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FOREWORD

The Profitable Artist, Revised

When our book was first issued in 2011, we did so at the request of our publisher, who had learned about our entrepreneurial training courses in New York City, and thought that our way of approaching the career of an artist might also be of value to creative individuals residing elsewhere. Little did we know then how one book would end connecting us to places all over the country and in different parts of the world. This book is now used as part of core curriculum reading in many universities and colleges throughout the United States, and we have been invited to many outstanding academic institutions to conduct training workshops based on the book.

Our experiences in bringing the lessons of this book via in-person workshops to such places as the Maryland Institute College of Art, Massachusetts College of Art & Design, Rutgers University, Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council, Rhode Island School of Design, and American University, among others, has provided us with an opportunity to gain greater insight, deeper understandings, and wider knowledge on just what it takes for any artist in any discipline to succeed in today’s marketplace. Moreover, because the book also brought us to the attention of other countries where artists are looking for international exchanges and presentation opportunities, our reach extended to such places as the China Federation of Literary & Art Circles, Centre for Creative Practices in London, Costa-Rica-North American Cultural Center, Arts Council England, Universidad Francisco Marroquín, and Instituto Guatemalteco Americano, to name a few. These resources, networks, and relationships have allowed us to deeply mine and reflect upon the tools and frameworks that can best help any artists achieve their dreams. It is our hope that we have taken all of this updated or new information and communicated in a way so that all artists can benefit from it.

We strongly believe in the creative process and the commitment of time it takes to bring ideas together in a way that can communicate to many the unconscious narratives that reside in all of us so that, when we open up, it allows us to see ourselves in others, bridging difficult and complex feelings that often can cause separation or defensive belief systems. That is why, since our founding in 1971, we have awarded more than $80 million to individual artists and emerging arts organizations. We must always support the creative process, we must always acknowledge the artists as a first responder to society’s state of being, and we must always provide the gift of time to those who represent the best of civil society. Perforce, we will continue to fund artists and bring them the necessary services that they need to sustain themselves, as it is a privilege to do so.

Last, this new edition of The Profitable Artist would not have been possible without the leadership of our Board of Directors and its Chair, Judith K. Brodsky, the dedication and expertise of the NYFA staff, and the support and encouragement of our many funders. Further, I want to thank, with much appreciation and gratitude, all those who individually contributed to the book and to my coeditors, Felicity Hogan and Peter Cobb, for their stamina, determination, and humor in bringing everything together. We dedicate this book to all artists everywhere!

For more information on the New York Foundation for the Arts programming, visit www.nyfa.org.

—Michael Royce

Executive Director

New York Foundation for the Arts


INTRODUCTION

The Profitable Artist

Reading the title of this book, The Profitable Artist, you might think that we are asking you to take an exclusively commercial approach to your art. That’s not the case. In reality, the purpose of this book is to provide a structured framework of information that will help you move toward profitability, stability, and/or sustainability. We recognize that most artists, despite the fact that they are running their own businesses (and often without realizing that is exactly what they are doing), have not had access to business training and are unfamiliar with many of the terms and concepts in the business world. Additionally, they can often be confusing and overwhelming.

NYFA believes that artists are not only capable of interweaving art and business, but that they are uniquely qualified to do so. Our premise—based on more than forty years of observation—is that artists are innately prepared with the skills needed to be “profitable artists.” Artists of all disciplines possess special skills and qualities that they use in their art and can apply to their careers. For example, artists are keen critical thinkers and problem solvers. They combine creativity with ingenuity on a regular basis. They possess a strong work ethic that helps them complete their work, and the emotional fortitude to stick with a project when it becomes difficult. Finally, they are fiercely independent. Any one of these qualities would be highly prized in an entrepreneur; the combination is formidable.

If this seems intimidating, we would encourage you to think about how much hard work and skill goes into making your art. Developing your project or practice professionally is a much easier process. It boils down to having an awareness—and working knowledge—of practical business information in five main topic areas: strategic planning, legal rights and obligations, financial management, marketing, and fundraising. This book aims to bridge the gap between what you know now—your fundamental skill set—and the day-to-day practicalities of running a business in the arts. NYFA recognizes, however, that it is impossible to create a “one-size-fits-all” document that will take you through every step of your career. As we do in our in-house learning programs, we take a high-level approach to these topics and ask you to apply the information in a way that makes sense for your individual situation.

By exploring the relationship of each of these topics to your art, you will understand what you need to know to make informed decisions on the direction of your career and the viability of a particular project or strategy. We have created this book with the thought that you can return to it on multiple occasions for a variety of uses. You can dip in and out of chapters related to what’s happening in your career. For example, if you have an event coming up and want to create a marketing plan, the marketing section would be ideal. You may also have more knowledge in one topic than another and want to focus your efforts accordingly.

The Profitable Artist focuses on all artists and art forms because we believe that artists share more similarities than differences when it comes to their professional development needs. This is not simply a matter of artists being more likely than nonartists to run into copyright concerns, or that they deal with grant applications more than the average person. Instead, it is a recognition that the fundamental skills that make for artistic success can also lead to professional success, regardless of the discipline. While we cannot possibly cover all of the major topic areas in a few chapters, we can help you to become more aware of the environment in which your business operates.

There were innumerable contributions to this book from staff and outside experts who support both NYFA and artists generally, and they are thanked and acknowledged later. However, we did want to call attention to the major written contributions by Elissa Hecker, Esq., and Zak Shusterman, Esq., in section 2 (covering legal issues), to Rosalba Mazzola and Julian Schubach in section 3 (covering financial issues), and to Mara Vlatkovich in section 4 (covering marketing issues). Their expertise and excellent work were both absolutely essential and deeply appreciated.

As NYFA continues to develop curriculum materials in the area of entrepreneurial training, we encourage you to stay connected to our organization via our website www.nyfa.org and to NYFA Learning, whom you can contact at learning@nyfa.org, if you have any feedback about or interest in particular subjects discussed in this book. We will be providing webinars addressing various subtopics of this book, which will enable you to interact with experts and have your individualized questions answered. More information is available at www.nyfa.org.

One final note, as you read through this book: we encourage you to write down your thoughts—questions, aha moments, developing themes, and emotional insights. Then review these writings periodically as you go about your practice and look for ways that your practice and your business for the practice synthesize themselves for a genuine integration of aspiration, inspiration, dedication, and creation to successful realization of your dreams and work. Good luck!
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SECTION I

INTRODUCTION

For an artist, there is tremendous value in looking at the field of strategic planning, especially on the organizational level. Time, study, and resources have long been devoted to creating tools that help large organizations plan effectively. Not all of these tools are useful or appropriate for individuals, but there are valuable lessons that can be applied to your practice or project.

In the first chapter, we will look mainly at more traditional planning techniques. There are a variety of models in existence, all of which may be appropriate depending on the size, history, resources, field, or character of the company or organization in question. Despite the absence of one dominant model, strategic plans tend to have certain basic common characteristics. Most embody a top-down structure, beginning with defining the mission and values of the organization, along with a long-term goal or vision. These are known as a mission statement and a vision statement. Strategic plans then enter an informational stage, where the organization surveys the environment in which it operates and begins to classify some of that information. This is often accomplished through what are known as an “environmental scan” and a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis. Finally, the organization uses that information to plan specific goals and objectives that are defined in the context of its mission and vision and the internal and external data gathering (environmental scan) and assessments (SWOT analysis).

In the second chapter, we will look at models that are being used in the start-up world, particularly with technology companies. The focus will be on what are known as the “Business Model Canvas” and “The Lean Startup.”

Let’s examine all of these techniques in more detail and see how they can be applied to your art career.


CHAPTER 1

Strategic Planning for Artists

A MISSION STATEMENT AND VISION STATEMENT

While mission statements and vision statements are sometimes combined, they have distinct roles. A mission statement is a phrase (or several sentences) that answers the following questions: What does the company/organization do? What is its reason for being, its fundamental purpose or direction? To be able to accomplish this in less than two dozen words is ideal, but very challenging. For example, NYFA’s mission is “to empower artists at critical stages in their creative lives.”

While the statement’s primary audience is internal—serving to give direction and purpose to those working at every level of the organization, as well as other stakeholders (boards of directors, volunteers, and members, etc.), it also communicates to constituents and supporters why they should support the organization.

A vision statement can take different forms. One, it may be aligned with a current organizational strategic goal, stating that, for example, by 20xx the organization will be, do, whatever that goal is. More commonly, the vision statement lays out the organization’s core values and answers the questions, what is the organization committed to, and what will it refuse to sacrifice under any circumstances (the “nonnegotiables”)? Sometimes the vision statement is referred to as a values statement insofar as it is the lens through which all other decisions are filtered. In other words, if a product, service, or activity does not align with the organization’s vision, it should not be undertaken. For example, suppose a funder offered a grant to undertake a project that was unrelated to both the organization’s mission and vision. In this case, the mission and vision provide a litmus test for assessing whether to accept. If there was no alignment and it would pull the organization away from other activities related to its mission, accepting the funds would not be beneficial.

When a business or organization sets out its goals to achieve its mission statement, it does so in accordance with the core values set forth in the vision statement. For example, an organization whose mission is dedicated to supporting artists working in photography and engaging audiences through creation, discovery, and education will use that mission as a filter when setting programmatic goals to be accomplished during the future, which means that they are highly unlikely to plan to develop a ceramics or jewelry program.

For an artist, establishing a plan for your project or practice begins with your mission and vision statement. Before you can set goals and benchmarks, or make plans to reach these, you need to have a clear understanding of who you are and what you want. Begin with identifying either your mission or your vision. If you have a project in mind or a clear long-term goal, it makes sense to start with your mission. If you are more focused on your overall practice, clarifying your vision may help you to discover your mission. If you are having trouble differentiating the two, think of your vision statement as those core values and principles upon which you will base your project or practice.

Adding Substance to Your Vision

Recognizing your mission and vision is a great start. However, you still may wish to generate both a written mission and vision statement. These should be clear enough both to guide you and to communicate your mission and vision to the outside world. Think of this as your response to a stranger or a family member asking what you do and why.

That is where the practice of writing a statement (or multiple statements) becomes essential. As we will discuss throughout this book, having the ability to summarize your mission, vision, artistic approach, methodology, and anything else related to your project or practice both verbally and in writing is important. Different kinds of statements are required (or are at least useful), in different contexts. Most visual artists have encountered the term “Artist Statement” at some point, and any artist who has worked with a business or not-for-profit organization has likely come across a “Mission Statement.” As we will discuss in later chapters of this book, a statement is a necessary tool for taking advantage of opportunities like grants, jobs in the field, marketing and branding efforts, and even certain legal requirements. While mission, vision, and artist statements are all different things, writing a statement that coherently communicates your message can be very important for your arts business, marketing, or fundraising!

In terms of the actual nuts and bolts of statement-writing, we would recommend keeping it simple, concise, and removing any unnecessary words. You do not want the reader (including yourself) to be confused—try to avoid “art speak,” which can be confusing to anyone who is not part of the arts industry. If you have carefully thought through your mission and vision, you will have an easier starting point. One technique is to start with making sure your verbal statement is clear; sit down with several friends or acquaintances and describe both your mission and vision. Give them a few minutes, then ask them to repeat both back to you. When you start to hear consistent results that reflect your thinking, you are on the right track! You may even want to note some of the language that your friends use—if a phrase or term sticks with several people who are not intimately familiar with your project or practice, there’s a good chance that you have found a phrase that resonates.


Exercise 1.1: Writing a Mission Statement and Vision Statement

Using the space below, draft 1) the mission statement for your project or practice, and 2) the vision statement for your project or practice. Use additional sheets if necessary, and be prepared to revise.

Mission Statement:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vision Statement:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AN ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN AND SWOT ANALYSIS

The next step in the organizational strategic planning process is to do an environmental scan and a SWOT analysis. This allows an organization to gather and filter the information it needs to make informed decisions about achieving its long-term goals. Without having done these analyses, it is very difficult to set both the shorter-term objectives and the most efficient ways to reach them, which are at the heart of the planning process.

Artists can benefit from undertaking the same process. Let’s examine the definitions of each:

“Environmental Scanning”

An environmental scan is another way of saying, take a look around you. Defined in the business world as gathering and analyzing information about the environment in which an organization operates, environmental scanning emphasizes a thorough and dispassionate analysis. In a comprehensive scan, an organization would examine the political climate and the makeup of the government, all regulations that affect the organization’s industry (as well as those that might be under consideration), consumer trends, technological developments, the labor market, aspects of the larger economy like interest rates, and virtually anything else that could affect the organization.

The scan should consider internal issues as well, such as the finances, staff, and even infrastructure. If the organization has done strategic plans in the past, these should be considered as well, if for no other reason than to see how well the organization sticks to a plan.

For an artist, just how comprehensive an environmental scan you are able to do is a question of resources. Most individual artists won’t have the time to account for every relevant factor in their environment. However, an environmental scan can take place on a limited basis and still be effective for artists provided they analyze those factors that have the greatest impact on their project or practice.

One might ask how you can know what are the most important factors on which to focus if you haven’t yet conducted a full environmental scan in the first place. While that is a fair question, NYFA has observed certain universal issues arise time and time again for artists and their businesses, and an artist can organize a basic scan around these issues.

Every business and organization needs to have a good grasp on issues of finance (including accounting and raising funds, which are two very separate skills), law, and marketing. In a large organization, these roles are often specialized, and people with the requisite expertise are hired for those positions. For small businesses and organizations, this may not be possible. This is especially true where the business is run by one person who has to fulfill multiple tasks simultaneously and likely has not had training in all (or any) of these areas. This is the situation that many artists find themselves in when they begin a new project or begin to focus on their practice like a business. One of the main functions of this book is to provide you with information you need to better understand how your project or practice coexists with the practical realities of running an arts business. While we cannot cover every detail, we can give you an overview, help you to ask more targeted questions, identify potential challenges or obstacles, and point you toward resources that will get you the answers you need.

SWOT Analysis

SWOT is an acronym that stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (or, to use a more positive word, challenges). A SWOT analysis follows the business’s environmental scan and serves to put to use all of the information that you gathered during the environmental scan in a well-informed analysis.

A SWOT analysis involves examining each of the four categories as they relate to a business, with the first two categories relating to the internal analysis and the second two categories representing an external analysis.

As artists, you will examine each category as it relates to your project or practice. If you are analyzing your entire practice as opposed to a project, you may want to focus on the present and up to no more than three to five years in the future. The further in advance you plan, the more speculative it becomes. Moreover, your strengths and weaknesses will evolve over time. You might initially consider technology to be a weakness, but then take classes and become very comfortable with it, thus turning it into a strength for future versions of a SWOT analysis.

Below are analyses of each of the categories as they relate to both organizations and artists.

Strengths

An organization will begin with those things that it does best, as well as any other resources at its disposal. The organization’s ability to adapt quickly (the time between conception and implementation) and its ability to complete projects under budget are both examples of strengths.

Strengths can also include significant resources. This might include a recognizable brand, a well-developed infrastructure to carry out a new task, or even good staff morale.

While many artists will instinctively list those skills related to their art, it’s very possible that you have talents and abilities outside of your discipline or the arts in general. Perhaps you are a singer who happens to write well, or a visual artist with excellent public-speaking skills. Both can ultimately be put to use in service of your project or practice. Management and organizational skills are always an asset. Some people are just better than others at certain things, hence the value of collaboration.

Another point to consider is whether you have a background, training, or a degree in another field. For example, someone with an MBA in marketing may also be a fiction writer. Due to economic and sometimes social pressures, many artists spend considerable time away from their art practices and working in another field. If that artist has gained a new skill set in the process, those skills will go down as strengths. The point of this analysis at the beginning is not necessarily to connect strengths to a larger plan, but just to see what is there.

Finally, you will want to look at what resources you have that can be put to good use. These might include savings, grant awards, a well-documented library of intellectual property, or goodwill (used here in the business sense of good customer relationships and reputation in the field).

As a first step to analyzing your strengths, you may want to create several lists. The first will be a list of capabilities that you have. Remember to list everything, no matter how unrelated it may seem. Then make a similar list of your resources. The most effective SWOT analyses are those that do not leave out any potential elements from a category, as that may ultimately lead to an unrealistic strategic assessment.

Weaknesses

Weaknesses are usually the absence of a resource or skill, rather than a fundamental flaw. If an organization is seeking to expand its services into a new market that is dominated by a different language, then the absence of language skills could be a weakness. Similarly, a lack of expertise with an important form of technology in that industry might be seen as a weakness, as well.

For many artists, a weakness is related to financial management. Most people do not acquire financial knowledge without training. Artists are no exception, as the study of art does not necessarily include access to financial expertise. Another example may be time management or not having a sufficiently flexible schedule to achieve their artistic goals. For others, weaknesses may be more specific, such as a lack of computer skills for a project that involves significant use of online editing and marketing, or no experience with grant writing for a project that requires soliciting external funds. Like you did with your strengths analysis, you may want to make lists of both the capabilities and resources that you feel that you lack or that represent a weakness.

Opportunities

The opportunities analysis typically focuses on external factors, some of which may have led to the need for a plan in the first place. A significant opportunity could be a change in regulations affecting the organization’s industry that allows for new activities, or a treaty that allows for trade with a new country or region. An opportunity could also be a development in technology that reduces the organization’s costs in a particular area.

For an artist, this could be as large as the emergence of some new form of technology that lowers the costs of your medium, or a new interest in your medium from the general public (perhaps another artist who does work similar to yours has just been in the news for some reason). It could also be that new grants or other sources of funding become available for artists in your situation. Sometimes it is a specific opportunity that led to the new project that initially prompted the SWOT analysis. As with strengths and weaknesses, make a list of opportunities that you have identified.

Threats (Challenges)

The second part of the external SWOT analysis focuses on threats or challenges that the organization faces. Many threats are economic, and if an organization is dependent on using a particular resource, any event that raises the cost of that resource would be a threat. Changes in the job market could be a threat, as well—if the organization depends on staff with certain training, and changes in another industry draw from the same pool of eligible workers, that would be a threat to the organization.

Very generally, this includes anything in the environment that could jeopardize the success of your project or practice. For artists focusing on work with mass-market appeal, this could include shifts in taste, or for others it could mean that some event has occurred to raise the costs associated with an important raw material used by the artist. NYFA does not consider competition from other artists to be a threat—it is our belief that every artist’s work is sufficiently unique to sustain its own market. As we will discuss in Chapter 16 and the conclusion to this book (discussing networking and the value of collaboration), we feel that you should look to your fellow artists as resources, sources of inspiration, collaborators, and potential models. The competition among you for exhibitions, performances, grants, and awards is a reality of the world you are in, not a threat.


Exercise 1.2: Perform Your Own SWOT Analysis

Reexamine your environmental scan in light of the discussion on the SWOT analysis. Try to classify those elements you identified in the scan as either a strength, weakness, opportunity, or threat/challenge.

Strengths:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weaknesses:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Opportunities:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Threats (Challenges):

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SETTING GOALS: SMART

Setting goals or objectives is the hard work of strategic planning and involves testing against the mission, vision, and internal and external analyses. If a company has a well-defined mission, a good sense of its vision and values, and a comprehensive grasp on how internal and external environmental factors affect the organization’s current and future options, then setting goals should be a logical process. Developing the goals within this context ensures that they are both unique to the organization and aspirational, but also realistic and grounded in fact. When an organization considers a goal or objective, it will need to confirm that the objective furthers its mission. Having surveyed and categorized the organization’s strengths, the objective will draw on the strengths, mitigate the weaknesses, respond to the opportunities, and have factored in the threats. Finally, in order to be a viable choice, any specific objectives will have to align with the organization’s vision and values.

There is a widely used mnemonic device for setting goals known as SMART. This stands for Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Timely. A substantive and useful goal will have each of these qualities. If an organization’s goal meets these criteria and filters through the lens of the organization’s mission—against the backdrop of the environmental scan and SWOT analysis—the goal is appropriate for the organization to pursue and is set on a course to succeed.








	
Specific


	
The goal should identify a specific action or event that will take place.





	
Measurable


	
The goal and its benefits should be quantifiable.





	
Attainable


	
The goal should be achievable given available resources.





	
Relevant


	
The goal should be relevant to your objective or the project, require you to stretch some, but allow the likelihood of success.





	
Timely


	
The goal should state the time period in which it will be accomplished.







For artists, the same conditions apply. The goals (or objectives) you select will ultimately plot the course of your practice or guide your project. Remember that goals can be benchmarks, tasks, measuring points, and sometimes an end in and of themselves.

Let’s look at an example. Suppose that an artist wants to increase their marketing presence and branding, particularly online and through social media. However, they do not yet have a Facebook page. The artist makes a goal to create a Facebook page and to reach 50 likes by the end of the month. This goal satisfies the SMART requirements because it is Specific (it has a task to create a Facebook page), Measurable (we can measure both the page creation and the number of likes), Attainable (through personal connections, reaching 50 likes seems doable), Relevant (Facebook is a major player in the social media realm), and Timely (it needs to take place within a month).

Optimal goal setting and strategic planning are identifying which of those types of goals most closely align with your vision, and then choosing the most efficient route to get there.


Here are some additional tips that can help you set effective goals:

•   Develop several goals. A list of five to seven items gives you several things to work on over a period of time.

•   Attach a date to each goal. State what you intend to accomplish and by when. A good list should include some short-term and some long-term objectives. You may want a few objectives for the year, and some for two- or three-month intervals.

•   Be specific. “To find a job” is too general; “to find and research five job openings before the end of the month” is better. Sometimes a more general goal can become the new long-term mission, and you can identify some more specific objectives to take you there.

•   Write down your objectives and put them where you will see them. The more often you read your list, the more likely you are to get results.

•   Review and revise your list. Experiment with different ways of stating your goals. Goal setting improves with practice, so play around with it.

•   If you achieve a goal, give yourself a reward: a cake, a new book, or celebrating with your network.




Exercise 1.3: Get SMART

Let’s now apply the SMART objective-setting concept to your goals. Try using this to set some of your own objectives in accordance with your mission and vision statements.

Identify Your Goal: (one sentence)

 

Outline all potential obstacles or challenges:

 

 

Action Steps:

1)

 

 

2)

 

 

3)

 

 



TAKE CHARGE OF YOUR FUTURE: PLAN

Let’s now combine the various tools we’ve discussed in this chapter. These are: 1) figuring out who you are and what you want (mission/vision), 2) where you are now (SWOT analysis/environmental scan), and 3) how you are going to get from where you are now to where you want to be (SMART goal setting). Taken together, these tools will enable you to outline and articulate useful goals that can move your practice or project forward. It makes sense to continually revisit these goals to ensure that they are still relevant for you. For example, perhaps you were accepted into a residency that gave you the opportunity not only to focus on developing a body of work, but also to network with other artists, critics, and arts professionals, thereby possibly accelerating your career. Or perhaps you needed a full-time job that may impact the initial time line you set for attaining your goals.

These tools can be very useful in the area of time management, often a challenging area for many of us. In fact, SMART goal setting includes a time component, so you are being conscious of where you’re prioritizing and allocating your time, and also the value of it as relates to your goals for your practice or project.

The tools and guidance in this section both complement and supplement those in other sections. Throughout this book, we will refer back to some of the concepts discussed here, particularly around setting goals, as encouraging informed and purposeful action is a goal of this book.

[image: images]

Figure 1. Strategic Planning for Artists, courtesy of Joni Cham (Immigrant Artist Mentoring Program Alum), #AtWork.


CHAPTER 2

The Business Model Canvas and Lean Methodology

In the previous chapter, we looked at traditional tools of strategic planning, borrowing from the worlds of business and organizational thinking. One reason we look to models in other industries is that these tools have been tested extensively, and in contexts where one can easily see whether they work. That said, we recognize that not everything translates exactly into the world of art, and that artists may need to adapt these tools and processes to suit their needs. We recommend approaching this section with an openness to adapt as necessary, and we encourage that kind of creativity!

With this in mind, we are now going to explore two tools (or a tool and a process, technically) that are used very frequently in the start-up world, particularly with technology start-ups. We are doing this for two reasons. One, there is an increasing amount of crossover between creative businesses and technology businesses. Artists are becoming integral parts of start-ups with greater and greater frequency, as the importance and value of an artist’s skill set and training (as well as their creativity and sense of aesthetics) gains greater recognition. At the same time, art and services related to it are increasingly the business of these start-ups themselves. As an artist, you may want to understand how the broader entrepreneurial world operates, as there may be opportunities for work there. Two—perhaps more importantly—we believe that these processes are very well suited to the needs of artists. We will begin by looking at the Business Model Canvas and Lean Startup as they function in the broader entrepreneurial context, and then we will examine them from an artist’s perspective.

Before we proceed, a brief note on terminology: throughout this section, we will refer to the “customer,” because most of the literature and public conversation about the Lean Startup and Business Model Canvas use that term. If you are going to be a part of that larger conversation, it can help you to be comfortable using that terminology. For your own purposes, it might make more sense for you to think of customers as “patrons” or “clients” or “audience members.” Similarly, we use the relatively sterile terms “product or service.” Anything that you create could be considered a product—for example, a sculpture, a photographic series, and a musical score could all be considered products—and many actions that you undertake on behalf of someone else could be considered services, such as playing violin music at a wedding, editing raw video footage for a film, or ghostwriting a book.

The Business Model Canvas (BMC) and Lean Startup approach grew out of the frustration that many start-up businesses experienced with more traditional forms of strategic planning. All too often, founders of start-ups (and the investors who backed them) lost considerable time and money because they built their company “on paper,” without any idea of whether they were offering a product or service that people needed or wanted. In the words of Steve Blank, one of the pioneers of the Lean Methodology, “no business plan survives first contact with customers.”1 In other words, things change very quickly in the early stages of a business, so any plan you create will have to change, too.

Every entrepreneurial idea is a hypothesis of sorts. For example, “computer users need and want computers that fit in their hands and make phone calls,” or “travelers need flexible and low-cost options for accommodations outside of hotels.” If you are going to build a business based on either of these hypotheses, you’ll need as much information as you can get about whether those statements are actually true, and in which ways they are true. Does this describe all computer and phone users? Do you mean travelers in a certain demographic, or on certain kinds of trips? The answers to each could have a big impact on all of your subsequent choices from marketing to pricing to production.

The BMC was created by Alexander Osterwalder to help entrepreneurs at these early, fluid stages.2 It has two main functions. The first is to help organize your thinking, mapping out all of the hypotheses that underlie every aspect of your business. The second is to make it easy for you to get out into the real world and to turn your hypotheses into facts.

One of the most common problems facing entrepreneurs is that they may have very limited information about the problems or needs of their customers. Whereas large, existing companies have a lot of information about their customers, start-ups are relying on the “vision” or intuition of the founder. Blank points out that most start-ups fail because they lack customers, not because they have problems developing their product or service, which is something many artists can relate to. Therefore, one of the main functions of the BMC and Lean Methodology is to help you to find your customers, sometimes termed “customer development.”

Customer Development has two parts. First is the “search,” and second is the “execution.” The Search is comprised of customer discovery and customer validation, which basically means making good guesses (hypotheses) about your potential customers, then testing those in the real world through interviews and research, and then adjusting and refining your hypothesis until they match. This process is sometimes called “pivoting,” and we will discuss it in greater detail later in this chapter. The Execution is comprised of customer creation and company building and basically focuses on the nuts and bolts of building your business and delivering your product or service to the customer. For our purposes here, we will focus primarily on the “search.” The BMC is a very powerful tool to aid your search, so let’s look at that in depth now.

THE BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS

The BMC is a one-page document that represents all of the important aspects of your business model in a single image. It is made up of nine core “building blocks.” Before exploring these nine blocks in detail, let’s look at what they are trying to demonstrate. In other words, what is a “business model”? As defined by proponents of the Lean Methodology, a business model is how a company creates value for itself while delivering products or services. And as we mentioned earlier, feel free to substitute the word company for something more appropriate to your situation, like organization, or yourself!
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