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    Preface

    Why, you may ask, would you need a book on marketing and selling crafts when there is already so much free information available on the Internet? It’s a good question. The Internet is a great resource. I know, because I use it every day. But in 1988, when I began working on the first edition of How to Sell What You Make, the Internet was available only to the government, universities, and other institutions that could afford a supercomputer. Its usefulness to individuals like you and me was nil. The technology and infrastructure to support it were out of reach for the average person. The first Web browser wasn’t invented until 1990, the year the first edition of How to Sell What You Make was published.

    Since then, how we communicate, how we do business, and how we create, market, and sell things have changed—a lot. Even the second edition, which was published in 1996, is filled with references and examples that today are so irrelevant they may as well have been written a hundred years ago. It’s about time How to Sell What You Make entered the twenty-first century. But the question remains: How can a book on marketing and selling crafts be of any value in the presence of the Internet, where the answers to thousands of questions and heaps of other information are just a click away?

    A book is finite and easy to manage, while the Internet is vast and unwieldy. Information contained in this book is limited to its pages, whereas information on the Internet is never-ending. You won’t get lost in the book as you can on the Internet, clicking on link after link. The book is concise and organized in a logical way, but there is nothing organized about the Internet, and there is no logic to it either.

    How to Sell What You Make is written for people who want to know more about what’s necessary to get into the crafts business, including marketing, selling, and the day-to-day clerical aspects of running a business. After you’ve read the book, you’ll want to use it as a point of departure to find specific and up-to-date information about shows and fairs you can attend and investigate topics specific to your needs. That’s what the Internet is for.

  


  

  
    chapter 1

    Crafts as a Business:

    An Introduction

    Are you among the many talented and creative people who aspire to make a living off things crafted by your own hands? Are you one of those innovative people who design and make beautiful objects but sometimes wonder what to do with them once they are finished? Did you spend years studying your craft and now want more from your labor than just a way to pass the time?

    When you think of yourself as a crafter, what’s the first thing that comes to mind? Maybe you see yourself as a creator of objects of utilitarian or aesthetic value, or both. Perhaps you consider yourself an artist or a holder of fundamental secrets to your craft that you have acquired through diligence and dedication. Your work—the job that you do—is an outlet for your passion. You did not just stumble into your job. You created it. You are your own boss, with all the duties and responsibilities that go with the position.

    For most of us in the crafts business, being your own boss means there is no authority to report to. You are accountable to no one but yourself. You don’t have to call in sick, and you can be late to work if you want to. But it’s not that simple. Crafts making is a business. No more, no less. It’s up to you and you alone to make and grow your business to the level to which you are capable of taking it. As sole proprietor, you hold several positions. It’s not enough to be a skilled artisan. You must also be good at marketing and sales, bookkeeping and accounting, fulfillment and customer service.

    You are the manufacturer of a marketable product. Put aside for a moment the associations the word manufacture has with factories and assembly lines, employees and unions, department stores and shopping malls. Manufacture is just another word for make.

    What differentiates making crafts from ordinary manufacturing is how you do it. This doesn’t necessarily mean that you do it all yourself and by hand with Old World tools; rather, it refers to your connectedness with the design, the materials, and the people you work with. This connectedness is fundamental to crafts and craftsmanship.

    When you last purchased something from a big-box store—an appliance, say—did you feel a connectedness with the worker on the line who turned nut A onto bolt B? Among all the multilingual manuals and instructions, did you get a brochure describing how the product was made and by whom? Probably not. Perhaps you have seen labels reading, “Union Made in the USA.” Regardless of the national and class pride the phrase evokes, it’s more a sociopolitical statement than a personal one. This is not meant to diminish the value of unions or an individual union member’s pride in his or her work, whatever the job may be. But the larger the organizational structure, the less connection there is between the individual and the product. Things are manufactured not by individuals, but by companies that employ people who work in factories, often overseas.

    “Handcrafted in America” means someone created the object. The piece has roots. It is the crafter’s duty to the industry, then, to cultivate and protect that connection that keeps the roots strong and productive. As a manufacturer of hand-crafted items, you have a wonderful opportunity to perpetuate a tradition, not only of crafts and creativity, but also of personal and honest relationships in business.

    When you begin thinking of turning your skills into a business, you enter into an industry that has been growing steadily for the past fifty years. As an industry, crafts came into their own during the 1960s with a resurgence in interest in hand-crafted items. Makers of contemporary crafts came to appreciate the value of making things by hand, and consumers saw the value in owning things so produced.

    Handicrafts were every bit a facet of the back-to-the-land movement, which spawned a search for roots and a connectedness with things natural. It continues with the desire of many talented people to live “off the grid” but within a culture of individuality. The catchphrase “high-tech versus high-touch” merely gives a new dimension to an older philosophy. Technology continues to solve problems (as well as create new ones) for an ever more complex society. But technology has a sterile nature, a coldness many of us can’t get close to. Even with all the emphasis on social networking, one is still at a distance, being social alone. Working within the crafts industry is a way of keeping in touch with our humanity.

    For many crafters, the first step in selling crafts is the local crafts fair. Some fairs are held weekly; others are annual events, often in conjunction with regional celebrations. Crafts fairs are relatively easy and inexpensive to get into and offer a number of opportunities for both novice and veteran crafters. The most important opportunity is in the sheer volume of people attracted to crafts fairs and markets. They are wonderful places to meet the buying public and fellow crafters and to learn what is selling this year and what isn’t.

    Selling directly to local shops and galleries is another way crafters market their wares. Just about every town or city has at least one crafts outlet, and taking the direct approach has many advantages over selling at fairs.

    Another marketplace, one where people come for the sole purpose of buying, and buying in quantity, is the crafts trade show. Nearly every industry has at least one trade show each year, and the crafts industry is no exception. Crafts trade shows are where shop and gallery owners or representatives come to you to buy your crafts to stock their shelves.

    A trade show is not necessarily a better way to sell crafts, nor are people who exhibit at one better crafters than those who don’t. It is merely one of several marketing strategies available to enterprising crafters. But it is a sophisticated approach to selling crafts. It demands a high degree of professionalism.

    The crafts business is a demanding one, and the industry is highly competitive. Competition has infused the industry with ever-higher standards of professionalism. For the crafter, this means learning a new set of skills and gaining a thorough understanding of both the crafts business and general business principles. Professionalism and high standards don’t guarantee success, but you are more likely to support yourself with them than without them.

    Crafts making is a culture and a lifestyle. Crafts selling is a business. The successful crafter integrates both. Most small businesses fail because of a lack of capital and poor management skills. To succeed in the crafts business, the crafter must acquire more than just a dash of business acumen. Do not, however, confuse success with dollars. Define what success means to you, and then strive for it. The goal is earning a living, and all goals require sacrifice.

    One such sacrifice is to shed the wardrobe and attitude of “starving artist” and replace them with those of a more entrepreneurial nature. This does not mean selling out to the system or replacing your apron with a three-piece suit. What it does mean is learning what it takes to run a business and how to do it well. Creativity, and the pride it engenders, remains intact.

    The crafts industry exists because it satisfies many of the wants and needs of consumers. Without demand, there would be no crafts industry, at least on the scale it has achieved. The same holds true for an individual crafts business. It justifies its existence by satisfying the wants and needs of a portion of society through its products or services. A crafts business for its own sake ceases to be a business and becomes a hobby, fulfilling only the wants and needs of the crafter. One goal is no more or less noble than the other, but understanding the difference between the two is essential for success.

    Terms and Distinctions

    Like any industry, the crafts industry has its own jargon. Words, phrases, and concepts understood automatically by those involved sometimes sound confusing or ambiguous to the novice or casual observer of the trade. Some terms are interchangeable, and others have specific meanings. Still others are cause for dispute among the players.

    One of the most challenging areas to broach is that of crafts itself. Because the field of crafts is so diverse, it is often difficult to draw, let alone recognize, boundaries among the many categories. It is important to understand that there are differences, because in some cases these differences impose limitations on which shows, fairs, and other events you can attend.

    The word craft has broad applications. It can mean skill and dexterity in accomplishing certain tasks. In the crafts industry, it is understood that merchandise is made largely by hand with skill and dexterity.

    It becomes tricky when some handcrafted items—items that for all intents and purposes are genuinely crafts—are excluded from certain arenas. Take for example the woman who makes Christmas wreaths but was not selected to exhibit in a certain trade show. Why? The promoter did not consider wreath making a craft. The promoter sets standards, guidelines, and limits, and what one considers crafts are not necessarily considered crafts by another.

    Wreath making is better classified as country crafts or folk art, and there are several shows where wreaths would be welcome. A country craft is no less a craft than, say, fine jewelry making, when undertaken with skill and dexterity, but the distinction should be obvious. It is necessary for the crafter to determine in which market his or her handiwork would be most accepted.

    High-end and low-end are two concepts used to further distinguish crafts. High-end refers to crafts produced with the highest standards of quality and design. As such, they also demand the highest prices. Low-end describes those crafts at the opposite extreme. This is not to suggest that all low-end crafts are shoddily made and their design ill considered. High-end also refers to the relative uniqueness of the item, as well as the degree of professionalism with which it is displayed. Even low-end crafts have high-end and low-end components.

    One distinguishing factor between high-end and low-end may also be used to distinguish between art and craft. An art piece is distinctly one of a kind, but a craft is something replicable, not only by the original maker, but also by others.

    No one person can make an objective, sweeping judgment of what is low-end and high-end. Quality is often subjective, and it is up to you to determine where you and your work fit in. As a test, visit a few crafts fairs and judge for yourself.

    Fairs, trade shows, and gift shows are nebulous and sometimes overlapping terms. Crafts fair usually refers to a retail event, which is open to the public. Sometimes they are held in conjunction with local or regional celebrations; other times they are held in their own right. A trade show, as a rule, is open only to members of the crafts trade—that is, businesses that buy from you at wholesale price points but sell your work at retail. (See chapter 9 for discussion of wholesale and retail pricing.) Some trade shows have both wholesale and retail days, the latter being open to the public.

    Another distinction to make is between crafts fairs and crafts shows. Typically, anyone can have a booth at a fair, but shows, which are open to the public, are juried. In a juried show, your work is judged for its appropriateness. You’ll find more on the jury system in chapter 4.

    A gift show is a trade show that caters to the gift trade and therefore has a focus far different from that of the crafts trade. Crafts make excellent gifts, and that’s why many crafters exhibit at gift shows. However, many items at gift shows were mass-produced abroad and imported and distributed by large companies.

    Many trade shows outside of the crafts trade welcome crafters. Exploring such avenues as fashion and accessories, architectural design, interior decorating, and office supply is encouraged, provided your work is appropriate for the event. Each of these is a new frontier for crafters who have products that fill a niche.

    Retail outlets also have distinctions. A gift shop stocks its shelves with gifts much like any other store stocks its shelves with its specific kinds of merchandise. A crafts gallery, on the other hand, tends to exhibit crafts in groupings of work by individual crafters.

    The crafts mall is another opportunity for some crafters. Typically, a crafts mall is a large store that is divided into small spaces that are rented or leased to crafters. Crafters do not have to be in attendance during business hours, because mall owners or managers handle sales for them.

    Show (or fair) promoter and show management are synonymous. The promoter is the person or persons, under the auspices of a corporation, responsible for the show and all of its aspects from advertising the show to booking an arena. Facilities management is the governing body of the building or buildings where the trade show is held. The promoter deals with facilities management, but each exhibitor is responsible for following any established house rules.

    The promoter’s job is to bring crafters and buyers together for their mutual benefit. Therefore, the promoter must see to the wants and needs of both parties to ensure a successful show. One way this happens is that the promoter strives to make available for buyers a wide range of products and price points—industry jargon for price.

    One of a kind, as the term implies, refers to individual craft items, each one unique. These pieces usually demand higher prices because of their uniqueness. Although any two items made entirely by hand are unique by varying degrees, one of a kind refers here to something that is unique in design and execution, something that cannot or will not be exactly duplicated. It does not refer to, say, ceramic plates that, because of the vagaries of the glazing process, come from the kiln different from all the others. Production crafts, or multiples, are mass-produced items.

    The terms booth, display, and exhibit are sometimes used interchangeably, although technically they are different. The booth space is what you occupy at a show or fair. Larger indoor shows demarcate booth space with pipe and drape or another kind of partition. Smaller indoor shows may not. Outdoors, space may be marked off in various ways or even verbally, as in, “Somewhere over there.” In either setting, inside or out, you can construct a freestanding enclosure, a booth, as a setting in which you display your wares.

    Your display is what you show, including your method of presentation. Exhibit takes display a step further. An exhibit generally shows and tells. For example, a series of photographs and text—or actual step-by-step models—depicting how you make your wares is an exhibit.

    Marketing and selling are terms sometimes used interchangeably, but there are big differences between the two. Selling is the act of exchanging your goods for cash. Marketing is an all-encompassing concept that includes research, advertising, and communicating with potential buyers. Those potential and actual buyers are your market. Read about creating a business plan (which includes a marketing plan) in chapter 9.

    This book is not about how to get rich selling crafts. Its purpose, rather, is to do the following:

    
      	provide an overview of how to sell crafts at fairs and shows and in shops and galleries;

      	teach you how to apply to and prepare for fairs and trade shows;

      	prepare you for what you can expect when you get there;

      	demonstrate how you can apply generally accepted sales methods to any event; and

      	give modest instruction on how to apply standard business practices to your crafts enterprise.

    

    Whether you consider yourself a crafter, designer, craftsman, artisan, artist, or crafts maker, if you can create fine-quality handcrafted items, you likely can sell them. This book introduces you, the crafter with something to sell, to the many ways to market and sell what you make.

  


  

  
    chapter 2

    Crafts Fairs

    and Street Fairs:

    Your Direct Link to

    Consumers

    In days gone by, many crafters were nomads. Cobblers, coopers, tinkers, smiths, and others traveled the countryside plying their trades, exchanging goods and services for hard cash or a hearty meal. Towns and villages had open-air markets where they could hawk their wares. Today crafters cling to their nomadic roots as they travel from town to town, crafts fair to crafts fair, setting up and tearing down—all to sell what they make. Neither the forum nor the purpose has changed much over the years, despite rapid changes in technology.

    Crafts fairs run the gamut of sizes from small-town events that serve as backdrops for celebrations to expansive affairs in major cities. These retail fairs offer something for everyone. Unless your town has a permanent or semipermanent crafts marketplace where you can establish an ongoing presence, travel—and lots of it—is required to operate successfully on the crafts fair circuit.

    Success on the retail circuit requires planning and organization. The more fairs you attend yearly, the more important scheduling becomes. Application deadlines must be met, booth fees or deposits paid, travel arrangements made. And it’s ever so important to attend the right fairs. Research into fairs saves time and money by helping you avoid unproductive events or ones not suited to your business. How widely advertised is the fair? What is the expected attendance? Is it held outdoors, in a tent, or within a permanent building? What is the caliber of crafts exhibited? Is the fair held for its own sake or is it just one of many attractions of a larger event? How many exhibitors are expected? Is the fair open or juried? What is the fair’s sales track record? A little research on the Internet will be invaluable to you for the answers it will bring. And the Internet is one place where belonging to and participating in social networks like Facebook will yield a rich harvest of answers to perplexing questions.

    Salesmanship at the Street Level

    Good sales techniques can mean the difference between success and failure at any fair. Retailing at crafts fairs involves meeting and greeting people. The more people you meet and greet, the more opportunities you have for sales. The inexperienced or introverted exhibitor waits for potential buyers to express interest in buying. Crafters experienced in retailing attract buyers in any number of ways, both subtle and obvious. There is no need for hard-sell tactics. A simple smile and a friendly greeting may be all it takes to convert a browser to a buyer. But it may take more than that. Talk about your products. Encourage fairgoers to handle your crafts. Explain how you make them, how they can be used. If you have something whose use can be demonstrated, then do so regularly. That draws attention. Can you work on your crafts in your booth? This, too, attracts crowds. Pay close attention to those who stop by your booth more than once. Chances are they are trying to make a decision. Do what you can to encourage a decision in your favor. Anything you can do to engage someone is to your benefit.

    One of the most important elements of your crafts fair business is your booth (see chapter 8). Your booth is your storefront. It must reflect you and your work in the most positive of manners. It must be rugged enough to withstand the rigors of the circuit and highly portable for easy transport and setup. It must also, if necessary, be able to protect you and your work from the elements.

    Advantages of Selling at Crafts Fairs

    Crafts fairs are relatively easy to get into. Therefore, they offer a great opportunity to get your work before the public. This is an important step for any crafter. Street fairs and markets are great places to test new ideas and experiment with prices (see chapter 9). Trends often change as rapidly as the weather, and it’s important to know what’s popular and what isn’t. The crafter with stale ideas and dime-a-dozen products won’t do as well as the one with fresh and invigorating designs and products that speak for themselves.

    Retail events serve as the link between you and crafts consumers. Talk with them. Find out what they like and dislike. Learning what the public wants and what it will buy—and providing it to them—is the margin between success and failure.

    Disadvantages of Selling at Crafts Fairs

    A big disadvantage to regularly selling at crafts fairs is the amount of time you must spend on the road and away from your shop or studio. Nearly every weekend of the year involves travel, setup, and selling. As a circuit-riding crafter, you have to strike a constant balance between producing and marketing. The challenge is to have enough goods on hand to display and sell one weekend and still have time to replenish your stock.

    Travel is hard work in itself, and not everyone is suited to the discipline it entails. If you have a family that accompanies you, especially one with young children, the regimen can be grueling for everyone.

    Another drawback is in the nature of the fairs themselves. In many cases, they are an adjunct to a greater event—a community celebration, for example. And even if they are independent events, they possess a large degree of entertainment value. More people may come just for the fun of it rather than to buy anything. You may spend some weekends smiling politely as crowds walk by without much more than a nod in your direction.
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