
Impact of European-funded programme on London creative micro
businesses economic performance and confidence

Descrizione

Introduction

This paper aims to present the achievements of the first two years of New Creative
Markets, a programme of professional development for SMEs in the creative industries
in London. The programme provides valuable data on the participating businesses and
freelancers, both in quantitative and qualitative terms.

 

New Creative Markets is a large-scale programme run by a consortium of four not-for-
profit organisations: Four Corners, Cockpit Arts, Photofusion and SPACE, which is the
lead partner.  The programme has a total budget of £2million (about € 2,5million) and
receives part funding from the European Regional Development Fund. New Creative
Markets’ goal is to assist London-based small creative companies and freelancers
working in photography, design, craft and visual arts to access new markets by
increasing their market knowledge and business skills. The programme delivers its
services through one-to-one contact and group support through workshops, talks and
networking events. Activities started in October 2012 and run until Summer 2015.

 

New Creative Markets is a highly tailored programme designed by support specialists
for creative industries practitioners. The four partners are focused on different sectors
of the creative industries and offer their expertise and networks to the participants
joining their programme.

 

This high level of tailoring is unified through a shared client journey and
methodologies, common marketing and communications, as well as a high level of
collaboration between partners. The requirements of running an ERDF-funded
programme mean that strict controls are in place, both in the recruitment of
participants and in the sourcing and delivery of activities. The client journey and
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corresponding paperwork agreed by all partners not only ensure that funder
requirements are met by all at each step of the way, but also that data is gathered
throughout the programme in a consistent and useful manner.

 

The data for this research is based on the forms filled in at the start and end of the
programme as available in June 2014: 312 needs assessments and 91 completion
reviews.

 

This paper will commence by introducing the context in which New Creative Markets is
occurring, stating the importance of the creative and cultural sector in London. It will
then present the profiles, business needs and financial performance of the
participants. This paper will share the results achieved so far by the support
programme, both in quantitative and qualitative terms. Finally, it will then propose
different avenues of reflexion to create better programmes by bringing together an
analysis of the programme data and several aspects of the current academic literature
on business support.

 

Context

New Creative Markets was devised by four London arts organisations in order to offer
an impactful programme of professional support for their audiences in different parts
of the creative industries. Coming together across creative disciplines as a consortium
to access ERDF funding has enabled them to offer a larger, more ambitious
programme of support.

 

The Creative Industries in the UK are proportionally one of the largest in the world and
one of the most dynamic sectors in the UK economy. It is worth £71 billion (1). In
recent years, the Creative Industries in the UK have grown far faster than the rest of
the economy. Employment in the Creative Industries increased by 8.6 per cent
between 2011 and 2012, a much higher rate than for the UK Economy as a whole
(0.7%), and now accounts for 5.6% of the total number of jobs in the UK (2). The value
of the Creative Industries, measured by the GVA, has increased by 15.6 per cent
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between 2008 and 2012, compared with an increase of 5.4 per cent for the UK
Economy as a whole (2). Finally, exports of Creative Industries services now represent
8% of all UK service exports, and have also been increasing faster that export of other
UK services (2).

 

London plays a crucial role in the UK Creative Industries. It accounts for over 30% of
the total Creative Industries in the UK (£21.4 Billion) (3). 1 in every 6 jobs in London is
in the Creative Industries (3).

 

The creative sectors supported by New Creative Markets (Craft, Design, Photography
and Visual Arts) represent an important part of the creative industries in the UK. With
over 857 art galleries and high profile world events such as Frieze Art Fair, the capital
is the main driver of the UK visual arts sector, which accounts for 30% of the global art
market (4). London is also a main hub for the UK digital imaging sector: 39% of
companies in this sector are based in London (5).  23% of UK Design businesses are
based in London, making it the largest concentration of design companies in any UK
region and claiming a large part of this £15bn industry (6). Finally, the size of the Craft
sector in London is hard to ascertain, but the London Creative Workforce proposed
that 6% of creative industries jobs can be classified as “craft” (7). We know that there
are over 17,000 craft business in England and that there is a high concentration in
London (8).

 

The creative businesses taking part in New Creative Markets share characteristics and
difficulties. They are all based on content creation, artistic vision and personal
expertise. They all have seen major technological changes impact how they conduct
their business; but they are not, in the majority, part of the high-growth technological
or digital sector. The owner’s skills in business management are recognised as a main
handicap for the creative industries to realise its potential: “There is a need for access
to business skills and business development training for makers, particularly at new
entrant and mid-career stage” (9). Indeed, the managerial capacity in the owner-
manager and his or her ability to operate in an uncertain external environment are
well documented as key factors in the growth of an SME (10).  Business support in the
form of advice and mentoring provides much needed “reassurance in the face of
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uncertainty” for entrepreneurs (11). Research also indicates that the relevance of
advice to the entrepreneur’s needs is central to successful support (12), including
sharing experiences between peers (13).

 

Thus, New Creative Markets focused on addressing needs by improving the marketing
and management skills of the owner-manager, while using peer-to-peer support and
industry specialists to transfer specialist industry knowledge, which is generally kept
tacit.

 

Data Presentation

• Participants Profiles

New Creative Markets reached 405 participants by June 2014. These participants
come from all parts of London (27 boroughs out of 32). Photography (Digital Imaging)
is the most represented discipline in the programme (53% of participants). Visual
Artists make up for a quarter of the group, while Craft and Design both account for
11% of participants.

 

The programme participants tend to be more diverse than the average in the Creative
and Cultural Industries in London: the participants are 66% female, 40% BAME (Black
Asian Minority Ethnic including white non-British) and 12% disabled. By comparison, it
was reported that the industry is on average 41% female, 7% BAME (excluding white
non-British) and 9% disabled (16,17).

 

• Business profiles

All New Creative Markets participants are micro-businesses (less than 10 employees).
In keeping with averages in these sectors of the creative industries, the programme
participants are largely sole traders (89%) (18). 10% are owners of an SME and only
8% pay salary costs. 81% work full time on their creative business.
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The average turnover from their activities as a sole trader is £14,520 (approximately
€18,300). Costs are £9,837 (approximately €12,400). This combines to give average
profits of £4,472 (approximately €5,600) and a Gross Value Added of £5,117
(approximately €6,500) (which includes profit, salary costs and depreciation). As most
are sole traders, the profit figure corresponds to the “take home” salary for the
creative practitioner from the business, a huge amount less than the UK minimum
hourly wage (£6.50/hour, approximately €8.20/hour) (19).

 

• Business Confidence

On entering the programme, the creative businesses and freelancers on the
programme were asked to rate how confident they felt about a number of issues, from
whether they believe they can earn a living from their business to how comfortable
they are accessing new markets or creating promotional material.

 

Most participants are unhappy with their current level of turnover (rated on average
3/10), but are moderately positive that they can make a living through their creative
business (rated on average 6.8/10).

 

Participants are asked about their confidence in their marketing skills. Participants are
relatively confident in reaching existing or new markets, and in their ability to present
professionally, particularly the artists. Producing or accessing marketing material isn’t
seen overall as a major concern, though designer makers and photographers are less
confident about it.

 

Most creative businesses on the programme weren’t confident that they would hire
somebody part or full time in the coming year. Only 18% of them were positive about
hiring somebody in the next 12 months. This reflects accurately the nature of the
industry, which is mainly based on sole traders.

 

• Needs of participants
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When entering the programme, participants are asked to rate their needs in different
areas. This information is crucial for programme delivery partners to tailor each step
of the training journey to the needs of participants, but also to understand the needs
of creative businesses in a wider, industry context.

 

The most pressing needs all revolved around developing sales through understanding
clients and routes to markets. The exploration of needs at entry stage validates New
Creative Markets’ rationale that market knowledge is the main need for creative micro
businesses and confirms that the main focus for participants on the programme is to
increase their turnover to sustainable levels.

 

Practitioners and creative businesses on the programme are then concerned with
developing the capacity of their business. They valued improving their strategic skills
as business managers, their marketing ability and finally their production or new
product capacity. The issues of financial and legal management are last in order of
importance.

 

This focus on sales by opposition to the issues traditionally attached to growth (IP,
legal and financial management) doesn’t only show that most participants are in the
early stage of their business cycle. It is also very much in keeping with research on
micro businesses from all industry sectors, which shows that sustainability rather than
growth is at the heart of concerns for microbusinesses (21).

 

Impact of the programme

• Financial performance

By the end of June 2014, New Creative Markets had delivered over 12 hours of support
to 283 participants out of 405 registered (70%). Participants are asked to fill in a
completion review after at least a year on the programme and completing 12 hours or
more of support. The impact of the programme comes from 91 completion reviews
returned so far.
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82.4% of participants reported making sales in new markets, either through a new
client, a new product or a new geographical market. The amount of new sales created
by the beneficiaries reached £550,339 (approximately €695,000) in June 2014. This is
an average of £5,234 (approximately €6,610) for each participant who made new
sales. 20% had entered into international contracts or joint ventures.

 

Economic performance is a difficult target to achieve, as costs often increase quicker
than profits. Only 54% of participants having finished the programme reported an
increase of economic performance (GVA), with an average of £6,931 (approximately
€8,750) each, or £361,271 (approximately €456,300) in total.

 

Indeed, over 80% of participants attributed to the programme a positive impact on the
financial results they achieved, whether on the extent of their success or on the speed
at which they achieved this.

 

• Business confidence

Participants’ confidence was tested both at the start and at the end of the programme.
The table below shows that, after the programme, participants tend to be less
confident about the future but more confident of their skills.

 

They reported being less confident that they will be able to sustain themselves
through their business or practice, or that they will hire staff in the following year. But
they exhibited an increase in confidence in their ability to reach new markets, make
the most of existing opportunities, present their work professionally or access/produce
marketing material.

 

The programme can therefore has successfully increased the business skills of the
creative businesses and artists on the programme while managing their career
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expectations.

 

Fig.1: Impact of the programme of participant’s confidence

 

 

• Programme feedback

Feedback on the programme is excellent. An overwhelming majority of participants
would recommend the programme to their peers (rated 9.1/10). Less than 5% of
participants would not recommend it.
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The programme is achieving what it set out to do with the participants: exiting
participants feel that it has met their expectation and answered their need as
identified at the start. They feel that it made a valuable and lasting impact on their
business.

 

The programme has a good direct impact on the business performance of the
participants. The participants feel that the programme helped them grow their
business (6.74/10), access new markets (6.76/10) and develop new ways of selling
(6.75/10).

 

Analysis

• Self-employment, Sustainability and Growth

The profiles and needs of the participants of New Creative Markets give valid
indications for the Creative Industries sector at large. They represent a part of the
economy rarely taken into account by the government, as most are well below the
VAT tax threshold.

 

Being almost 90% sole traders, the New Creative Markets participants are
representative not only of the Creative Industries but of a growing share of the
working population.

 

Indeed, the Creative Industries have always relied heavily on self-employment, three
times more than the rest of the economy (25). But self-employment is currently at
record levels in the UK economy as an aftermath of the recession. 15% of UK workers
are now self-employed: “the highest percentage at any point in the past four decades”
(26). Rise in UK employment since 2008 is predominantly among the self-employed
(26). This working model is thus increasingly shared beyond the creative industries.
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Particular issues face the self-employed professional. Some researchers argue that
self-employed freelancers are a “neglected form of small business” (27). The median
income from self-employed professionals has dropped 22% since 2008/09 (26) and it
is argued that they “earn less, work harder and (are) more isolated” (28). Indeed, the
financial profiles of the programme participants show that most are struggling
financially.

 

Although one of the main goals of the funded programme is to create new jobs, the
main need for the participants is to “make a living”. Developing sales and market
routes were the most pressing concerns of the participants. Only 8% employ staff and
18% were considering hiring employees in the coming year. But 27.7% of participants
who completed the programme created work for other freelancers.

 

This pattern of growth without increase in size has been noted in the creative
industries (29, 30), and may be linked to the business models of the creative
enterprise or to the intrinsic satisfaction found in the work itself (31). But this might
also be due to the size of the businesses in question rather than the industry.
Research shows that owners of micro-businesses in all industries have a tendency to
be lead by personal – as well as financial – objectives (32) and are resistant to
traditional models of growth, including employment (21).

 

New Creative Markets is useful to better understand the model of business
development in the Creative Industries, which may not yield many “employees per
business”, but certainly represent a dynamic, and increasingly important part of the
economy.

 

• A tailored and connected programme yields better results

New Creative Markets shows that it pays to identify and address unique sector-specific
needs of the participants, and to work with participants with the long term in sight.
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Most clients achieved results, regardless of their feedback on the programme. But a
closer analysis reveals that results increase a lot when the participant feels that the
programme has met his or her needs.

 

Fig.2: Programme tailoring and participant performance

 

 

In short, the programme performance is linked to its quality: participating businesses
achieve better when their needs are well identified, and met by a tailored support.

 

Academic research on business support for entrepreneurs states that taking accounts
of the needs in the supported businesses, as well as providing specific support and
“informal support mechanisms” such as networking events are some of the main
elements of an effective training and support programme (22). Indeed, peer-to-peer
support is an important learning method for entrepreneurs (12), particularly in the
creative industries (23).
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It is not surprising then that the businesses and freelancers involved have reported
that their favourite parts of the programme were the one-to-one support sessions with
industry specialists, and the networking opportunities. To quote two participants:

 

“I left my MA a while ago, so being able to come back and receive critical feedback
from a peer group, feel a sense of community and have the space to share is
invaluable”

 

“The best thing about being on the New Creative Markets programme is contact with
others… Hearing others’ stories of how they’ve come to a similar point in their career
has been very helpful to me. ”

 

• Confidence in business skills leads to business performance

Analysis of the programme data shows that confidence in business skills is linked to
better business performance in a virtuous circle. It is materialised in increased
presence in new markets and increased economic performance.

 

Programme data shows that those who are confident in their ability to make the most
of existing opportunities have created 10% more sales in new markets and 10.5%
more likely to increase economic performance than the average programme
participant finishing the programme.

 

The participants who are very confident in their ability to reach new markets are 14%
more likely to have made sales in new markets and 20% more likely to have increased
their economic performance than the average participants finishing the programme.

 

A participant exemplifies this virtuous circle in this remark: “I am feeling more
confident. Obviously, results create confidence, don’t they? If I sell a piece of work, I
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become more confident and I will sell another piece of work”.

 

Management skills of the business owners have been found to be a major element in
business growth (9). But a mentor-based programme has been found to provide
“reassurance in the face of uncertainty” (11) rather than hard outcomes. The
programme data shows that “soft outcomes” are at the heart of increased financial
performance.

 

Fig.3: Business confidence and performance on the programme

 

 

• Role of Marketing Confidence in Internationalisation

The analysis of New Creative Markets data has shown that trading abroad is strongly
linked to confidence in marketing issues. Participants who had a high confidence in
their ability to present their business professionally and to access marketing material
are much more likely to trade abroad than the average participant having finished the
programme.
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Those who were very confident in their ability to access the promotional marketing
they need by the end of the programme were 50% more likely to have entered in an
international contract or joint venture. Those who were very confident in their ability
to present their work professionally to an audience or a client by the end of the
programme were 44% more likely to have entered in an international contract or joint
venture.

 

More consistency and professionalism in marketing processes has been linked to
higher chances of internationalisation: “whilst reliance upon informal (marketing)
methods is often adequate in some domestic markets, such methods may be
inadequate abroad” (9, p115). Although creative enterprises have been shown to
internationalise in different ways than traditional industries, “exploiting personal and
business networks” (24), marketing confidence seems to be linked to better chances
of success abroad.

 

Fig. 4: Marketing confidence and internationalisation
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• Gender differences on the programme

The participants on New Creative Markets are predominantly female (66%). This
reverses the proportion currently found in the overall sector (16) but reflects the
gender ratio found in creative graduates (29).

 

The profiles of the participants to New Creative Markets show interesting gender
differences: businesses led by males are noticeably more sustainable that those led by
women.

 

The data shows that males are twice as likely to have a limited company than females
and slightly more likely to pay salary costs. Their turnover is higher, and so are their
costs. Their profits are higher as well as their GVA. Males on the programme are also
more likely to work full time and have been in business slightly longer.

 

Fig.5: Gender variation on business profile

 

 

This is consistent with gender research on entrepreneurship which finds that women
“perform less well on qualitative measures such as job creation, sales turnover and
profitability”” (34)
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But we find that businesses led by females achieved more on the programme than
businesses led by males in almost all indicators.

 

Female-led businesses are 19% more likely to make sales in new markets, for a higher
amount. They are also 24% more likely to increase their economic performance as a
result of the programme, although the average increase is higher in male-led
businesses.

 

Male-led businesses rate higher in matters of employment: they are more likely to
have safeguarded their own job at the end of the programme and are more likely to
have created a new position. Interestingly, female-led businesses tend to hire more
freelancers and women in self-employment have been rising at over twice the rate of
males in the past five years (26).

 

Fig. 6: Gender variation on performance on the programme

 

 

Female participants also appreciate the programme more. They are 15% more likely
to attribute a positive impact on their success to it (85.4% versus 74.4%) and 11%
more likely to say that it helped their business grow.  Both genders would recommend
the programme equally.
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Although the difference between male- and female-led businesses in the programme
reflects what was previously proposed by researchers, we believe that evidencing a
gender difference in performance after a support programme is new.

 

It could point to a greater lack of skills, but our data shows that there is little gender
difference in the needs assessments at the start of the programme: female
participants rated their needs only slightly higher than males (7.5%).

 

More research is needed in how creative women-led businesses perform on support
programmes. But our conclusions so far could serve as a counter argument to those
who propose that female-led businesses have goals that are less “classically” growth-
oriented than men-led businesses (36,37), and point toward a particular propensity to
learn and implement in this type of highly tailored, collaborative support programme.

 

Conclusion

New Creative Markets has been supporting creative businesses in London since 2012.
This programme aims to help creative businesses in the visual arts, photography,
design and craft sectors to access new markets and develop their sales. It is part-
funded by the European Regional Development Fund and is delivered by four arts
organisations working in partnership.

 

The scale of the New Creative Markets has allowed it to reach critical mass in the
London creative economy: over 450 participants have already created over £500,000
in new markets and over £350,000 in increased economic performance.

 

The programme has allowed us to learn more about the business needs of the
industry, which is of great importance for the partners involved. Understanding how to
develop income streams and creating a professional marketing offer were the prime
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concerns of these micro creative businesses. Marketing confidence seems to be linked
to an increase in activity in new markets, in particular internationally.

 

Further analysis of the programme data points to a virtuous circle of confidence and
results, with peer-to-peer networking providing reassurance, encouragement and
opportunities.

 

Finally, though female participants run businesses that are smaller than their male
counterparts, they seem to benefit more from the programme in terms of financial
performance and feedback. More research is needed to fully understand the
implications of these results in a larger context.

 

New Creative Markets will continue to support London creative businesses until
Summer 2015. A final evaluation will be conducted by an external evaluator and will
provide a valuable update on this paper.
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