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The Top 10 Habits of Successful Online Entrepreneurs




	Enjoy being online, and they are comfortable with the Internet and their computers.


	Love to create, and they are masters at what they do.


	Reduce big tasks into simple steps.


	Document what they do, so things that work can be repeated. Good record keeping is the key.


	Understand that the more places they appear on the Internet, the more easily their work can be discovered.


	Know exactly who is most likely to buy their work.


	Know how to take great photos with a digital camera. When all a customer can see is a photo, each photo must be excellent.


	Can write about their work, and know that the story of the product communicates its value.


	Price their work fairly.


	Go out of their way to take great care of people.










Introduction


HANDMADE GOODS HAVE NEVER been so popular. More and more people are seeking one-of-a-kind treasures instead of mass-produced consumer products. They are choosing hand thrown pottery rather than dishes from some overseas ceramics factory. They are wearing tailor-made jackets, painted silk scarves, handstitched moccasins, and custom-designed jewelry. They are framing and hanging artwork created by an artist with a personal story, an artist they have come to know and love. From holiday ornaments to new furniture, people are buying handmade items that are uniquely designed, clever, well made, and filled with meaning.


The Internet is the key to this growing trend. With the help of this immense worldwide electronic system, buyers and sellers are connecting in deeply personal ways. A woman needing a new handbag will find ideas and possibilities on websites such as Etsy and ArtFire. She will check out the fashions that her friends share on Pinterest. She will narrow down her search for her perfect handbag by learning about the designers themselves, reading their stories on profile pages, their blogs, and reviews written by other customers. She will e-mail questions and get personal answers. And she will eventually buy a one-of-a-kind handbag that is perfect for her needs, from an artisan who will most likely become an online friend.


How do you become a part of this amazing online explosion of handmade sales? How do artists and crafters realize their dreams of turning artwork into cash online? It’s easy when you take it step by step. It’s not prohibitively expensive and it can be a great deal of fun. Successful online artists and crafters come from many different backgrounds. Some have advanced art and design degrees from prestigious universities, while others are self-taught. Some businesses start with abundant funding and support, while others operate on a shoestring budget and grow over time. There are multitudes of venues for selling artwork, from craft fairs to high-end art galleries in great cities. No matter where you begin or where you eventually find your greatest sales, marketing yourself and your artwork on the Internet will help your art career!


Selling your artwork online is serious business. It can be your road to success at whatever level you imagine, from turning your hobby into a satisfying small part-time business, to creating a substantial full-time job and income for yourself. The secret to your success will be a combination of talent, quality, and intuition. But the main ingredient will be your ability to get down to work, because selling your artwork online is a job. It is a serious commitment to thinking like, acting like, and becoming a professional.


This guide will provide you with detailed information on how to start and build an online presence, how to promote yourself and your unique artist’s personality, and how get your creations to buyers. From setting up your own website and establishing good business systems to navigating popular online craft venues and using the best marketing techniques, your online arts business can be up and running in no time. Just remember, you have the power to make your business a success!




CHAPTER 1


The Possibilities


What does a successful online arts and crafts business look like? Almost anything! From small shops selling a few beautiful items, to companies with thousands of orders each month, every successful online business is unique. How do they measure success? Quite simply, an online business is successful when it fulfills the goals of its owner.


Seller Success Stories


There are many reasons to start selling art and handcrafts online. Some artists want to start a new career, develop recognition for their artwork, and generate an income that will support them as they rise to success in their field. Other artists and crafters are already well established, but wish to expand their markets. And still other new online sellers simply want to share the artwork they love, and perhaps make enough pocket money to buy new materials. Here are just a few success stories that are possible for online arts entrepreneurs.


Successful online artists and crafters come from many different backgrounds. Some have advanced art and design degrees from prestigious universities, while others are self-taught. Some businesses start with abundant funding and support; others begin on a shoestring and grow in the spare time between other jobs and responsibilities. But there are a few things that successful online sellers have in common, no matter what their situation.


Part-Time Hobby Seller


Ashley is a busy special education teacher. She loves her career and has no desire to leave her job, but she also loves creating jewelry. Crafting exquisite jewelry with raw crystal, stone, and wood provides the relaxation she needs to balance her high-stress profession. Ashley opened Adam Rabbit on Etsy to share her artwork and find new homes for the many wonderful earrings and necklaces she has made. She enjoys the friendship of other Etsy sellers and customers she has met online. “It has helped with my self-confidence and I have joined a great community on Etsy,” says Ashley. Ashley’s online business, small and part-time, is a complete success. (www.etsy.com/shop/AdamRabbit)
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Online selling venues such as Etsy, eBay, CafePress, and ArtFire receive millions of online visitors per month. In November 2012, Etsy reported having 20 million members in nearly 200 countries, and had passed the $700 million mark for sales (compared to $525 million for all of 2011). And the 2012 holiday season was still to come!









Stay-at-Home Parent Supplementing Family Income


Denise opened The Knotty Needle in 2012. “Before I had my first child, I was webmaster for an international law firm in Washington, D.C. For the next four years I was fortunate to be able to continue that work from home, but after the birth of our third child, there just wasn’t enough time in the day to care for the children and keep up with the workload. Returning to a conventional nine-to-five job wasn’t in the cards for me. While I still do some freelance work, my main passion in life has always been seeking a creative outlet,” says Denise.


Denise spends most of her free time either knitting or crocheting. The Knotty Needle carries her handmade accessories in unique and luxurious fibers, as well as knit and crochet beaded jewelry. “Not only is my online shop fulfilling a life-long dream of using my creativity to earn extra money, but it also allows me the freedom to drive my children to school every day, help them with their homework, cheer them on from the sidelines at their activities, and keep my dog company during the day!” she says. Denise also writes a blog. She explains, “Writing about my experiences selling online, as well as hoping to inspire others to follow their creative paths in life, has been great fun. With so many online opportunities to promote your own business these days, it is increasingly easy to make, or help supplement, your income from home while doing something you really enjoy!” (www.etsy.com/shop/TheKnottyNeedle and created.pookalooka.com)


Inspired by Life’s Changes


Sam of Perth, Western Australia, runs Humperdincks on Etsy, with a charming line of quirky, handmade, nursery rhyme–themed art prints for kids’ rooms. Sam is a graphic designer by trade. When a bouncy bundle of joy came her way, she found herself at a loss for what to hang on the walls in the newly furnished nursery, and decided to create something herself. Her designs began with “Pop Goes the Weasel” and “Twinkle, Twinkle” … and then Sam just couldn’t stop. Now her world is full of nursery rhymes, stories, songs, and games, and Sam says she had no choice but to open an Etsy shop. (www.etsy.com/shop/Humperdincks)


Career Change by Choice


Selene lived a busy life, commuting to a high-stress city job with a high-cost urban lifestyle, until she decided to bail out and move to a rural community. She started Designs in Tile, her own ceramic tile business specializing in reproductions of classic styles from Victorian to Craftsman. The business has changed through the years. She now sells tile murals online, but her website is primarily a catalog featuring amazing tile installations. Photos showcase Selene’s work, from private kitchens and bathrooms to public spaces in hotels and offices. Her website allows her to successfully reach new customers and collaborate with architects and designers around the world. (www.designsintile.com)


Career Change by Necessity


Kevin created Palletso to sell rustic furniture and home décor made with wood reclaimed from shipping palettes. Following service in the U.S. Navy, Kevin explored various businesses, until he discovered himself without a job or car, and essentially stranded at his sister’s house in southern California. “But I saw the positive side of things and decided that it was a good chance to work on this pallet idea. I put it into play and opened an Etsy account. I was definitely motivated by unemployment!” he explains.


Kevin creates palette wood products ranging from large chests and tables to small magnets and candleholders. “I’ve always been eco-conscious. I love the recycling part, and most of all I started to fall in love with the creative side of myself. It’s fun inventing new ideas for furniture and home décor, creating whatever inspires me and makes me smile,” says Kevin. His new Etsy shop is already gaining sales and success. “I do plan on making this something bigger, but for now Etsy is a great start.” (www.etsy.com/shop/Palletso)


Seller Passionate about Raising Awareness


Lin creates vintage-style collage art, quirky greeting cards, magnets, and more for her Rhody Art shop, and is a passionate advocate for artists with disabilities. “For me, art is therapy. I deal daily with a severe mental illness that has caused several hospitalizations. Having a creative outlet helps me maintain an equilibrium that keeps me functional,” she explains. Lin speaks about her journey in her blog, on her Etsy shop profile, and wherever her art is shown. “I’m passionate about representing those with mental illness. I want to show in my life and work that a person with severe mental illness is functional and a contributor to society,” she writes. Along with her vibrant online presence, Lin volunteers at PeaceLove Studios where those with mental illness and those from the wider community come together to make art. (www.etsy.com/shop/rhodyart)


Life-Long Crafter Selling Retail and Wholesale


Tana, the creative spirit behind Prairie Primitives, remembers sewing doll clothes by hand when she was six years old. “Selling what I made came naturally. One of my favorite venues in the early years was a weekly ‘Saturday Market’ in my midwestern hometown. When I was still in high school, I’d take a big bag of stuffed animals and pillows that I’d made and a blanket to set them on and walk downtown to the market. If I had a really good day, I’d splurge, and take the bus home,” she says. Working from her northern California studio, Tana sells retail on eBay; Etsy; at antique and craft fairs; and wholesale to several dozen gift shops across the country (and one shop in Japan!). (www.etsy.com/shop/PrairiePrimitives and myworld.ebay.com/prairieprimitives)


Artisan Studio Expanding Their Customer Base


Holdman Studios in Utah began blowing glass in 2005 and offering glass vases and platters for sale on the eBay auction website. Their success on eBay has expanded their clientele, both for hot glass collectibles as well as for the large architectural installations for which they are best known. (stores.ebay.com/Holdman-Studios and www.holdmanstudios.com)


Bricks-and-Mortar Store Seeking New Online Markets


Jayne uses recycled materials to create eye-catching glass jewelry, sculptures, collages, fine watercolors, mosaics, and unique gifts. “Everything I make is from found or donated recycled materials, with the exception of the ear wires. I have a line of wire-wrapped glass jewelry from recycled bottles and leftover fused glass. Copper earrings are made from old copper roofing shingles. I believe in the adage ‘waste not, want not,’” she says. Jayne opened Ruddle Cottage, her gift-shop gallery, in a small northern California town twenty years ago. For many years the tourist trade and holiday sales were the backbone of her income, but the recent economic downturn inspired her to search for new markets. Moving her work online was the key to her current success. Today her online sales, both retail and wholesale, far exceed sales at her gallery. (www.ruddlecottage.net and www.etsy.com/shop/ruddlecottage)


A Husband and Wife Partnership


Conscious Art Studios is a business run by Jeanne and John, a husband-and-wife team from the Appalachian mountains of North Carolina. Their distinctive line of artwork includes native tradition flutes and music, drums and rattles, gourd art, and folk art in many different media. Their shop on ArtFire is the hub for an online presence that also includes their own website, blog, Facebook, and Twitter profiles. (www.artfire.com/ext/shop/studio/ConsciousArtStudios)


Shop Developed into a Major Family-Run Business


Dennis’s family-centered Anderson Soap Company is consistently one of the Etsy top ten sellers, with more than 47,000 items sold by early 2013. Yet less than a decade ago Dennis was a temporary day laborer, at times living out of his car. In 2007, he quit his day job to become a full-time crafts seller. When he first heard about Etsy, Dennis invested about $40 into a product he could sell online—handmade soap. “After about a year or so on Etsy, it got too busy for me to be able to hold on to my low-paying job. Three years ago we moved the family to Portland, Oregon. I’m not well off, not by far, as all the money I make either goes toward the company or bills, but making soap has sustained me for nearly five years,” he explains. Dennis continues to reinvest profits back into his handmade business, creating new and popular products like Spiced Mahogany Soap, Peppermint Oatmeal Scrub, and Chocolate Drizzle Soap in a Jar. His rise to success is one of the classic Etsy success stories. (www.andersonsoapcompany.com/products and www.etsy.com/shop/AndersonSoapCompany)


An Artist’s Career Takes Off


David Joaquin is an incredibly gifted painter who ventured online several years ago with his own website for Two Hawk Studio. But the most remarkable expansion of his work happened when he and his wife began selling on Etsy. His work was “discovered,” not only by hundreds of enthusiastic customers and collectors, but by publishing companies, galleries, and writers requesting to use David’s work to illustrate books. His new work is rich with the images and relationships he has developed through his online success. (www.twohawkstudio.com and www.etsy.com/shop/PaintedMoonGallery)


Selling Online: Is It Right for You?


Whatever your definition of “success,” there are amazing opportunities for you online. The Internet is rich with different selling platforms, systems you can use to create your own website, and opportunities to blog and connect with other artists and customers worldwide.


Starting an online business is an attractive idea. Most people like the thought of being their own boss, working from home, and making money doing what they love to do. But is it right for everyone? Is it right for you?


Before you jump into this fabulous adventure, take a look again at The Top 10 Habits of Successful Online Entrepreneurs. As you read this list, do you nod your head and think, “Yup, that’s me”? When you recognize these traits in yourself, you may be ready to consider a serious online business. If you think you have what it takes to start an online arts and crafts business, ask yourself a few questions first, and do yourself a favor with utterly honest answers.
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Entrepreneurs think creatively! Artists and crafters often have a head start in this quality. Successful new business owners are able to think of new ideas. They can imagine new ways to solve problems. If your creative spark gives you insights on how to take advantage of new opportunities, starting your own online business may be a good fit.










	Will I enjoy doing my artwork as a job?


	Will the work I create be popular with customers?


	Can I research my competition, and the artwork they sell?


	Am I willing to adjust the type of work I make in order to create better products?


	Am I prepared to spend the time and money needed to get my business started?


	Do I have the energy and health it takes to start an online business?


	Do I have a good source of income or savings to keep me going during the startup months, until I’m finally able to take money out of my new online business?


	Do I have, or can I get, the tools and equipment I’ll need to get this started?


	Will I be able to run this business out of my home, or do I need to rent business space?


	How will I price my work compared to my competition?


	Am I ready to go public; get the licenses and permits I need; prepare for the taxes I will need to pay; and find the business insurance I’ll want?


	Am I ready, willing, and able to learn all the skills I’ll need to run a business?




Using Your Skills


Most online businesses, at the beginning, are a one-person show. Unless you have abundant funding for startup, you will need to do all the jobs required in setting up your small business. You will be the manufacturer, the marketing director, the customer service manager, and the Internet technology department. You will do the bookkeeping, the inventory control, and the shipping. When you need help during busy holiday sales, you will hire and manage employees. You will do your own product development research, seek your own legal advice, handle your own taxes and business licensing, and manage your own money. Here are just a few of the things you will need to teach yourself as your new online business grows:



	How to get organized


	How to brainstorm and test new products, marketing ideas, and solutions to problems that arise


	How to motivate yourself, day after day, to stay focused and productive


	How to get better at making your artwork and products


	How to copyright and license your original designs


	How to budget the money that is earned and spent by your business


	How to use the Internet to gather information, communicate with people, and set up your own web pages on different venues


	How to write clearly, correctly, and quickly, whether you’re creating e-mails, product descriptions, or newsletter articles


	How to balance your personal life with the demands of your business




It is not necessary to start out in control of all these things. What is necessary is a willingness to be open to change, work hard, have patience, and learn.
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Doing business on the Internet comes with its own set of legal and financial considerations, particularly in the areas of privacy, security, copyright, and taxation. You must know and follow the rules and regulations for selling online and collecting customer data.









How Do You Define Success?


In the end, success comes down to a personal definition. You decide how you will measure success. Success is what feeds your soul. Sometimes the bottom line is not about money—it is about the way we walk through the world, the message we seek to convey through arts and crafts, the creation of beauty. Our artwork would be our passion whether or not we make money with it. For many artists and crafters, true success is simply being free to do our artwork and share it with the world.


Selling your artwork online is serious business. It can be your road to success at whatever level you imagine, from turning your hobby into a satisfying small part-time business, to creating a substantial full-time job and income for yourself. The secret to your success will be a combination of talent, quality, and intuition. But the main ingredient will be your ability to get down to work, because selling your artwork online is a job. It is a serious commitment to thinking and acting like a professional, and ultimately will lead your business to success.




CHAPTER 2


Developing Your Product Line


Artists and artisans enter the world of Internet sales in many different ways. Some are already successful sellers, experienced in art walks and gallery sales, craft fairs, and shops. Others may be just starting their professional art life online, with little or no experience actually selling the things that they love to make. No matter how they arrive, they all face the same initial question: Will my work sell online?


Successful Online Arts and Crafts


The wide variety of arts and crafts available exemplifies the diversity of the Internet’s worldwide market. There truly is room for every seller and every artistic tradition online, from traditional to contemporary, Victorian to primitive, elegant to shabby chic. There are also tried and true sales models that will help guarantee success.


Quality Work at a Reasonable Price


The best way to guarantee success is to sell quality products at reasonable prices. The best and most successful handmade sellers fall into this delightful category. Offering quality products is essential from the beginning. Online customers are an amazingly sophisticated crowd, and the Internet is filled with fabulous arts and crafts choices. Examine your work with a critical and impartial eye. Be your own best critic. If your work is not already professional quality, then spend some time improving your skills before you venture online. Take classes and workshops to learn professional techniques. Invest in high-quality materials. Offer your items for sale at craft fairs and local events, and seek feedback from your customers.
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How close are you to mastering your art?


In his bestselling book, Outliers: The Story of Success, Malcolm Gladwell suggests that it takes about 10,000 hours of dedicated practice to truly master a skill, be it playing the piano, surfing, or creating professional artwork. If you work 20 hours per week at your art, this will take nearly 10 years.









Work with a Special Meaning for People


Online customers have so many options that it takes something extraordinary to attract them to your product. Successful artwork stands out from a crowd of competitors. It appeals beyond its basic quality and beauty. When you look at the most successful online artists and artisans, you will often discover that their artwork carries some sort of deeper meaning for the customer. This might be of a spiritual nature, inspirational, motivational, etc. The art might appeal to customers’ romantic or nostalgic roots. It may incorporate symbols of popular culture, heroes, a sport or lifestyle, a team, or a unique place in the world. It might connect with a deeply held value such as ecology, diversity, or peace. Successful artwork tells a story, and the customer is buying the story as much as the handcrafted item.


There is a special place on the Internet for clever artwork that makes you smile. There’s even a new word for this attribute. “Etsy-esque” has come to mean the sweet, handmade quality of successful artwork sold on the giant Etsy.com. If your work falls into this genre, you have a step up on success.


An Idea That Catches On, and Goes Viral


If you happen upon this stroke of good luck, your online success is guaranteed. The “Keep Calm” phenomenon is a great example here. We’ve all seen variations of the classic “Keep Calm and Carry On” slogan. This vintage phrase was originally a little-used public-safety slogan from World War II era Great Britain. Now, various iterations of the saying have flooded the Internet on handcrafted products from posters to cups, iPhone covers, bookmarks, bags, and T-shirts. The Keep Calm Shop on Etsy (www.etsy.com/shop/KeepCalmShop) has sold more than 11,000 “Keep Calm” products. You too may come up with an idea that is utterly original, a first-of-its-kind design that takes off on various social networks and Internet sites.


Your Primary Product


Take a look at your online competition and at your own artwork. Choose one top-quality item you create to become the model for your primary product. This should be your favorite kind of artwork, the work you love to make with a style that truthfully reflects your personal values, because this primary product will become the core of your online business. This isn’t etched in stone—you can always change things along the way. You will go on to develop related product lines. You will experiment with new styles and products. You may discover that customers actually prefer some new item you didn’t even imagine would be popular. But you still need to begin somewhere, and you want your beginning to look as unified and professional as possible.






[image: ]




Your products create your identity, so specialize. You want to have a variety of products, but not a jumble of unrelated crafts. Find your niche and communicate it clearly.









Get ready for online sales by creating a decent inventory of items that fit into the definition of your primary product. If you can assemble fifty or more excellent pieces, both small and large, you will gain the practice you need to begin production on a commercial level. You will know how long each piece takes to create, and what the materials will cost when purchased in quantity. Most importantly, you will be able to open your website or marketplace shop with sufficient items to become professional, and provide a variety of choices for your early customers.


The More (Products) the Merrier


To be successful, you need to have consistent sales. And to have sales, you need lots of products. Sarah, owner of DodelineDesign on Etsy, took note of this as she celebrated her 500th sale after two years on Etsy. “I tried one of those Etsy myths, that you need 120 items listed to get consistent sales. I will tell you, in my experience that is true! As soon as I increased my shop listings to around that number, I did much better,” she writes on her blog, (http://blog.dodelinedesign.com). It took Sarah a year to get 100 products sold on Etsy, two years to get to 500, and her shop boasted more than 1,200 in sales in early 2013.
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Protect your creativity by registering a copyright for your unique designs, patterns, or drawings. You can send photographs of finished handcrafts. In the United States, you can get information and registration forms from the U.S. Copyright Office at www.copyright.gov.









Having a multitude of items attracts customers. You simply have that many more products to search for, tags to use, and options to provide. Most of the time, you will make 80 percent of your profit on customers buying the same basic items, but the other products will attract new shoppers. Keep to your niche though. Random varieties confuse your buyers. If you are a jewelry maker, it might not be a good idea to sell doll clothes on the same website or shop space. You are seeking to brand yourself as you also add diversity.


Expand Your Product Line


Once you have opened an online space offering your highest quality primary product, you should immediately begin thinking about expanding your product line. Begin with your basic product or process, and brainstorm what else might work. A successful online artist will have a variety of great products and different price ranges, all of them fitting into your signature look and feel.


Here is a list of things to consider when growing your product line:



	
Expanding your product line often means creating both lower-priced and higher-priced items. If you are selling original watercolor paintings priced in the $200–$400 range, you might offer limited-edition prints in the $100 range, and greeting cards for $4. Many online customers will test your business by purchasing an inexpensive item to see if its quality and your customer service are adequate before they take the plunge to buy an expensive original.


	
Duplicate your design successes. If a particular style or image proves to be popular, use it to create other works. Put that block print on smocks, tea towels, and pillows. Create different sizes. Make small wooden trays and bowls with the hardwoods that customers love in your jewelry boxes. Make the same popular item in different trending colors, or that popular color combination in different items.


	
Pay attention to your customers. Ask for feedback. If people tend to ask more questions about how you achieve a certain effect in your glass pendants, consider selling the information and materials as a kit as well as the finished pieces you make yourself.


	
Pay attention to trends. The Etsy Blog (the site’s online support system) is particularly good about sharing upcoming trends in color, style, and gifting. The current trends page (www.etsy.com/trending) notes the popularity of dots and geometric patterns, oversized flowers, emerald green, and reclaimed materials. ArtFire’s “Nosh” blog (www.artfire.com/nosh) features inspiration for upcoming seasons and styles. Searching for terms such as “selling art crafts trends” or “spring fashion trends” will reveal links for design blogs and articles highlighting the latest colors, styles, and “must have” accessories, all of which can inform your own new product creation.


	
Look at the part of the creative process that you enjoy the most. If you particularly like stamping sweet little messages into antique spoons you sell as plant markers, consider making other stamped products, such as polymer clay pendants, silver bracelets and rings, or leather medallion key chains. Perhaps it’s the unexpected “haiku” poetry of the message that becomes your signature style, not the silverware.


	
Here’s something to go with that: Think of your products in terms of sets or collections. Develop coordinated items that match one another. Your customers will return to purchase more of your wonderful products, to buy the salad bowls that match the serving platter, to get the clutch purse that goes so well the shawl. Simply offering a group of items at a discount, such as “Three $8.95 earrings for only $19.95,” is an expansion of your product line.


	
Look at what makes you the best profit. Maybe some of your items are easier to ship, or the materials are easier to find, or could be ordered in discounted quantities from a number of different suppliers. Perhaps a product is easier to make in quantity, lending itself to batch production.


	
Remember special occasions. People are often online seeking a special gift for a wedding, graduation, Christmas, Halloween, or a birthday. Make a product tailored to those gifting and special occasions. Try to have something unique for different times of the year.




Market Research: What Do the People Want?


Developing a great product line is about quality, intuition, and good listening skills. Base your product line on work you love to create. This love is the foundation of your success. But be sure to add a huge dose of common sense, and take a look at what customers really want. Just because you love making a particular type of artwork does not necessarily mean that other people love it or will buy it. You never know until you test things. Craft fairs and art walks are great for giving your ideas a trial run because you can engage interested customers in conversation, ask questions, and get immediate feedback. Social media sites like Facebook and Pinterest can be a platform for posting a new product and posing a question such as, “New garden pots for spring planting … what do you think? Pastel colors best or neutral tans and sages?” Followers will freely share their opinions and help you determine the most popular path for your work.


Successful sellers are inspired by feedback from their customers. They will change and adapt, and in the end make much better products. However, the very nature of handmade products implies that the artwork and handcrafts come primarily from the heart and soul of the artist. All the market research in the world should never take the place of your creative intuition.


Words of Wisdom


Julie Lyderson-Jackson, owner of the Spool + Sparrow studio in Seattle, Washington, is a great example of someone who has developed a product line that she loves. Julie specializes in natural fiber, with many items handprinted using her own carved block designs. Her products include clothing, home décor, and handbags, three related categories that blend together beautifully in her online shop and her life.


“I have always been a maker,” Julie shares, “but it wasn’t until becoming a parent that I saw the opportunity to pursue my creative spark in a more formalized way. My love for handmade products and the whole do-it-yourself ethos led me to Etsy, first as a shopper in 2006, then to opening the Spool + Sparrow shop in 2009. Etsy provided the ideal venue for me to easily and quickly set up shop, connect directly with customers, and focus my work hours between 9 P.M. and 3 A.M. . . . so I could spend my days with my kids until they reached school age.”


Julie’s first products were block-printed dresses for children, aprons, and throw pillows. It has expanded to include delightfully textural handbags, skirts, tea towels, and a changeable lineup that arises from Julie’s own intuition.
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Spool + Sparrow Natural Fiber Wearables and Home Furnishings on Etsy.com.





Her signature handprinted designs, pintuck detailing, and natural-fiber cloth define her style. “I like to work with fabrics derived from sustainable crop fibers, most commonly linen, hemp, organic cotton, and soy. Each piece of fabric I purchase is always a bit different from the last, especially with linen. I find the natural imperfections of my medium to be part of its appeal. All of my products—wearable and nonwearable—are about quality construction, enduring design, and environmental sensitivity. I love rustic, raw edges and signs of the maker’s hand in every piece,” she says.


“Product life cycle is an important consideration when it comes to anything I make. I want my products to be durable and provide years of use. When possible, I design children’s garments to accommodate rapidly growing bodies; a dress, for instance, that may later be worn as a tunic. At the end of an item’s usable life, biodegradability is paramount.”


Spool + Sparrow printed designs derive from a woodcarving course with a master carver, a keen interest in Japanese woodblock techniques, and life with a woodworker husband. “The imperfections of block printing suit my aesthetic better than the precise quality of screen printing. I delight in the fact that every time I press block to fabric the result is somewhat different.”


Julie expands her product line through a very personal process. “It pretty much begins and ends with, ‘Do I love it?’ I consider myself to be among my target audience. I greatly value input from my customers and want them to be completely happy with any purchase. When it comes to final design decisions, however, I go with what works for me. Selling your handmade creations is such a personal endeavor. I need to be completely invested in each piece.” You can find Julie’s work at www.spoolandsparrow.com and www.etsy.com/shop/spoolandsparrowshop.


The Bottom Line


What’s the bottom line? Be passionate about what you create. Begin with the work you love most. Display your products widely, in a variety of public venues, from exhibitions and juried shows to fairs and art walks. Ask for criticism. One of the most important parts of an arts education is the “critique,” where colleagues and instructors let you know not only what is good about your work, but also what needs improvement, and how you can get better. Accept suggestions enthusiastically.


Expand your product line slowly and carefully. When you add a new design or variation, listen to the feedback and watch for sales before you invest time and resources into making hundreds of your new product. On marketplace websites like Etsy and ArtFire, you can keep track of the page views, product likes, and treasuries for your newest designs. If the reception is lukewarm, be ready to move on and try something else.


Keep true to your own artistic vision. Believe in your products and in yourself.




CHAPTER 3


Setting Up Your Workspace


The very first step in building a successful online arts business is to create your workspace. It does not need to be elaborate, and it certainly doesn’t need to be perfect, but it is incredibly symbolic. It is where you first say to yourself, and to your family, friends, and the world at large, “I am serious! This is no longer a hobby. I am in business.”


Studio Space and More


Successful businesses have been started in the most humble of home offices. In fact, one of the richest companies in the world, Apple Inc., was started in a garage! Home offices can be created in a spare bedroom, in a corner of the living room, in a nook of the upstairs hallway, a kitchen niche, even in a big closet. People renovate old garden sheds, attic space, and travel trailers to create home offices. It’s quite the urban trend to buy a used cargo container and turn that into an office. One entrepreneur bought a metal storage shed and set it up inside her two-car garage. There are no limitations here!


You will need five different spaces to carry out the tasks that your business requires:




	A place to do your artwork and crafting


	An office space for your computer and files


	A shipping space where you can process and pack orders


	A photography space for consistently good photos


	Organized storage for finished items





These five spaces can be separate areas if you have the room, or they can all fit into a single area. If your space is limited and needs to be multiuse, you’ll find it a great advantage to be well organized. We’ll show you how to accomplish this!


Begin with a Good Housecleaning


There are some people who thrive in chaos. Go to Google Images, and search for “Alexander Calder studio” to see a classic example from this famous American sculptor. If you are one of these rare creative geniuses, feel free to ignore the following advice. But if you aren’t, pay attention to organizing your workspace, and regularly decluttering it. If you already have art studio and office space:



	Clear out papers, files, books, and computer manuals … any and all stuff that is not regularly used.


	Get rid of excess and duplicate files on your computer, and while you are at it, organize existing files into folders.


	Get rid of anything you do not like, even if it is useful or expensive. Replace it (you can buy a better office chair at a thrift store) or change it (a couple cans of spray paint will do wonders for that dingy filing cabinet).


	Read just a little bit about the ancient philosophy of feng shui. In feng shui, clutter complicates your life, disturbs your space, and steals your vital energy.


	Let go of the idea that you do not have enough space for your business. Open yourself to the possibility that you can do everything you need to do in the space that you have.




Build Your Workspace


If you have always imagined a beautiful home office with great colors, clever furnishings, and creative energy, go for it! This is your opportunity to shine. Your workspace does not need to be expensive or expansive. You can do wonders with simple recycled furniture and cans of paint. The Internet is filled with inspirational examples. Just search Pinterest for “home office ideas.” The creativity of small workspaces is seemingly endless. Allow yourself the time and commitment to set up a space where you will love to go to work!


A Place to Do Your Artwork


Each art or craft practice has unique requirements for studio space, tools, materials, and safety. A glassblower needs an industrial area. A clothing designer will have a wide layout table next to the sewing machine and plenty of storage for bolts of fabric. A watercolor artist needs an adjustable drafting table to create different effects.


You are probably very accomplished at your art or handcraft. You may have even already created your own studio space. Though your studio space can most likely be updated, it is important to note that this area will not be your office space. It may be adjoining, perhaps, but not used for both, since most artists and crafters fill their studio with lots of messy art stuff. This is not the place for an office. You don’t want to get clay and sawdust in your computer, and you shouldn’t need to put away ongoing projects every time you ship an order.


Keep the space you already use to create your artwork, but think about how to make it more functional for your new business. To advance from hobby to professional level, here are some studio features to evaluate and improve your space:




	
Tools. Do you really have the tools you need to create top-quality products? Invest in the best available if you can. Set up a budget for investing in new and better tools.


	
Materials. Are there higher-quality materials you should be incorporating into your professional products? Use the best you can afford, price your products accordingly, and always strive to upgrade. Set up a system to store and keep track of your raw materials.


	
Lighting. Amazingly, good lighting is one of the often-overlooked aspects of studio space. Invest now in full-spectrum lighting that welcomes you to work!


	
Organizers. Use containers to organize tools and materials. Clear plastic bins are great. Sturdy cardboard boxes are free from your local grocery store. Cardboard bankers boxes with lids can be found for less than a dollar each when ordered a dozen at a time. You can paint cardboard and write labels identifying contents. Use chalkboard paint and a fat stick of white chalk for a great utilitarian effect. Other creative storage containers include vintage suitcases, high school lockers, and crates that once held milk bottles.





However you choose to set up your workspace, make sure that you feel comfortable and inspired when you are there.


An Office Space for Your Computer and Files


When it comes to setting up your new business office, a small desk (with a comfortable chair) is the core requirement. If you’ll need to do shipping and photography in this space, trade that small desk for a larger table. Whether your home office has a room of its own depends on the space available in your house or apartment. A separate office is great. However, many successful businesses have been launched from the corner of a kitchen. As your business grows, your need for space will increase, and so will the part of your budget that is dedicated to paying for studio space. You may discover yourself building your dream office on your own property. Never let the lack of the ideal space stop you. Begin now and forge ahead with the best you have.
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