
 
 

 
Who Goes Freelance? 

The Determinants of Self-Employment for Artists 
 

Joanna Woronkowicz1 and Douglas S. Noonan2 

 
1Indiana University, Bloomington, IN, USA 

2Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis, Indianapolis, IN, USA 
 
 
 

This project was supported in part or in whole by an award from the Research: Art Works 
program at the National Endowment for the Arts: Grant# 15-3800-7017. 
 
The opinions expressed in this paper are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent 
the views of the Office of Research & Analysis or the National Endowment for the Arts. The 
NEA does not guarantee the accuracy or completeness of the information included in this report 
and is not responsible for any consequence of its use.  
 
 
 

 

 
 



Article

Who Goes Freelance?
The Determinants of
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Joanna Woronkowicz1 and Douglas S. Noonan2

Abstract

This study examines the self-employment behavior of artists. Using data from the Current

Population Survey between 2003 and 2015, we estimate a series of logit models to predict tran-

sitions from paid employment to self-employment in the arts. The results show that artists

disproportionately freelance and frequently switch in and out of self-employment compared to

all other professional workers. We also find that artists exhibit unique entrepreneurial profiles,

particularly in terms of their demographic and employment characteristics. In particular, artist

workers are considerably more likely to attain self-employment status when living in a city with

a high saturation of artist occupations.
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Previous studies have documented the link between self-employment and
entrepreneurship (Blumberg & Pfann, 2016; Guerra & Patuelli, 2014). While the simplest
form of entrepreneurship may be self-employment (Blanchflower & Oswald, 1998), the bene-
fits derived by self-employment that fuel entrepreneurship include workers’ exposure to entre-
preneurial environments (Chlosta, Patzelt, Klein, & Dormann, 2012) and the capacity to
perform many tasks (Lazear, 2005). The extant literature on self-employment often
points to self-employment as an engine of economic growth and new venture creation (e.g.,
Fölster, 2000).1 This raises critical questions about the drivers of self-employment
(e.g., Guerra & Patuelli, 2014) and self-employment career dynamics (Blumberg &
Pfann, 2016).

The relationship between self-employment and entrepreneurship, however clear, differs
among occupations.2 Freelance social media strategist or computer programmer may be
ascendant occupations in some economies, but this need not hold for other skilled occupa-
tions like plumbers.3 That some of self-employment’s fastest-growing occupations involve
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artistic and cultural pursuits (e.g., design, writing and editing, photography, audio, and video)
suggests that occupation-specific drivers of self-employment differ in fundamental and
important ways.

The need for understanding the self-employment dynamics of specific occupations, as
opposed to industries (Markusen, 2004; Markusen et al., 2008) is directly related to being
able to design effective economic development policies involving the promotion of entrepre-
neurship. In general, entrepreneurship has been closely tied to economic development
(Schumpeter, 1934), particularly at the local level. Primarily due to Florida’s (2002, 2003)
work on creative class workers, several studies have linked artist workers, in particular, to the
economic development of urban areas (e.g., Atkinson & Easthope, 2009; Currid, 2007;
Grodach, 2013; Grodach & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2007; Markusen, 2006; Markusen &
Gadwa, 2010; Zimmerman, 2008). As such, policies that encourage artistic startups are
already being designed and implemented in various locales.4

Artists’ alignment with entrepreneurship is well documented (e.g., Agrawal, Catalini, &
Goldfarb, 2010). Historically, very few artists worked as salaried workers—mainly as court
artists in the French, Italian, German, Austrian, and Spanish aristocracies in the middle ages.
Other artists essentially acted as freelancers by earning income from serving as heads of
workshops designed to take up commissions and receiving funds from salaried public and
clerical offices, and even, grants. Fairs and street markets were a common way Dutch medi-
eval artists earned income. Finally, artists throughout history have supplemented artistic
income through secondary work (Wittkower & Wittkower, 1963). In contemporary times,
artists still relate to entrepreneurs on a dimension of characteristics (Barry, 2011; Lindqvist,
2011). For example, like entrepreneurs, artists have a tendency to depart from prevailing
norms (de Guillet Monthoux, 2000) and produce innovative and novel products (Wijnberg
& Gemser. 2000). These two characteristics have also been applied to entrepreneurs, primarily
through Schumpeter’s (1942) theory of creative destruction, which focuses on the creation of
new combinations that disrupt the circular flow of an economic market. In other words,
artists, like entrepreneurs, are constantly seeking out new forms of idea generation.

In studies of artist entrepreneurs, scholars have implicitly assumed that the term artist is
synonymous with entrepreneur by not only aligning the conception of each type of worker
with one another, but also by failing to distinguish between artists whose work takes place in a
traditional wage/salary setting versus the artist who works as a sole proprietor, independent
contractor, or other form of entrepreneurial work (Essig, 2015; Scherdin & Zander, 2011).
While self-employed may not be synonymous with entrepreneur, the reality of the situation is
that, workers choosing self-employment do so partly to attain the independence associated
with being an entrepreneur (Douglas & Shepherd, 2002). Therefore, if we assume that artists
are inherently entrepreneurial (Scherdin & Zander, 2011), it becomes important to try to
understand how artist workers move toward what might be their ultimate goal: self-
employment. To do this, we focus on the characteristics of the non-self-employed (i.e., the
wage/salary worker) artist and identify what characteristics lead him or her to choose
self-employment.

This study examines the self-employment behavior of artists relative to other types of
professional workers. Using data from the Current Population Survey (CPS) between 2003
and 2015, we estimate a series of panel logit models to predict transitions from paid employ-
ment to self-employment (i.e., freelancing) in the arts. The results show that artists dispro-
portionately freelance and frequently switch in and out of self-employment compared to all
other professional workers. We also find that artists exhibit unique entrepreneurial profiles,
particularly in terms of their demographic and work behavior characteristics. In particular,
the results suggest that married females may use self-employment to pursue arts-related work.
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Additionally, artist workers are considerably more likely to attain self-employment status
when living in a city with a high saturation of artist occupations. The study concludes with
discussing how understanding the entrepreneurial profiles of specific occupations can benefit
entrepreneurial policies.

Artists and Self-Employment Determinants

Empirical research on artist careers is relatively short-lived. One of the first studies—on per-
forming artists’ perceptions toward risk—traces back to the mid-1970s (Santos, 1976) or the
analysis of artists’ income in Baumol and Bowen (1966). Subsequent research has focused
primarily on individual artist occupations (e.g., musicians, actors). Furthermore, most studies
utilize cross-sectional data.5 In sum, very little research on artists’ labor markets have been
generalizable to a larger population of artists or validated through longitudinal methods.6

Within the small set of empirical studies on artists exists an even smaller set of studies on
artists’ employment decisions. The employment decision of an artist has typically been mod-
eled as an input to other types of labor outcomes, such as earnings (Wassall & Alper, 1992),
occupational persistence (Stohs, 1991a, 1991b), and work hours (Robinson & Montgomery,
2000) via a traditional labor supply model. In general, these studies have found that not only
is there great variability in artists’ incomes, but also that the return on education is lower than
in other occupations with otherwise similar characteristics (Filer, 1990). Occupational persist-
ence as an artist varies depending on individual characteristics such as gender, age, and
experience. Further, artists’ non-pecuniary motives for arts-related work influence time-
allocation decisions between arts-related and non-arts-related work.

It is the latter strain of research that suggests that the psychic motivations toward work
may differ for artists as compared to non-artists. Throsby’s (1994) work-preference model for
artists challenges the underlying assumption of the neo-classical labor supply model that work
is solely a means to income. In the work-preference model, the artist is partly driven by the
satisfaction he receives from creating art. Thus, an artist’s labor supply function is comprised
of variables measuring both financial and non-financial benefits from work.

Further efforts to distinguish the employment behavior of artists to that of traditional
workers has involved using a production function to model artistic output (Throsby, 2006).
In this model, creative talent is included as an input to the quantity and quality of artistic
output, just as technology is an input in the production function of the traditional firm.
Therefore, inherent in this production function model of artistic work is the assumption
that artists behave not as individual workers, but as small business enterprises through self-
employment.

Historically, a large proportion of artists have been self-employed. Data from the 2005 to
2009 American Community Survey (ACS) show that artists are about 3.5 times more likely to
be self-employed than the average U.S. worker (National Endowment for the Arts, 2011).
Decennial Census and ACS data from 1990 to 2005 illustrate that about one-third of the
artists are self-employed, and that artist self-employment has been on the rise since 1990.
About half of the writers and fine artists are self-employed, and close to half of the photog-
raphers and musicians (National Endowment for the Arts, 2008).

There are various reasons that many artists gravitate toward self-employment, many of
them having to do with the characteristics of arts work and of being an artist. First, contin-
gent and contractual employment, which many self-employed workers rely on, is suited to the
project-based nature of arts work (Markusen, 2006). For example, actors are generally hired
for theater or film productions on short-term contracts, and photographers and musicians
perform one-off gigs. Self-employment allows artists to perform multiple projects
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simultaneously. Second, in order to juggle multiple projects, many artists necessitate flexibility
in work schedules (Menger, 1999), which self-employment allows. Flexibility is also related to
occupational determinants for artists, such as, ‘‘a high level of personal autonomy in using
one’s own initiative, the opportunities to use a wide range of abilities and to feel self-actua-
lized at work, an idiosyncratic way of life . . . a low level of routine, and a high degree of social
recognition’’ (Menger, 2006, p. 777).

Third, self-employment allows artists to pursue footloose lifestyles that allow them to move
from place to place. Frequently, project-based work for artists makes it necessary for artists to
relocate temporarily, or to be mobile (Markusen, 2006). For example, musicians often tour to
promote new music, and actors may be part of a touring production. In terms of where self-
employed artists choose to locate, scholars have shown that locational advantage has to do
with the concentration of similar workers and industries (Markusen & Schrock, 2006). Becker
(1982) provides the rationale for this type of creative clustering by describing the ‘‘network of
people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of conventional means
of doing things, produce(s) the kind of art works that art world is noted for’’ (p. x).

Frequent moonlighting among artists—where an artist will hold a job in addition to a
regular full-time job—also makes self-employment for artists plausible (Alper & Wassall,
2000; Menger, 1999). In terms of how artists allocate their time, there are three distinct
labor markets in which artists work: (a) the market for an artist’s creative work; (b) the
market for other arts-related work; and (c) the non-arts labor market (Throsby, 2010). Of
these three labor markets, the first (i.e., creative work) has been shown to be the most pre-
ferred among artists (Throsby & Hollister, 2003). Nevertheless, artists tend to toggle between
markets in order to supplement income from arts-related work (Menger, 1999), or to secure
workplace benefits not available through creative employment. If the income derived from an
artist’s arts-related work is greater than from his non-arts labor work, he has a likelihood to
be self-employed.

Within the economics and entrepreneurship literature, studies on self-employment choice
differ on a range of factors. The self-employment choice literature includes both theoretical
(e.g., Katz, 1992; Krueger & Brazeal, 1994) and empirical approaches, uses cross-sectional
and longitudinal data, and incorporates objective and psychological determinants (e.g.,
Douglas & Shepherd, 2002; Kolvereid, 1996a, 1996b). Within this literature, studies also differ
by whether the self-employment choice is modeled as a transition from paid employment,
unemployment, or both. This includes examining self-employment entrance (e.g., Guerra &
Patuelli, 2014), as well as self-employment retention (e.g., Williams, 2004) (i.e., entrance and
exit). Le (1999), de Wit (1993), and more recently, Simoes et al. (2016) provide surveys of this
empirical literature from which we draw. For the most part, this study draws from previous
empirical work that uses longitudinal data on the objective determinants of entering into self-
employment from paid employment.

In estimating transitions to self-employment, longitudinal studies have included variables
measuring educational attainment, labor market experience, liquidity constraints, and wage
rates. In terms of educational attainment, some studies have found these measures to be
insignificant in the self-employment choice equation (Van der Sluis et al., 2008). Others
have found educational attainment to be a positive predictor of self-employment (Bates,
1995; Blanchflower, 2004; Blanchflower & Meyer, 1992; Kim, Aldrich, & Keister, 2006;
Zissimopoulous, Karoly, & Gu, 2009). A smaller set of studies (e.g., Bruce, 1999) have
found education to negatively affect self-employment. Within the set of studies that have
found education to be a positive predictor of self-employment, there are various caveats.
For example, Bates (1990) attributes the positive correlation between self-employment
choice and educational experience to the availability of financial capital, and Evans and
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Jovanovic (1989) and Evans and Leighton (1989) also find that including capital in the model
eliminates the effect of education. Bates (1995) argues that the impact of education is obscured
when worker industry is not taken into account in empirical analyses (Blanchflower & Meyer,
1992).

Scholars have demonstrated the overall importance of labor market experience (Evans &
Jovanovic, 1989; Lin, Picot, & Compton, 2000) on the propensity to be self-employed.
Individual studies’ results differ based on the measure of experience used. Whereas age
(and age-squared) is positively and significantly associated with the self-employment choice,
actual measures of work experience are not.

The net worth of an individual, both in terms of her family and personal income, has
shown to be positively and significantly associated with transitions to self-employment. The
relationship between family net worth and self-employment is nonlinear, such that individuals
with higher family net worth may even be deterred from entering into self-employment.
Further, wage matters in the self-employment decision. Lower wages are associated with a
higher probability of selecting into self-employment (Evans & Jovanovic, 1989; Evans &
Leighton, 1989).

Both longitudinal and cross-sectional studies have included other variables measuring basic
individual characteristics and family background that have proved to be influential in the self-
employment choice. Males in general have been shown to be much more likely to enter into
self-employment in contrast to females (e.g., Blanchflower & Oswald, 1990; de Wit, 1993; de
Wit & van Winden, 1989). Age is a positive predictor of self-employment; however, it gener-
ally exhibits an inverse U-shaped relationship with self-employment (Caliendo, Fossen, &
Kritikos, 2014; Dunn & Holtz-Eakin, 2000; Fairlie, 1999). Being married tends to be a
positive predictor in the self-employment choice equation (Ahn, 2010; Brown, Dietrich,
Ortiz-Nunez, & Taylor, 2011; Eliasson & Westlund, 2013; Özcan, 2011; Taylor, 1996).
Empirical studies of self-employment show mixed results between having children and self-
employment propensity; however, a positive correlation predominates (Brown et al., 2011; Lin
et al., 2000; Wellington, 2006). Finally, in studies about the U.S. labor market, race (i.e., being
white) seems to positively affect an individual’s self-employment propensity (Borjas &
Bronars, 1989; Brock & Evans, 1986).

Data

As the previous section makes clear, the literature on self-employment determinants is
divided between studies that use cross-sectional data and others that use longitudinal/
panel data. Especially in regards to studies that use cross-sectional data, conclusions per-
taining to the characteristics of individuals who influence their propensity to be self-
employed are frequently countered based on methodological issues. For example, many
studies examining the influence of education on self-employment propensity fail to address
the endogeneity of education in the process of self-employment selection. If the variable
measuring education is correlated with unobserved factors such as ability, then an instru-
mental variables technique is warranted (Block, Hoogerheide, & Thurik, 2013; Van der
Sluis et al., 2008). Similarly, experience measures cannot adequately account for individual
characteristics that influence occupational choice (Silva, 2007), again, leading to questions
about the effect of labor market experience on self-employment propensity. The use of
representative panel data helps eliminate many of the methodological concerns that studies
utilizing cross-sectional data present.

To understand the motivating factors for workers choosing artist self-employment, we
use panel-formatted data from the 2003 to 2015 Current Population Survey (CPS)
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March Basic Files. We confine ourselves to the period after 2002 because the CPS went
through a number of changes at this time that more or less made data between 2003 and
2015 consistent. The CPS is conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau. The Basic Files are the
primary source for labor statistics in the United States providing information on employment,
earnings, and demographics for individuals in households from all 50 states and the District of
Columbia.

The CPS data have frequently been used in a repeated cross-section format to study
employment. This study exploits the longitudinal aspect of the CPS by linking individual-
level observations over a 2-year (t and t-1) period (i.e., March to March). The data are linked
using a unique person-level identifier created by IPUMS-CPS (Rivera Drew, Flood, &
Warren, 2014)7. As such, the panel data set is completely balanced since each observation
appears exactly twice. The CPS is conducted on a probability-selected sample of about 60,000
occupied households every month. Households are in the survey for 4 consecutive months,
out for eight, and then return for another 4 months before leaving the sample permanently.
The total linked sample in this study includes 610,520 observations, each with 2 years of data
for a total of 13 years.

We identified artists using a distinct set of codes from the Standard Occupational
Classification (SOC) system. SOC codes are used extensively by U.S. Federal agencies to
collect and disseminate data on occupations. The method for identifying artists in this
study is identical to the methods used in various reports published by the National
Endowment for the Arts (National Endowment for the Arts 2008; National Endowment
for the Arts 2011). Table 1 provides a list of the SOC codes and artist occupations that are
included in this study.

In this study, an artist is a worker who identifies in an artist occupation and is not
unemployed. Overall, artists make up about 1% of the entire sample. The census classifies
artists as professional and related occupations; as such, we run regressions that predict entry
into arts-related and (non-arts) professional-related self-employment and compare results
between the two sets of models.8 Professional workers, in general, have been shown to

Table 1. List of SOC Codes and Arts Occupations.

SOC codes Arts occupations

1300 Architects, except naval

2600 Artists and related workers

2630 Designers

2700 Actors

2710 Producers and directors

2740 Dancers and choreographers

2750 Musicians, singers, and related workers

2760 Entertainers and performers, sports

and related workers, all other

2800 Announcers

2850 Writers and authors

2910 Photographers

Note. SOC ¼ Standard Occupational Codes.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor.
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have high rates of self-employment compared to other categories of workers (Evans &
Leighton, 1989). Overall, all other professional workers (not including artists) make up
about 22.8% of the sample.

To measure self-employment, we identified workers in the CPS who indicated being self-
employed (i.e., incorporated or unincorporated9). Conversely, we defined paid employment by
identifying individuals who indicated working for wages or a salary in either the private
nonprofit or for-profit sectors, or in government as a federal, state, or local government
employee. In total, the sample includes 37.4% of self-employed artists in either period, or
both. This compares to 13.1% for all other professional workers.

We first examine overall trends in self-employment for artists and all other profes-
sional workers in order to understand how these worker groups compare to others.
Hipple (2010) illustrates that while the unincorporated self-employment rate for the U.S.
labor force has consistently fallen since at least 1995, rates among specific types of workers
have varied.

Figure 1 shows that for artists the self-employment rate increased between 2003 and 2015;
yet for all other professionals the rate tended downwards. Particularly between 2008 and
2011—the period known as the Great Recession (NBER, 2010)—the self-employment rate
increased among artist workers.

Trends in self-employment typically relate to shifts in industry. For example, the decline in
the share of agricultural self-employment since the late 1960s has been associated with the
emergence of large farming operations and the decline in small agricultural businesses
(Hipple, 2010). Self-employment rates among construction workers tend to mirror the cyclical
nature of the housing market. In other words, workers may shift their behavior (i.e., self-
employment versus paid employment) depending on the availability of opportunities in the
market (Rissman, 2003). Table 2 illustrates that between 2008 and 2011, the number of
employed artists decreased. Further, the percentage of artists no longer in the labor force
increased. Thus, the self-employment rate in these years appears to be partly a function of the
declining number of working artists, which reflects the lack of opportunities for paid employ-
ment in the arts.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Ar�sts All Other Professionals

Figure 1. Self-employment rates for artists and all other professional workers, 2003–2015.
Source: Current Population Survey, (March) Basic Files, U.S. Census Bureau.
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Transitions to self-employment are defined by identifying workers who indicated being in a
paid employment (i.e., arts and non-arts) in the first period (t-1) and in a self-employed arts
occupation in the second period (t).10 As such, artists can move into self-employed arts work
from either arts or non-arts paid employment. Similarly, professionals can move into self-
employed professional occupations from either professional-related or non-professional-
related paid employment. A very small percentage of workers in paid employment switch
into self-employed arts occupations—approximately 0.1%. For professionals, approximately
1.0% of paid employees transition into self-employed professional occupations.

Already, we start to see differences between self-employment behavior among artists and
all other professionals. If transition rates were proportional to workforce size, we would
expect about 23 times as many employees transitioning to self-employed (non-arts) profes-
sional work than into self-employed arts work. Yet workers transitioning to independent
professional contractors outnumber those transitioning to become freelance artists by only
a factor of 10. This implies that artists’ much higher equilibrium rates of self-employment
than other professionals (see Figure 1) accompany disproportionately high rates of entry (and
exit) into freelance arts work.

The likelihood of transitioning into a self-employed arts occupation also varies with occu-
pational status. Overall, about 7.5% of workers who transition into self-employed arts occu-
pations come from arts-related paid employment and the remainder come from non-arts paid
employment. As Figure 2 shows, the percentage of workers transitioning from arts-related
paid employment appears to have slightly increased throughout the recession suggesting that
a contraction of the artist labor market may have led some workers to opt for self-employ-
ment in the arts instead.

Methods and Results

We estimated a series of panel logit models to predict self-employment in t based on charac-
teristics in t-1 among employed workers. We ran the models predicting both transitions to

Table 2. Labor Force and Unemployment Totals and Rates for Artist Workers, 2003–2015.

Year

In labor

force NILF

NILF

rate (%) Employed Unemployed

Unemployment

rate (%)

2003 835,093 6,426 0.8 784,338 50,755 6.1

2004 1,632,654 15,284 0.9 1,543,177 89,477 5.5

2005 1,696,786 17,815 1.0 1,615,355 81,431 4.8

2006 1,609,000 16,412 1.0 1,560,896 48,104 3.0

2007 1,693,503 23,733 1.4 1,629,563 63,940 3.8

2008 1,684,268 6,778 0.4 1,630,131 54,137 3.2

2009 1,612,415 19,790 1.2 1,492,412 120,003 7.4

2010 1,679,146 25,717 1.5 1,507,064 172,082 10.3

2011 1,661,180 14,942 0.9 1,500,549 160,631 9.7

2012 1,714,023 12,958 0.8 1,597,208 116,815 6.8

2013 1,633,886 6,560 0.4 1,504,768 129,118 7.9

2014 1,587,569 13,751 0.9 1,481,077 106,492 6.7

2015 783,717 6,292 0.8 727,130 56,587 7.2

Note. NILF ¼ not in labor force.

Source: Current Population Survey, (March) Basic Files, U.S. Census Bureau.
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self-employed arts occupations and self-employed professional occupations (excluding
artists). We used the following model to make these estimations:

Yit ¼ �xit�1 þ �ðmale �married Þit�1 þ "it�1

The dependent variable is a dichotomous indicator equal to 1 if a worker switched
from any paid employment occupation in t-1 to self-employment in t, and 0 if a worker
remained in paid employment in both periods. We ran separate models to predict the pro-
pensity to transition to arts- or professional-related self-employment. We regressed the
dependent variable on a vector of worker characteristics including age (age), age squared
(age2), gender (male), marital status (married), college degree attainment (college),
Hispanicity (hispanic), race (white), whether the worker has children (any (child) and
under the age of five (childU5)), family size (famsize), and urban status (city). We also
included explanatory variables that helped account for job characteristics in t-1, including
the log of weekly earnings (earnweek), the total number of weekly hours worked (all
(hrswork all) and in the worker’s main job (hrswork main), membership in a union
(union), and status working part-time (part) and holding more than one job (multijobs).
Finally, we included variables that control for market effects, including the proportion of
arts workers in the workforce (artshare), and regional unemployment rates (unemprt and
dunemprt), whether or not the state has a homestead exemption law (homestead),11 and an
indicator (recess) for whether the observation (t-1) occurs during the Great Recession.
Table 3 provides a definition of each variable and how it was constructed. Table 4 lists
summary statistics for independent and dependent variables, and correlations between vari-
ables are presented in Table 5. Finally, we included an interaction effect between gender and
marital status to understand whether the propensity to transition into self-employment
varies among married men and women.12 Models predicting transitions into self-employed
arts work include dummies for each artist occupation (occ), and all models include year
dummies. All models were run as panel data models and utilize robust standard errors with
sampling weights from the CPS.

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

Figure 2. Transition rates for workers moving from arts-related paid employment, 2003–2015.
Source: Current Population Survey, (March) Basic Files, U.S. Census Bureau.
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Table 6 reports marginal effects and standard errors for all explanatory variables in models
predicting transitions for arts switchers (Models 1 and 2) and for professional switchers
(Models 3 and 4). The following variables increase the likelihood of a worker transitioning
into a self-employed artist occupation in a given year: male, married, college, white, part,
multijobs, city, and artshare. The effect on the interaction variable between gender and marital
status is negative and significant. In other words, relative to single females (the omitted cat-
egory), married workers have somewhat greater propensity to switch to self-employment in
the arts, and single men are even more likely.

Table 3. Methods of Construction for Variables.

Model variable

IPUMS-CPS

variable(s)* Method of construction

self-employed classwkr, empstat ¼ 1 if classwkr ¼ (10, 13, 14) & 01� empstat� 20

¼ 0 if 20� classwkr� 28 & 01� empstat� 20

earnweek earnweek ¼ missing if earnweek� 2884.60

age age N/A

male sex ¼ 1 if sex ¼1

¼ 0 if sex ¼ 2

married marst ¼ 1 if marst ¼ (1, 2)

¼ 0 if 3�marst� 7

college educ ¼ 1 if 111� educ� 125

¼ 0 if educ� 111 & educ 6¼ 001

hispanic hispan ¼ 1 if 100� hispan� 500

¼ 0 if hispan ¼ 000

white race ¼ 1 if race ¼ 100

¼ 0 if 100< race� 830

child nchild ¼ 1 if 0< nchild� 9

¼ 0 if nchild ¼ 0

childU5 nchlt5 ¼ 1 if 0< nchlt5� 9

¼ 0 if nchlt5 ¼ 0

famsize famsize N/A

hrswork all uhrsworkt ¼ missing if uhrsworkt� 168

hrswork main uhrswork1 ¼ missing if uhrswork1� 168

union union ¼ 1 if union ¼ (2,3)

¼ 0 if union ¼ 1

part wkstat ¼ 1 if wkstat ¼ (12, 20, 21, 22, 40, 41)

¼ 0 if wkstat ¼ (10, 11, 14, 15)

multijobs multjob ¼ 1 if multjob ¼ 2

¼ 0 if multjob ¼ 1

recess year ¼ 1 if year ¼ (2008, 2009, 2010)

¼ 0 if 2003� year� 2007 & 2011� year� 2015

city metro ¼ 1 if metro ¼ 2

¼ 0 if metro ¼ (1, 3)

occ occ ¼ 1 if occ ¼ (1300, 2600, 2630, 2700, 2710, 2740,

2750, 2760, 2800, 2850, 2910)

¼ 0 otherwise

Note. *See Flood, King, Ruggles, and Warren (2015) for definitions of IPUMS-CPS variables.
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Marginal effects for variables predicting transitions into professional-related self-employ-
ment bring to light some interesting similarities and differences between the characteristics
that are associated with workers’ selection into arts-related versus all other professional-
related self-employed occupations. Similar to models predicting transitions into self-employed

Table 4. Summary Statistics.

Mean SD Median Min Max

switcharts 0.0007 0.03 0 0 1

switchprof 0.01 0.09 0 0 1

logearn* 6.28 0.81 6.33 –4.61 7.97

age 42.25 13.21 42 15 85

age2 1964.47 1149.03 1764 225 7225

male 0.51 0.50 1 0 1

married 0.61 0.49 1 0 1

college 0.33 0.47 0 0 1

hispanic 0.14 0.35 0 0 1

white 0.82 0.40 1 0 1

child 0.47 0.50 0 0 1

childU5 0.13 0.33 0 0 1

famsize 2.94 1.54 3 1 15

hrswork all* 39.41 10.68 40 0 144

hrswork main* 38.61 10.22 40 0 99

union 0.04 0.36 0 0 1

part 0.24 0.41 0 0 1

multijobs 0.06 0.21 0 0 1

recess 0.26 0.44 0 0 1

city* 0.31 0.46 0 0 1

artshare 0.02 0.007 0.01 0 .06

unemprt 6.71 2.30 6.30 1.9 17.7

dunemprt 0.06 1.34 �0.30 �3.30 8.00

homestead 0.19 0.40 0 0 1

occ1300 0.001 0.04 0 0 1

occ2310 0.02 0.15 0 0 1

occ2600 0.005 0.02 0 0 1

occ2630 0.005 0.07 0 0 1

occ2700 0.00008 0.009 0 0 1

occ2710 0.0007 0.03 0 0 1

occ2740 0.00007 0.008 0 0 1

occ2750 0.0007 0.03 0 0 1

occ2760 0.0001 0.01 0 0 1

occ2800 0.0002 0.02 0 0 1

occ2850 0.0007 0.03 0 0 1

occ2910 0.0004 0.02 0 0 1

Note. *Missing values were imputed via multiple imputation of chained equations.
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Table 5. Correlation Matrix for Dependent and Independent Variables.

switcharts switchprof logearn age age2 male married college hispanic white child childU5

switcharts 1.00 .00 .00 .01 .01 .00 .00 .01 �.01 .01 .00 .00

switchprof .00 1.00 .03 .04 .04 .03 .03 .04 �.02 .01 �.01 .00

logearn .00 .03 1.00 .22 .15 .19 .22 .35 �.10 .04 .12 .05

age .01 .04 .22 1.00 .98 �.03 .27 .06 �.11 .03 .03 �.24

age2 .01 .04 .15 .98 1.00 �.03 .22 .04 �.11 .04 �.03 �.25

male .00 .03 .19 �.03 �.03 1.00 .07 �.03 .06 .04 �.04 .05

married .00 .03 .22 .27 .22 .07 1.00 .10 �.02 .09 .41 .21

college .01 .04 .35 .06 .04 �.03 .10 1.00 �.15 .00 .02 .05

hispanic �.01 �.02 �.10 �.11 �.11 .06 �.02 �.15 1.00 .12 .07 .08

white .01 .01 .04 .03 .04 .04 .09 .00 .12 1.00 .03 .00

child .00 �.01 .12 .03 �.03 �.04 .41 .02 .07 .03 1.00 .41

childU5 .00 .00 .05 �.24 �.25 .05 .21 .05 .08 .00 .41 1.00

famsize .00 �.01 �.08 �.19 �.20 .03 .34 �.07 .16 �.04 .58 .29

hrswork all .00 .04 .58 .11 .06 .20 .13 .13 �.02 .00 .09 .04

hrswork main �.01 .03 .62 .12 .06 .21 .14 .13 �.01 .01 .09 .04

union .00 �.03 .14 .09 .07 .04 .05 .03 �.01 �.01 .05 �.01

part .00 .00 �.47 �.09 �.04 �.15 �.10 �.09 .00 .03 �.07 �.01

multijobs .02 .02 �.03 �.01 �.01 �.02 �.01 �.04 �.04 .00 .00 .00

recess .01 �.01 .01 .01 .01 .00 .01 .01 �.04 .00 .00 .00

city .01 .00 .00 �.05 �.05 .00 �.11 .05 .15 �.16 �.05 .00

artshare .01 .01 .05 �.01 �.01 .00 �.02 .08 .11 �.07 �.01 .00

unemprt �.01 �.01 .00 .02 .02 .00 �.02 �.02 .08 �.03 �.01 �.02

dunemprt .00 �.01 .00 .00 .00 .00 .01 �.01 �.02 .01 �.01 �.01

homestead �.01 .00 �.01 .01 .01 .01 .01 �.02 .10 .03 �.01 .00

famsize hrswork all hrswork main union part multijobs recess city artshare unemprt dunemprt homestead

switcharts .00 .00 �.01 .00 .00 .02 .01 .01 .01 �.01 .00 �.01

switchprof �.01 .04 .03 �.03 .00 .02 �.01 .00 .01 �.01 �.01 .00

logearn �.08 .58 .62 .14 �.47 �.03 .01 .00 .05 .00 .00 �.01

age �.19 .11 .12 .09 �.09 �.01 .01 �.05 �.01 .02 .00 .01

age2
�.20 .06 .06 .07 �.04 �.01 .01 �.05 �.01 .02 .00 .01

male .03 .20 .21 .04 �.15 �.02 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .01

married .34 .13 .14 .05 �.10 �.01 .01 �.11 �.02 �.02 .01 .01

college �.07 .13 .13 .03 �.09 �.04 .01 .05 .08 �.02 �.01 �.02

hispanic .16 �.02 �.01 �.01 .00 �.04 �.04 .15 .11 .08 �.02 .10

white �.04 .00 .01 �.01 .03 .00 .00 �.16 �.07 �.03 .01 .03

child .58 .09 .09 .05 �.07 .00 .00 �.05 �.01 �.01 �.01 �.01

childU5 .29 .04 .04 �.01 �.01 .00 .00 .00 .00 �.02 �.01 .00

famsize 1.00 �.08 �.08 .00 .06 �.01 .00 �.06 .04 .00 �.01 �.01

hrswork all �.08 1.00 .95 .06 �.63 �.06 .00 .01 �.01 �.03 �.01 .02

hrswork main �.08 .95 1.00 .06 �.64 �.06 .00 .01 �.01 �.03 �.01 .03

(continued)
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Table 6. Marginal Effects for Models Predicting Transitions to Self-Employment (Arts and All Other

Professionals).

Arts (1) Arts (2) Profs (3) Profs (4)

ME SE ME SE ME SE ME SE

logearn �.0001 .0001 �.0001 .0001 �.001 .001 �.001 .001

age .00007 .00004 .00007 .00004 .0004** .0001 .0004** .0001

age2
�.0000007 .0000004 �.0000007 .0000004 �.000001 .000001 �.000001 .000001

male .0003* .0002 .0007** .0003 .006*** .0005 .007*** .001

married .00007 .0002 .0004* .0003 .003*** .0006 .003*** .0009

college .0005** .0002 .0005** .0002 .009*** .0006 .009*** .0006

hispanic �.0005 .0003 �.0005 .0003 �.004*** .001 �.004*** .001

white .0006** .0003 .0006** .0003 .004*** .0007 .004*** .0007

child �.0002 .0002 �.0001 .0002 �.001** .0007 �.001* .0007

childU5 .00002 .0003 .0004 .0003 .002** .0008 .002** .0008

famsize �.0001 .00009 �.0001 .00009 .0002 .0002 .0002 .0002

hrswork all .00002 .00002 .00002 .00002 .0001** .00006 .0002** .00006

hrswork main �.00003 .00002 �.00003 .00002 .00008 .00008 .00009 .00008

union �.0003 .0005 �.0003 .0005 �.01*** .002 �.01*** .002

part .0005** .0002 .0005** .0002 .005*** .0006 .005*** .0006

multijobs .0009** .0003 .0009** .0003 .006*** .001 .007*** .001

city .0008*** .0002 .0008*** .0002 .0001 .0005 .0001 .0005

artshare .03*** .006 .03*** .006

mar*male �.0007** .0003 �.001 .001

Pseudo R2 .19 .19 .07 .07

N 247,820 247,820 245,412 245,412

Note. Robust standard errors; Models 1 and 2 include occupation dummies; all models include a dummy controlling for

whether state has a homestead exemption (bankruptcy) law, a dummy for recession years (2009–2011), controls for the

regional unemployment rate, and year fixed effects.

Table 5. Continued

famsize hrswork all hrswork main union part multijobs recess city artshare unemprt dunemprt homestead

union .00 .06 .06 1.00 �.01 .01 .00 .01 .04 .03 .02 �.08

part .06 �.63 �.64 �.01 1.00 �.01 .01 �.02 �.01 .02 .01 �.01

multijobs �.01 �.06 �.06 .01 �.01 1.00 .00 �.01 .00 �.01 .00 �.01

recess .00 .00 .00 .00 .01 .00 1.00 .01 �.01 .36 .70 .02

city �.06 .01 .01 .01 �.02 �.01 .01 1.00 .12 .08 �.01 .01

artshare .04 �.01 �.01 .04 �.01 .00 �.01 .12 1.00 .00 .00 �.12

unemprt .00 �.03 �.03 .03 .02 �.01 .36 .08 .00 1.00 .28 �.12

dunemprt �.01 �.01 �.01 .02 .01 .00 .70 �.01 .00 .28 1.00 �.02

homestead �.01 .02 .03 �.08 �.01 �.01 .02 .01 �.12 �.12 �.02 1.00
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arts work, the effects of gender, being married, having a college degree, being white, having a
part-time job, and having more than one job are all positive and significant. On the contrast,
living in a city did not have a significant effect on propensity to select into professional-related
self-employment, whereas it did for selecting into arts-related self-employment. Further,
models predicting transitions into professional-related self-employment had additional sig-
nificant predictors, including age (positive relationship), Hispanicity (negative relationship),
having children (any (negative) and under five (positive), working more hours (positive), and
being part of a union (negative). None of these effects proved to be significant in predicting
transitions into arts-related self-employment.

The economic significance of several predictor variables in the self-employment choice
models deserves emphasis as well. By far, the strongest effect was the influence living in a
city has on the probability of choosing into arts-related self-employment. A one standard
deviation increase in the city variable is associated with a 0.04 percentage point increase in the
probability of switching to arts-related self-employment, or an increase of about 53%.
Similarly, a one standard deviation increase in the share of artists in the local workforce is
associated with a 0.02 percentage point increase in the probability of switching to arts-related
self-employment, or an increase of about 30%. In general, demographic characteristics,
including gender, marital status, and education, of workers had greater economic significance
for selection into professional-related self-employment than arts-related self-employment.
Nevertheless, the economic significance of working part-time and holding multiple jobs was
greater for selecting into arts-related self-employment than professional-related self-
employment.

Discussion

The first contribution of this research is empirical evidence on the labor market transitioning
of professionals into self-employment, especially for creative occupations like artists. The
results paint a rich picture of the high degree of self-employment of artists, and some inter-
esting patterns of switching into self-employed arts work. Relative to other professional occu-
pations, artists freelance at a much higher rate and have a greater share of workers switching
into (and thus also out of) freelance in any given year. In short, artists disproportionately
freelance and have a disproportionate churn through freelance status.

Churning may be related to labor market contractions for artists. Notably, the Great
Recession did not appreciably affect transition rates for these arts and professional occupa-
tions, in line with Figure 1. The recessionary increase in (unconditional) self-employed artists
in Figure 1 is not so much do to with an increased propensity for workers to switch into
freelance artist occupations. Rather, the results here imply a slower rate of switching out of
freelance artist work during the recession (into either paid employment or unemployment),
perhaps due to firms hiring fewer artists during the economic downturn.

Further, when a worker moves into an artist occupation, they are more likely to opt for
self-employment than workers switching out of (or remaining in) artist occupations suggesting
that new artists often find self-employment a promising avenue at first. Workers leaving artist
occupations tend to opt for paid employment than other artist occupations (those moving into
or staying in), consistent with the idea that artists often leave arts occupations to obtain the
stability of paid employment even if they are non-arts jobs.

The self-employment choice models show patterns that are consistent with the self-employ-
ment determinants literature for all professions, as well as some very interesting differences for
artist occupations specifically. As with other professional occupations, workers opting for
arts-related self-employment since 2003 have tended to be male, married, college-educated,
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white, and part-time workers with multiple jobs. Among these particular explanatory vari-
ables, the effects are in line with the theoretical expectations (e.g., Simoes et al., 2015).
Likewise, earnings do not significantly influence the transition rates for artists or other pro-
fessionals, although that result might be mostly due to poorly estimated earnings in the CPS.
Previous studies estimating the effect of wage on self-employment propensity have tended to
use either personal income or the minimum wage as measures (Blanchflower & Meyer, 1992;
Blau, 1997; Evans & Jovanovic, 1989; Evans & Leighton, 1989), and not weekly earnings as
we have done here. Further, wage does not eliminate the effect of education in our models as
the previous literature would also suggest (Bates, 1990; Evans & Jovanovic, 1989; Evans &
Leighton, 1989).

We learn about the unique profiles of artist entrepreneurs through examining demographic
and work behavior differences between workers transitioning into arts-related self-
employment and professional-related self-employment. Overall, demographic characteristics
tend to matter less for workers transitioning into self-employed arts work than for all other
professionals suggesting that creative workers may be inherently different than other worker
types. For example, age, which commonly reflects job experience, is a key influencer of
self-employment among professionals. For artists, age is not related to propensity to be
self-employed suggesting that traditional work experience is not a prerequisite for self-
employment among creative workers. It is either that creative work is particularly well
suited to entrepreneurship (Barry, 2011; Lindqvist, 2011) or that creativity is not a function
of experience, but of an innate ability possessed by creative workers. Relatedly, the influence
of a college degree on self-employment has greater economic significance for professional
workers than for artists suggesting that creativity might not be taught, but is rather unleashed
through entrepreneurship.

Further, on average, workers’ marital status is far more influential for transitions into
professional self-employed work than for artists suggesting that artists are inherently riskier
individuals and do not regularly rely on spousal support for entrepreneurial ventures.
Conversely, self-employment may actually provide avenues for married females to persist
as an artist, which is illustrated by the significant effect on the interaction term in the
model predicting self-employed arts work. Given that this interaction term is not significant
in the model predicting self-employed professional work, nor does previous work on self-
employment determinants illustrate this phenomenon, promoting entrepreneurship as an
access medium for female representation in the labor market can be a key distinguishing
feature of the creative sector.

This study also provides evidence that hybrid entrepreneurship might be a useful medium
for artist workers to eventually pursue arts-related self-employment as their primary occupa-
tion. Hybrid entrepreneurship is when individuals in paid employment are simultaneously
making efforts to launch ventures (Folta et al., 2017). While the nature of the CPS data
prevents us from understanding the types of entrepreneurial work being done alongside
paid employment, it does allow us to observe whether workers engage in part-time work or
hold multiple jobs prior to selecting into self-employment as a primary occupation. For
workers switching into arts-related self-employment, the economic significance of part-time
work and multiple job holding as a determinant is greater than for workers switching into
professional-related self-employment, especially since hybrid entrepreneurship is linked to
high-growth ventures (Folta et al., 2017) and business sustainability (Rafiee & Feng, 2014).

The two results that stand out involve city—a very strong influence for artists but not for
other professionals—and artshare. Being in a metropolitan market is key for supporting these
artistic freelancers (especially markets saturated with other artists) far more than it is relevant
to becoming an independent professional contractor. Previous work has long pointed to the
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importance of networks in facilitating artistic production in given industries (e.g., Becker,
1982). We now have evidence that particular geographic locations defined by their artist
worker concentration enhance the probability of artistic entrepreneurship as well. In other
words, agglomeration economies not only exist to create synergies between firms in one
industry, but entrepreneurship in industries can be stimulated by co-locating individuals
with similar occupational goals.

Limitations and Future Research

While these findings are promising, they are limited by the nature of the data. First, we restrict
the analysis to look at employed artists, which limits our ability to speak to switching to or
from unemployment and exiting or entering the labor market altogether. Second, while the
CPS is one of the more time-tested sources of data available in the United States, it lacks a
longer-term panel coverage for the workers (i.e., we only see year-over-year changes) and
better details about earnings. Furthermore, the CPS data lack convincing candidates for
exogenous instruments that might address potential endogeneity in some variables. A cross-
sectional analysis of self-employment status would surely by plagued by endogeneity bias in
the explanatory variables. By linking consecutive years of the CPS, we can instead explain
switching into arts-related self-employment with prior conditions or lagged variables and
mitigate concerns about simultaneity bias. Nevertheless, the identification strategy still
relies on the assumption that, conditional on all the controls in the models, an individual’s
unobserved propensity to switch to self-employment is uncorrelated with our lagged inde-
pendent variables. Possibly, workers select their location, family status, or hours worked
going into year t-1 in anticipation of their future switch to self-employment. The remaining
risk of endogeneity bias here recommends some caution in interpreting these results causally.

The risk of endogeneity bias is particularly concerning for implications of artist workers’
relations to economic development as suggested in various other studies (e.g., Florida, 2002,
2003), but for which there is scant evidence of causality (e.g., Glaeser, 2005). While the models
in this study do not explicitly test artist workers’ relationship to economic development, the
models implicitly suggest that the presence of artist workers is a factor in the employment
dynamics in cities by including measures of urban location and artist occupation concentra-
tion as explanatory variables. It is important, therefore, to emphasize that the results indicat-
ing significant associations between transitions to self-employment and artist workers’
location in a city and among other artist workers are not indicative of a causal relationship
between artists and economic growth. The results in this study simply add to the debate on
whether artists and creative workers play a role in the economic development of urban areas,
especially given the limitations in this study’s causal identification strategy.

The early results from this study suggest avenues for future research that have implications
for policy design to help stimulate entrepreneurship. First, artist entrepreneurs provide a lens
for other occupations that might favor entrepreneurship, but fail to respond to policies meant
to stimulate entrepreneurship based on what we know about the typical entrepreneur. For
example, artists represent a sufficient share of the economy, especially the emerging self-
employed gig (Katz & Krueger, 2016), or platform (Kenney & Zysman, 2015) economies. If
and as digital platforms and other changes foster more gig-style work, a closer inspection of
occupations with historically high self-employment rates highlights how the self-employment
landscape may change. Second, with a better understanding of the nature of specific occupa-
tions that have a greater tendency to be entrepreneurs, we can implement policies that lead to
outcomes that are more efficient. In other words, by prioritizing some occupations over others
in providing opportunities for entrepreneurship, policies can have substantial impacts on the
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benefits of entrepreneurship. Third, examining entrepreneurial trajectories for specific occupa-
tions can inform policies that create employment flexibility that in turn facilitates entrepreneur-
ship. Finally, examining variations in entrepreneurial activity among occupations can help in
defining what it means to be an entrepreneur. As the results in this study show, traditional
notions of what motivates entrepreneurs may not be generalizable. Therefore, the benefits of
entrepreneurship might differ across occupations as well. In-depth of analysis of the unique
trajectories of entrepreneurs can not only elucidate the different roads workers take to self-
employment, but it can also start to uncover the value added from specific occupations.
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Notes

1. See Simoes, Crespo, and Moreira (2016) for a summary of recent literature on self-employment
determinants.

2. Markusen (2004) discusses how occupational targeting can be a means for detecting potential for

entrepreneurship among specific worker groups, and how in general, variations in employment
behavior among different types of workers have prompted economists to emphasize the value
added from studying occupations as opposed to industries (Markusen, 2004; Markusen, Wassall,
DeNatale, & Cohen, 2008).

3. See Buttonwood’s July 15, 2013, article in The Economist, ‘‘Go Freelance and Work Harder. But
Will You Work Better?,’’ and Shannon Gausepoehl’s article in Business News Daily, ‘‘The Six
Fastest-Growing Freelance Jobs.’’

4. See, for example, the case of Maryland’s Arts and Entertainment District program that includes
property tax credits and income tax deductions to qualifying artistic businesses and/or individual
artists. More information can be found here: https://www.msac.org/programs/arts-entertainment-

districts. Similar incentive programs exist in Iowa, New Mexico, Louisiana, Rhode Island.
5. See Butler (2000) for a full list of artist studies, including those on individual occupations and

utilizing cross-sectional methods.
6. See Alper and Wassall (2006) for a discussion of artist studies that are both generalizable and utilize

panel data.
7. The retention rate of observations in the non-linked CPS sample between 2009 and 2010 is between

74.7% and 78.8%, respectively, according to Rivera Drew, Flood, and Warren (2014).

8. See http://www.bls.gov/tus/census10ocodes.pdf for a list of occupations in the professional and
related occupations major category.

9. Incorporated self-employed individuals refer to workers who work for themselves in a corporate

entity, whereas unincorporated self-employed individuals refer to workers who work for themselves
in other legal entities (Hipple, 2010).

10. In this study, we do not include workers who transitioned from unemployment to self-employment.

11. Fan and White (2002) identify a positive relationship between homestead exemptions and entrepre-
neurial activity, whereas Cumming (2013) identifies mixed relations dependent on exemption levels.

12. Previous research has shown that, not only are females less likely to persist as artists (Alper &
Wassall, 1998), but also that after marriage, they are less likely to be self-employed. An alternative

view is that females opt into self-employment after marriage to pursue part-time work (Simoes et al.,
2016). As artist work is often part-time, we would expect that married women would be more likely
to opt into self-employment over married men because it could provide an avenue for persisting as

an artist.
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