur. With this book, I hope to at least shorten the learning curve.

I also hope to answer some of the questions I get from family members, friends, and people I meet without missing important details. After having a conversation with someone about my work, I often discover that I forgot to tell them something helpful. This book is my opportunity to provide advice and background about creative companies.

When I talk about my creative businesses to others, I enter the conversation concerned about how unusual it must seem to others that I’ve chosen this lifestyle. When people are interested enough to ask questions, it dawns on me that I’m not the only one inspired. Just about everyone I speak to knows of someone in need of information about selling their art.

I’m hoping this book will give you a new perspective or at least confirm what you’ve always known. Choosing a creative way of life will leave you feeling energized. Because there’s so much enjoyment in it, the day has more possibilities than usual.
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