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We examine recent evidence concerning the fate of creative workers since the economic
crash of 2007-2008. There is some consensus that the creative economy is an important
economic driver and does represent a source of fundamental economic change. There is
less agreement on what this change means for the creative worker and workforce. Some
studies suggest that the creative workforce has weathered the storm much better than those
in lower-order service and manufacturing occupations. Others challenge this finding and
some studies point to the growing precariousness and vulnerability of creative work. What
does seem clear is that the nature and degree of vulnerability is shaped and influenced by
the wider macro-institutional architectures within which this economic activity is situated.
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Introduction

Much has been written about the rise of the
creative class (Florida, 2002a) and the growing
importance of creative work in advanced econo-
mies around the world. At the core of this thesis
is the idea that employment in creative occu-
pations has been growing considerably faster
than the overall economy, and that this marks a
long-term secular transition in economic struc-
ture. Moreover, the implicit contention under-
lying this approach is that creative workers are
less vulnerable to economic fluctuations than
those in lower-order service and manufacturing
occupations. The recent worldwide economic

downturn and subsequent halting recovery
provide the first real opportunity to appraise
the accuracy of these arguments. In particular,
these events allow us to examine directly how
creative industries and workers have fared and
whether they have survived unscathed and have
continued to prosper. It also provides an oppor-
tunity to probe for evidence of differential
impacts of the recession across what is a large
and internally diverse sector, and to consider
what this may mean for our understanding of
its development, particularly in different places.

We begin by making clear distinctions
between concepts of the creative economy, the
creative sector and creative workers before
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reviewing the recent critical discussion on the
so-called ‘rise of the creative class’ Following
on from this, we consider the creative sector’s
contribution to economic activity in the years
leading up to the economic crash. Next we
describe the nature of the financial crisis of
2007-2008 and what is known thus far about
its impact on particular groups and places in
society. We then assess some recent evidence
concerning the fate of creative work and
creative workers in advanced economies
around the world since the crash. The emerging
picture remains far from clear. While Florida
and his colleagues find evidence that, in
aggregate at least, the creative work force has
been less vulnerable to the downturn, these
conclusions are challenged by findings from
other scholars. In particular, those studies that
pursue a more finely variegated approach and
that disaggregate their analysis more closely
along occupational, sectoral and city-size lines
find many creative workers still struggling to
recover ground that was lost since the start of
the major downturn. Moreover, their working
lives appear to have become considerably more
precarious in the process. Nevertheless, the
emerging evidence suggests that the nature
and degree of this exposure and vulnerability
are shaped and influenced by the wider macro-
institutional architectures within which this
economic activity is situated.

Clarifying ‘creative’ concepts in
economic development

The use of the term creativity in debates about
economic development is highly contested, but
at its most basic level, creativity is defined as
the invention of a new product, process, solu-
tion or idea that has some economic value. The
notion of creativity as an economic concept can
be traced back to Joseph Schumpeter’s (1942,
83) idea of ‘creative destruction’, defined as the
“process of industrial mutation that incessantly
revolutionizes the economic structure from

within, incessantly destroying the old one, [and]
incessantly creating a new one”

More recently, the term ‘creative economy’
(sometimes used interchangeably with ‘knowl-
edge economy’) has been used to capture the
longer-term ‘creative destruction’ occurring
in Western advanced economies, especially
with respect to the nature and organization of
work. The earlier Fordist period placed a pre-
mium on the quantity and efficiency of labour
in the manual and mass production context,
whereas today’s competitive realities are said
to privilege the cleverness and creativity of the
workers in the design and production of niche
products, processes and services. Traditional
physical inputs in production are still impor-
tant, but the ideas behind the best way to use
and adapt these inputs matter more and more.

Scott (2007) calls this new economy the
“cognitive cultural economy” where “intellec-
tual and affective human assets” manifest in a
diverse array of high-technology sectors, health
care, financial services, neo-artisanal manufac-
turing activities, media and other cultural prod-
ucts industries. Pratt (2008) suggests that these
cultural products industries, or what he refers
to as the ‘cultural industries’ (for example,
film, internet, music, textual, music, television,
advertising, architecture, crafts and design), are
especially important to study because they are
“practical examples of the hybrid and complex
relationships between production and con-
sumption, the symbolic and material” These
cultural industries are produced in specific
places and times and, like the cognitive cultural
economy as a whole, are inherently urban-
based and at the vanguard of a new economy.

In the last few years, the international policy
community has been grappling with definitions
and measurements of the creative economy and
cultural industries as evident in two influential
reports by the United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development (UNCTAD,2008,2010).
Traditionally,international agencies have defined
cultural industries or creative industries as those
commercial industries involved in generating
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intellectual property (DCMS, 2001). However,
more recently, the definition has been extended
to include “not-for profits; informal and public
funded agencies as well as for-profit, formal
and private sector activities. It also includes
production systems and value chains required to
sustain such products” (Pratt and Hutton, 2012,
3).Asaresult,the international policy community
now recognizes the ‘creative economy’ to
include this broader scope. This broader
definition has been adopted by UNESCO. This
agency recently revised its statistical framework
for cultural statistics to reflect the growing
complexity and novelty of what is now widely
recognized as a set of ‘new’ industrial activities
(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2009). While
none of these measurements is perfect, there
is now widespread recognition among scholars
and practitioners that the creative economy
represents a profound change in economic
structure and that its constitutent sectors are
important drivers of economic change. There
is some emerging evidence that the creative
economy may have grown faster than other
segments of the economy since the recession,
and that several key creative occupations within
the creative economy have performed quite well
(Pratt, 2012; UNCTAD, 2010). Nevertheless, the
concept of creative work and its contribution to
this process are still strongly contested.

Creative work is key to any analysis of the
knowledge or creative economy. Generally
speaking, creative work is defined as work that
allows for self-expression and work that is under-
stood to be much less stable and predictable than
just ‘a job’ (Christopherson, 2013). Where the
concept becomes most controversial is when cre-
ative work is characterized as extending to cover
all knowledge-based professions and is grouped
into one ‘creative class’ (Florida, 2002a).

The rise (and fall) of ‘the rise of the
creative class’

Most would agree that, notwithstanding some
important earlier antecedents (for example,

Hall, 1998; Scott, 1997), widespread recognition
of the growing importance of creative work
was first stimulated by Florida’s (2002a) argu-
ments about the economic significance of crea-
tivity and his creative class thesis. His ideas are
well known, but worth reviewing here briefly
because his core assumptions about creativ-
ity and the creative class have become deeply
entrenched in local economic development
policies in many different jurisdictions, particu-
larly those that one might characterize as lib-
eral market economies.

Similar to others, Florida (2002a) defines
creativity as the development of new ideas,
new technologies and/or new creative content,
but what distinguishes his concept from oth-
ers writing in the field is his emphasis on the
importance of the ‘creative class’ as the main
driver of the creative economy and as a predic-
tor of urban fortunes. Florida’s (2002a, 8) defi-
nition of the creative worker is much broader
than of those who make up the core occupa-
tions in cultural industries. He defines the crea-
tive class as “people in science and engineering,
architecture and design, education, arts, music
and entertainment, whose economic function
is to create new ideas, new technology and/
or new content” The outer ring of the creative
class includes ‘creative professionals’ in busi-
ness and finance, law, health care and related
fields who are engaged in complex problem
solving that requires a high degree of inde-
pendent judgement and education. This group
shares a “common ethos that values creativity,
individuality, difference and merit” (8). They
may be smaller in number than their manufac-
turing and service-based counterparts, but they
generate the majority of wealth in the USA
and arguably, according to Florida, are the core
wealth generators of the future.

One of the main underpinnings of Florida’s
theory is that those in the creative class are
said to be much more mobile than their service
and manufacturing counterparts, both between
employment opportunities locally and between
city-regions. Throughout the boom years prior
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to the 2008 financial crisis and subsequent
global recession, Florida’s research pointed
to a “large-scale resorting of people among
cities and regions nationwide” in which some
cities became centres for the creative class
while others were composed of larger shares
of either or both working and service classes
(Florida, 2002b). He also argued that creative
class centres were more likely to be economic
winners relative to other cities and regions.

The preference of the creative class for cer-
tain places over others became the backbone
of the ‘creative cities’ or ‘three Ts’ (Tolerance,
Talent, Tolerance) policy model that Florida
promoted and policymakers embraced in count-
less cities and communities around the world.

The model was instantly attractive to urban
policymakers and a broader audience because
it seemed to give them some potential for
agency over their local fortunes in light of the
major social, cultural and economic upheavals
brought on by globalization and technological
change in the preceding decades. Policymakers
became keen to assess and harness the poten-
tial of the creative economy and to attract the
creative class to replace the economic growth
and jobs lost as a consequence of longer-term
deindustrialization. Over the next 10 years, hun-
dreds of policy reports were produced promot-
ing Florida-inspired creativity-led economic
development strategies. At the same time,
scholars began to challenge seriously many of
the conceptual and empirical underpinnings of
the theory and how it was applied.

Critiques of the creative class

Creative class theory and measurement

Many authors have taken issue with Florida’s
particular definition of the creative class
and his approaches for measuring creativ-
ity. Markusen (2006) argues that Florida’s
approach is simply too broad and ‘fuzzy’ and
obscures many of the differences within the
creative workforce in terms of organizational,

labour market and innovation dynamics.
Similarly, an extensive body of work has
investigated the dynamics of creative work
and documented the variegated and diverse
sets of practices that exist within this sphere.
Workers in artistic and design-related pro-
fessions, for example, have always been and
continue to be subject to high levels of precar-
iousness and risk (Vinodrai, 2013). Moreover,
research on labour inequalities within particu-
lar creative professions has shown that levels
of risk and precariousness are further differ-
entiated by socio-economic class, gender and
race (Anthony, 2001; Kelan, 2007; Leslie and
Catungal, 2012; McCann, 2007; Nixon and
Crewe, 2004; Peck, 2005). These and other
authors have been at pains to point out that
workers in these creative professions are
far from a coherent ‘class’ as Florida would
suggest. They have very different workplace
experiences and lifestyle preferences, are not
always mobile and do not necessarily “share
a common ethos that values individuality and
merit” over other social and political values
(see also Kratke’s detailed review, 2011).

Another important critique has emerged
from the literature on the geography of inno-
vation, which has investigated how workers
learn, how knowledge is transmitted and how
creativity is embedded in certain production
dynamics. Storper and Scott (2009) take issue
with Florida’s argument about the direction of
causality between creative workers and urban
growth. They directly question his claim that
creative talent attracts employment-generating
investment and growth, arguing that the oppo-
site is true: urban growth and employment
opportunities are attracting creative people. As
Scott (2007 1477) points out, “cities are subject
to path-dependent growth trajectories in which
both the supply and the demand for labour
move in patterns of mutually cumulative causa-
tion. The primary engine of this process is not
the inward and unilateral migration of particu-
lar types of workers, but the complex apparatus
of the urban production system.”
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This same literature has emphasized that
the urban production system has many parts,
including a critical mass of economic actors,
specialized suppliers and services, a deep labour
pool, clusters in related industries and other
public and private institutions, and resources
for firms to draw upon (Porter, 1998). Cities
also provide the necessary place-based social
processes for innovation to flourish. According
to this view, innovation does not just happen
because one person takes an idea to market,
but rather it is a dynamic social process
engaging many actors. Often these actors work
in teams and share codified and tacit knowledge
through face-to-face interaction. This sharing
of skills, education and experience has been
called social learning, and evidence suggests
that this form of learning occurs more readily
when people are in the same place (Dosi, 1984;
Gertler, 2003; Lundvall, 1988). Storper (1995)
refers to these place-based assets as “region-
specific assets in production” or “untraded
interdependences” that cannot be easily bought
and sold on the marketplace. Given the socially
embedded nature of the creative process, it
is not surprising that only certain places are
able to nurture particular kinds of industries
and activities. In this light, an extensive body
of research demonstrates why, for certain
cultural industries (for example, film, fashion,
art, advertising), the concentration of firms,
creative actors and a particular cultural milieu
within the urban system is highly selective
and unique and cannot be easily replicated
(Christopherson, 2002a; Currid, 2007; Grabher,
2004; Kratke, 2011; Rantisi, 2004; Storper,
1995). Furthermore, Pratt (2008) has stressed
the interrelationship between different
components of the entire production chain
in his studies on cultural industries, arguing
that Florida’s creative class thesis unhelpfully
reifies the separation between production
and consumption, essentially individualizing a
complex and hybrid phenomenon. De Propris
(2013) has also emphasized this point in her
recent empirical study of UK cultural industries.

She argues that the creative industries and their
creative talent are key to the UK’s recovery, and
they are particularly essential in kick-starting
high-value-added manufacturing.

Another important part of this complex
phenomenon is the role played by national
and regional institutions in shaping the char-
acter and function of creative industries and
creative work (Beaverstock and Hall, 2012;
Christopherson, 2002b; Gertler, 2010; Lam,
2002). For example, Vinodrai’s (2013) cross-
national comparison of the design industry in
both a liberal and a coordinated market econ-
omy demonstrates the important role played
by different national institutions, rules and
norms in shaping the character and function of
the social and professional networks of design
workers.

Creative class theory in practice

An equally important set of concerns raises
doubts about the theory’s prescriptions for
urban planning, economic development pol-
icy and how the creative class thesis has been
applied in practice. Glaeser (2004, 4) has
raised questions about why creative peo-
ple should necessarily prefer dense, vibrant
downtowns and street-level culture. He ques-
tions Florida’s distinction between a more
mainstream human capital approach and the
creative class approach (see also Hoyman and
Farley, 2009). Using Florida’s own dataset, he
conducts his own empirical modelling and finds
“no evidence to suggest that there is anything
to diversity or Bohemianism once you control
for human capital” Accordingly, Glaeser (2004)
argues that local policymakers would do better
to focus on providing those commodities that
“those with skills want” —which are, according
to his research, lower taxes, looser regulatory
control over housing and land use, and better
public schools.

Other authors challenge the theory’s
prescriptions for urban planning based on
their understanding of the socially embedded
nature of creativity. Rather than focusing on
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upgrading amenities for one particular group
in society, Kratke (2011), Leslie and Rantisi
(2012) and Scott (2007) suggest policymakers
would be wiser to focus on attracting firms
and promoting diversified industrial clusters,
upgrading training and improving educational
offers for many in the cultural industries. Others
stress the importance of paying attention
to national institutions and regulations that
govern innovation, such as the entry and
accreditation of particular creative professions
and workers (Vinodrai, 2013). Sommerville
and Walsworth (2009), for example, have found
that some ‘creative class’ migrants trained
and experienced in their home country often
face difficulty with career continuity once
they reach their ‘host’ country destination.
Immigrant deskilling is a particular problem for
professional women (Pratt, 1999), and as Leslie
and Catungal (2012, 115) note “there is an
ironic and unproductive contradiction between
policies that attempt to attract creative workers
[on the one hand] and those that prevent these
workers from practicing their occupations” on
the other.

For several critics, the notion that the creative
class is somehow privileged in the investment
attraction strategies developed by cities, regions
and countries means those not in the creative
class (that is the working and service classes)
have been neglected by public investment
strategies (Donald and Morrow, 2003), thus
furthering class inequality (McCann, 2007,
Shearmur, 2007) and maintaining existing
relations of racial and gender-based inequality
(Leslie and Catungal,2012). Peck (2005,764),in
particular, has taken issue with the celebratory
nature of the creative class thesis by stating
that “the script and the nascent practices of
urban creativity are peculiarly well suited to
entrepreneurialized and neoliberalized urban
landscapes. They provide a means to intensify
and publically subsidize urban consumption
systems for a circulating class of gentrifiers,
whose lack of commitment to place and
whose weak community ties are perversely

celebrated.” From this perspective, Florida’s
policies amount to no more than old-fashioned
boosterism and place-based competition with
a narrow focus on appeasing the consumptive
desires of a particular class of individuals
(McCann, 2007; Peck, 2005).

Pratt (2012,14) agrees with most of Peck’s
critique of Florida’s focus on place competi-
tion and consumption, but seeks to open up the
line of critique further by focusing on the pro-
ductive dimensions of the cultural industries.
According to Pratt (2008), much of Florida’s
argument—and Peck’s critique—has side-
tracked other important arguments regard-
ing the potential role that culture and cultural
industries play in urban growth. Culture and the
cultural industries, he notes, are in fact major
potential motors of urban growth and regen-
eration in their own right. Recent comparative
international studies have shown that employ-
ment and output in the cultural industries
seem to be outperforming other parts of the
economy (UNCTAD, 2008, 2010; see also De
Propris, 2013). At the European level, estimates
produced by the European Commission sug-
gest that the cultural industries were growing
faster than the European economy as a whole
in the early part of the new century (KEA
European Affairs, 2006). This work is part of a
broader international policy project to develop
clearer definitions of the creative economy and
its contribution to economic growth.

The economic contribution of the
creative sector

Definitions

As discussed above, during the last decade, aca-
demics and policy makers have shown increas-
ing interest in the creative economy and those
creative industries and forms of work that
comprise it (Howkins, 2001). In some cases the
discussion has been more focused around the
concept of cultural industries (Hesmondhalgh,
2002). Clearly, definitions matter, but actually
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defining the creative economy has proved to be
anything but straightforward.

A useful discussion of the issues and chal-
lenges involved is provided by UNCTAD
(2008,2010), whose analysis focuses on the task
of defining creative industries. Following their
review of the state of the art, Table 1 summa-
rises four prominent approaches. The first, pro-
posed by the Department of Culture and Media
Studies (DCMS) in the UK, defines the creative
industries to be “those industries which have
their origin in individual creativity, skill and tal-
ent and which have a potential for wealth and
job creation through the generation and exploi-
tation of intellectual property” (DCMS, 2001).
At the present time in the UK, the creative
sectors are thus identified as advertising, archi-
tecture, arts and antique markets, crafts, design,
designer fashion, film, video and photography,
software, computer games and electronic pub-
lishing, music and the visual and performing
arts, publishing, television and radio (DCMS,
2006). The second approach, referred to as the
‘symbolic texts’ model, focuses on “the process
by which the culture of a society is formed and
transmitted through the industrial production,
dissemination and consumption of symbolic
texts or messages, which are conveyed by means
of various media such as film, broadcasting and
press” (UNCTAD, 2008). The third, termed the
‘concentric circles’ model, builds on the idea
of ‘cultural content’ (Throsby, 2001) reflect-
ing the view that creative ideas radiate out
from what are termed ‘creative arts’ through
sound, text and image to other sectors. This
approach has found favour in Europe (KEA
European Affairs, 2006). The fourth classifica-
tion approach builds on research promoted by
the World Intellectual Property Organisation
(WIPO, 2003, 2012). The emphasis here is on
those “industries involved directly or indi-
rectly in the creation, manufacture, produc-
tion, broadcast and distribution of copyrighted
works” (UNCTAD, 2008; WIPO, 2003).

UNCTAD (2004) has produced its own
approach to defining the sector to comprise

“any activity producing symbolic products with
a heavy reliance on intellectual property and
for as wide a market as possible”The UNCTAD
classification highlights their focus on the four
core groups of heritage, arts, media and func-
tional creations, and the definitions it adopts
are summarised in Figure 1.

The contribution of the sector to
economic activity

Interest in the creative economy has been
widespread in both developed and developing
economies, propelled in large part by Florida’s
(2002a) analysis. The UK, in particular, has
been one country that has embraced the poten-
tial of the creative economy to replace the
economic growth and jobs lost as a result of
longer-term deindustrialization (DCMS, 2001).
For developing countries, the sector has been
recognized as having the potential to reduce
their traditional economic dependence on com-
modities and to stimulate the more diversified
export-led growth so long desired by develop-
ment economists. Thus,

the interface among creativity, culture, eco-
nomics and technology, as expressed in
the ability to create and circulate intellec-
tual capital, has the potential to generate
income, jobs and export earnings while at
the same time promoting social inclusion,
cultural diversity and human development.
That is what the emerging creative economy
has already begun to do as a leading com-
ponent of economic growth, employment,
trade, innovation and social cohesion in most
advanced economies. The creative economy
also seems to be a feasible option for devel-
oping countries.... (UNCTAD, 2008)

Given the definitional challenges involved,
it is not surprising that it is difficult to acquire
comprehensive and up-to-date statistics on the
contribution of creative sectors to economic
activity. Table 2 provides some insight into
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Heritage

Defined as the origin of all forms of arts and the
soul of cultural and creative industries. Group
comprises the traditional cultural expressions of
arts, crafts, festivals and celebrations; as well as
cultural sites (archaeological sites, museums,
libraries etc).

Arts

Group includes creative industries based on arts
and culture. Group comprises the Visual arts
(painting, sculpture, photography and antiques)
and Performing arts (live music, theatre, dance,
opera, circus, puppetry etc).

Media

Comprises media that produces creative content
with purpose of communicating with large
audiences and thus: publishing and printed
media ( books, press and other publications) and
audio visual films (television, radio and other
broadcasting).

Functional creations

Comprises more demand driven and services
orientated industries creating goods and services
with functional purposes which includes design
(interior, graphic, fashion, jewellery and toys)
and new media (architectural, advertising,
cultural and recreational, creative research and
development (R&D), digital and other related
services) and also  creative  services
(architectural, advertising, cultural and
recreational, creative research and development
(R&D), digital and other related creative
services.

Figure 1. UNCTAD definition of the creative industries
Source: UNCTAD (2010).

their contribution to the European national
economies, based on the ‘concentric circles’
definitional framework described above (KEA
European Affairs, 2006). The evidence pre-
sented here suggests that the contribution to
value added as a proportion of GDP—at least
prior to the 2008 crash—varied from below
1% to over 3%, with the highest proportions
seen in France, Norway, Denmark and Finland.
The average would appear to be between 2%
and 3%. It should also be noted that one of the
aspects of the creative economy that has proven
to be attractive to policy makers is the rate at
which it appears to have been growing prior to
the crash, certainly as compared to the manu-
facturing sector but also in relation to broadly
defined service sectors (Howkins, 2001).

Gordon and Beilby-Orrin (2007), working on
behalf of the OECD, provide one of the most
extensive sources of evidence on the economic
contribution of the creative industries before
the crash. Table 3 shows some of the evidence
they were able to provide for five countries,
albeit for a number of different years. They too
conclude that something in the order of 3% of
national economic output seems appropriate
for the USA, Canada, Australia and France,
but they indicate a far higher percentage for
the UK.

The same study also provides some idea of
those creative industries that contribute the most
to economic activity. In all the countries for which
evidence is available, the largest contribution to
GDP or GVA was from publishing/written media
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Table 2. Contribution of the European cultural and creative sector to the European national economics

Turnover, 2003 Value added as % of national GDP
(all sectors included) (€ million) (all sectors included) (%)
Austria 14,603 1.80
Belgium 22,174 2.60
Cyprus 318 0.80
Czech Republic 5,577 2.30
Denmark 10,111 3.10
Estonia 612 2.40 g
Finland 10,677 3.10 %
France 79,424 3.40 g
Germany 126,060 2.50 Q
Greece 6,875 1.00 =
Hungary 4,066 1.20 g
Ireland 6,922 1.70 =
Italy 84,359 2.30 2
Latvia 508 1.80 a
Lithuania 759 1.70 B
Luxembourg 673 0.60 %
Malta 23 0.20 ‘-é_
Netherlands 33,372 2.70 é'
Poland 6,235 1.20 B
Portugal 6,358 1.40 o
Slovakia 2,498 2.00 &
Slovenia 1,771 2.20 Q
Spain 61,333 2.30 §
Sweden 18,155 2.40 3
UK 132,682 3.00 <2
Bulgaria 884 120 3
Romania 2,205 1.40 o
Norway 14,841 3.20 £
Iceland 212 0.70 8
Total European Union (25 countries) 636,146 =)
Total 30 countries* 654,288 3
Q.
*The countries covered by the statistical analysis include the 25 Member States of the European Union plus the two ‘g
countries that joined in January 2007 (Bulgaria and Romania) plus the three European Economic Area countries of >
Iceland, Norway and Liechtenstein. 8
Source: Eurostat and AMADEUS/Data elaborated by Media Group. g
o
Table 3. Contribution of the cultural industries® to GDP or GVA for five countries, various years® §
o

Contribution of cultural industries

Aggregate
Country Reference year Currency measured Value (millions) % of GDP/GVA
Australia 1998-1999 $A GDP 17053 31
Canada 2002 $Can GDP 37465 35
France 2003 € GVA 39,899 2.8
UK 2003 £ GVA 42,180 5.8
USA 2002 $uUs GVA 341,139 33

 Industries included: advertising; architecture; video, film, photography; music, visual arts, performing arts; publishing, print
media; broadcast media; art and antiques trade; design, including fashion design.

® For qualifications to the interpretation of these data, refer to source.

Source: Gordon and Bellby-Orrin (2007).
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(except for France where it was joint equal with
advertising). This industry contributed a share
ranging from just over 1% to just over 2% of
national economic activity across the countries
shown (Gordon and Beilby-Orrin, 2007).

Table 4 provides further insight for eight
European countries based on research commis-
sioned by the European Commission (KEA
European Affairs, 2006) and it shows the contri-
bution the sector makes to employment (along-
side Value added), with estimates ranging from
10-12% of national employment in Sweden and
Denmark to around 34 % elsewhere. In the UK in
2001, this was some 1.3 million workers It should
be remarked that estimates of the contribution of
the sector to an individual country’s GDP, GVA
or employment tends to vary significantly depend-
ing on the year taken and/or the data source.

On the basis of the various different analyses
reviewed above, it appears that the economic
contribution of creative work even before the
2008 crash was relatively small. Employment-
based assessments generate somewhat larger
numbers than do those that use GDP or GVA as
their unit of measurement, but even these seem
small relative to the prominence accorded by
these activities in the literature reviewed earlier
in this piece. One reason for this is that the agen-
cies undertaking the empirical studies included

in our review have all adopted rather narrow
definitions of creative work, confined largely to
what one might generally describe as the crea-
tive or cultural sectors. This stands in distinction
to Florida’s original definition, which emphasizes
the creativity inherent in a considerably wider
array of occupations and industries. The work of
most of these policy agencies also tends not to
look critically at the creative work experience.
With these key distinctions in mind, we
now turn our attention to the economic crisis
of 2008 —its origins, its nature and its conse-
quences for creative work and workers.

The economic crash

The 2008 financial crisis was indeed a watershed
moment in the history of capitalism, and its fall-
out has been very uneven and difficult to under-
stand (French et al.,2009; Garretsen et al.,2009).
Baily et al. (2008) argue that the crisis started in
the USA in August 2007 and had its origins in
the US housing market, resting on three interre-
lated developments: (1) the widespread uptake
of newer subprime mortgages and other financial
inventions that masked risk; (2) companies that
did not follow their own risk management pro-
cedures and (3) regulators and supervisors that
failed to prevent excessive risk-taking.

Table 4. Contribution of the cultural sector to the national economies of eight European countries, various years®

Contribution of the cultural sector to

Turnover Value added Employment
Reference

Country year € billions % € billions % millions %

Denmark 2000-2001 234 73 8.3 53 0.170 12.0
Finland 2004-2005 12.6 n.a. 43 3.8 0.086 32
Latvia 2004 0.8 n.a. 0.3 4.0 0.041 4.4
Lithuania 2002 0.6 n.a. 0.04 0.2 0.057 4.0
Netherlands 2004 8.4 n.a. n.a. n.a. 0.240 32
Poland 2002 8.7 n.a. 173 52 n.a. n.a.
Sweden 2000-2001 n.a. n.a. 171 9.0 0.400 10.0
UK 2001 165.4 n.a. 85.0 6.8 1.300 43

 Industries included differ significantly among countries. For further details and qualifications to the interpretation of

these data, refer to original source.

Source: UNCTAD Creative Economy Report 2010. Originally sourced from Eurostat and AMADEUS, quoted by KEA

European Affairs (2006, 68).
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The lack of responsibility by all players was
in large part due to an incentive model that
encouraged actors to pass off the risk of an asset
to someone else. Many supposedly rational eco-
nomic actors became caught up in the prevailing
bubble mentality, believing that housing prices
would continue to climb indefinitely, creat-
ing a contagion of expectations (Shiller, 2008).
The period between 2001 and 2007 was one of
rather modest growth in household income, but
household consumption continued to grow as
the personal saving rate declined. In advanced
economies such as the USA and the UK, home-
owners were tapping into the rising wealth they
had in their homes to finance consumption for
secondary homes, new home renovations, designs
and appliances. This demand in turn created a
new consumption-oriented lifestyle that sought
out unique, niche products and experiences,
including the same urban cultural amenities that
Florida associated with those elements of ‘qual-
ity of place’ desired by the creative class. For
example, during the boom years, many munici-
pal governments embraced policies that encour-
aged the establishment of trendy bohemian
neighbourhoods, design centres and arts districts.
Some of these policies led to the further gentri-
fication of inner-city neighbourhoods, whereas
others emphasized the redesign of public spaces
(Rantisi and Leslie, 2006).

When the credit crisis hit in August 2007, risk
was heavily concentrated among leveraged insti-
tutions at the heart of the financial system. The
first hit was to the financial institutions them-
selves, which in turn shed financial sector jobs.
However, by far the largest impact has been
registered through the wider recession that this
initial crisis produced. The depth and duration
of the recession has itself been exacerbated
by governments’ attempts to deal with their
indebtedness (itself, in part, a result of the credit
crisis and the bailouts required to their bank-
ing sectors). In almost every Western country,
there have been sharp increases in public debt,
which have provoked many countries to begin
cutting public expenditures, further reducing

aggregate demand and employment and leading
to increases in unemployment. The economies of
Western Europe are particularly blighted.

It has since become clear that the impact of the
credit crisis on financial services employment has
not been nearly as severe as many first thought,
nor has it impacted, particularly, severely the
relatively prosperous cities and regions in which
those who work in this sector tend to live. Rather,
the effect in the USA and Europe (European
Commission, 2012) has been felt most directly
by workers in traditional sectors, like manufac-
turing, as well as in government, and often most
profoundly by those on relatively lower incomes
and who were already living in economically
weaker areas (for a discussion of these effects,see
Bardhan and Walker, 2011; Kitson et al., 2011).
What all this has meant for the economic liveli-
hood of those who constitute the creative class is
not easy to predict without in-depth research,
and it is to this we now turn.

Creatives after the crash?

So what has happened to creative work and the
creative class in advanced economies since the
crash? Since we are still in an extended period of
uneven and tenuous recovery, the impact on the
creative economy is still evolving. Some recent
policy reports suggest that, overall, the creative
sector has fared much better than other segments
of the economy (see, for example, European
Commission, 2011; UNCTAD, 2010). However,
caution is needed in interpreting these results, as
most of these reports have based their analysis
on 2008-2009 data, which are mostly reflective of
economic activity before the prolonged period of
major economic slowdown.

Florida and his colleagues have recently
revisited his creative class thesis since the crash,
asking if members of the creative class have
been less likely to experience unemployment
than workers in other occupational groups.
Drawing on evidence from regression models
using individual-level data from the 2006-2011
US Current Population Surveys, Mellander
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et al. (2013) find that, while at first there were
sharp increases in US unemployment across
their manufacturing, service and creative class
groupings, members of the creative class had a
lower overall probability of being unemployed.
This suggests to them a structural change
underway that favours knowledge-based crea-
tive industries.

In an effort to address the criticism that the
creative class framework aggregates together
too many occupations into a single category
(Markusen, 2006; Peck, 2005), Currid-Halkett
and Stolarick (2013) seek to understand how
different occupational subgroups within the
creative class have contributed to growth and
recovery after the crash. They examine variation
in unemployment rates between city-regions
during the period 2007-2011, comparing this
performance against baseline unemployment
in 2005. Their analysis isolates subgroups
within the creative class to distinguish between
the experiences of the following occupational
groupings: management, business and finance,
computer and math, architecture and engineer-
ing, life and physical sciences, law, education,
arts, design and media, and heathcare profes-
sionals. They are also interested in how these
creative class subgroups have fared within met-
ropolitan areas of different sizes. They find that,
with the exception of legal occupations, all of
their creative subgroups were associated with
lower unemployment. However, their analysis
also reveals that size of region matters. Smaller
cities were found to have benefited particularly
from having employment in subsectors like
life and physical sciences and architecture and
engineering, underscoring the inappropriate-
ness of a one-size-fits-all approach to regional
economic development policy. Not surprisingly,
the largest and most diverse cities were found to
be less vulnerable to fluctuations in individual
creative class subgroups. These results provide
some support to the creative class approach as
a useful construct in helping to make sense of
current urban and regional economic change,
but at the same time remind us of the need

to steer clear of broad-brush definitions and
applications.

Picking up on this same theme of city size,
Sands and Reese (2013) have examined how
mid-sized US cities (between 250,000 and
750,000 in population) fared in the economic
slowdown period. They find that mid-sized US
cities with a high proportion of employment
in creative occupations were as likely to suf-
fer decline as those communities with a lower
prevalence of creative workers. As they put it:

It does not appear that the creative class indi-
cators have had much effect on how mid-size
metropolitan areas have endured the Great
Recession, however. And, the evidence sug-
gests that creative class may have been more
important to economic health in the past.

They also concluded that, contra one of the
core arguments in Florida’s creative class thesis,
the presence of a relatively large population of
recent immigrants is negatively associated with
economic growth. Given these findings, their
analysis raises further questions about the appli-
cability of a theory developed to explain growth
in large metropolitan regions to mid-sized and
smaller cities and places (see, for example,
Bradford, 2003; Donald and Lewis, 2010).

Even before the 2008 crash, the literature on
the creative economy emphasized the fact that
the performance of creative work provided no
immunity from the fundamental riskiness inher-
ent in many creative occupations and industries
(see the review in Reimer, 2009). Indeed, for
many forms of creative work, risk and precar-
ity are dominant features. This theme emerges
strongly in a number of recent papers, which
interrogate the proposition that the 2008 crash
has accentuated the economic vulnerability of
at least certain kinds of creative workers.

Bain and McLean (2013) focus on perhaps
the riskiest form of creative work—creative
arts—examining the strategies that artists have
employed to manage precarity in their everyday
life, concentrating on the period since the crash.
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Exploring two case studies from the suburban
and exurban hinterland surrounding Toronto,
they examine how artists have come together
to create shared physical spaces—both perma-
nent and temporary —that support and nurture
experimentation and collaboration. They char-
acterize these alternative spaces as non-capi-
talist and collectivist, achieved through means
outside of normal market mechanisms. They
argue that such spaces are vital assets in sus-
taining those segments of the cultural economy
that eschew individualist modes of cultural
production in favour of “generosity, exchange
and co-creation” A key insight arising from this
work is that those working in the creative arts
are most likely to buffer themselves from the
negative consequences of the downturn by pur-
suing such collective, collaborative production
models that operate at some distance from the
vagaries of the market.

While such strategies may prove effective in
locations within the economicinfluence of larger
metropolitan regions, it is not clear that artists
are faring as well in smaller and less centrally
located urban regions. Grant and Buckwold
(2013) have recently examined the plight of
immigrant artists in post-crash Halifax, Nova
Scotia, and reached a less-than-optimistic con-
clusion concerning their opportunities to build
viable careers locally. Using a qualitative meth-
odology based on interviews with immigrant
artists, they conclude that, while membership
in local social networks is crucially important
in providing access to economic opportunities,
these networks prove difficult for diverse new-
comers to penetrate successfully. At the same
time, the relatively small size and limited base
of the local economy has curtailed the range of
opportunities for artists to earn a living wage in
such settings, further enhancing the precarity of
their working lives.

Another response to the ravages brought on
by the 2008 recession has been to turn to non-
capitalist forms of production altogether—in
particular, to artisanal modes of self-employed
production associated with the making of crafts.

A recent analysis by Jakob (2013) explores
this trend, noting the tendency of commenta-
tors to romanticize this activity as a fulfilling
and psychologically appealing, do-it-yourself
or ‘indie’ alternative to more conventional
forms of employment, or even a conscious act
of resistance and search for authenticity. With
access to the internet now widespread and with
the development of specialized websites such
as Etsy.com that cater to home-based crafts
producers, might this form of economic activ-
ity provide opportunities for high-quality work
and constitute a viable alternative path for
individual and community prosperity? Jakob’s
analysis reveals a much less rosy picture. She
finds that, despite the well-publicized successes
of a small number of ‘craft stars’, few crafters
actually earn enough income through this activ-
ity to support themselves. Indeed, most of the
growth in earnings associated with craft-based
production has been achieved by craft-support
enterprises situated squarely within the main-
stream of capitalism: producers of craft sup-
plies, providers of crafts training and online
retailers. Jakob’s conclusion is that the hype
around crafting amounts to little more than
“glorifying precariousness.... Can creative peo-
ple craft their way out of the recession? It has
never seemed easier to sell one’s work, but it
has never been harder to actually make a sale.”

The example of craft-based enterprise dem-
onstrates vividly how the lines between capi-
talist and non-capitalist forms of production
have become increasingly blurred. However,
as Christopherson (2013) makes clear, this
hybridization of economic activity is not con-
fined to the realm of crafting but is increasingly
widespread. In her recent analysis of the US
film and television sector, she documents the
emergence of a ‘do-it-yourself’ self-employed
workforce in which previously prosperous
creative workers in entertainment media have
been forced to contend with heightened vulner-
ability and uncertainty, and the erosion of ‘mid-
dle income work’ opportunities. Three trends
in particular have driven this development:
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increasing market concentration in the hands
of media distribution conglomerates, pervasive
downsizing and outsourcing within the broad-
cast television sector, and a decline in project-
based media production. In Christopherson’s
view, while these trends have become more vis-
ible and accentuated since the 2008 downturn,
they constitute the most recent manifestation
of a longer-term transformation in the organi-
zation of work within the entertainment media
sector.

Moving away from the US context, Vinodrai
(2013) undertakes a cross-national comparison
of the design industry following the economic
downturn to examine how creative workers
are adapting in different national and regional
institutional spaces. She examines design work
(focusing on industrial, product, graphic and
related design activities) in two urban settings
in advanced capitalist economies—one in a
more liberal market economy (Toronto) and
one in a more coordinated one (Copenhagen).
Her results underscore the importance of exist-
ing national and regional institutions in miti-
gating the effects of a downturn in the graphic
and industrial design sectors, which tradition-
ally have been precarious and risky forms of
work. She argues that, under the institutional
circumstances that prevail within a coordinated
market economy such as Denmark, some of the
negative attributes commonly associated with
flexible and risk-oriented creative work will be
dampened, thanks to the national social safety
net protecting workers in times of crisis and
unemployment. She further argues that—con-
trary to the received wisdom —these same insti-
tutional features may in fact provide a stronger
context for increased entrepreneurship, inno-
vation, risk-taking and experimentation among
creative workers.

Concluding thoughts

We have been concerned to assess the experi-
ence of the creative sector in advanced econ-
omies since the crash. The picture is far from

clear. During the boom period, we saw wide-
spread recognition of the growing importance
of creative work and an extensive appreciation
of the economic significance of creativity and
the creative class thesis by the public policy
community. Following the work of Howkins
(2001) and Florida (2002a), policy makers have
invested a huge amount of energy and time into
researching and promoting creativity-led eco-
nomic development strategies.

At the same time, scholars have begun to
challenge many of the conceptual and empiri-
cal underpinnings of the theory and how it is
applied. Questions have emerged as to particu-
lar definitions of creativity and creative work,
approaches to measuring creativity, and the
direction of causality between creative workers
and urban growth.

An equally important set of concerns has
centred on the theory’s prescriptions for urban
planning, economic development policy and
how the creative class thesis had been applied
in practice. By 2007 the theory had faced an
onslaught of scholarly criticism and many were
left wondering what remained. At the core of
the thesis was the belief that employment in
creative occupations had the ability to grow
considerably faster than the overall economy,
reflecting a long-term secular transition in eco-
nomic structure. Furthermore, an underlying
contention was that creative workers would be
less vulnerable to economic fluctuations than
those in lower-order service and manufacturing
occupations. There was thus probably no better
test of these views than the 2007-2008 financial
crisis and the wider recession that this initial
crisis produced.

The evidence thus far is inconsistent. On the
one hand, Florida and his colleagues find that,
in aggregate at least, the creative work force
has been less vulnerable to the downturn. But
these conclusions are challenged by findings
from others. The crash, it would appear, has fur-
ther thrown into question many of the assump-
tions about creative work, especially when
a more finely variegated approach is taken
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and disaggregated along occupational, secto-
ral and city-size lines. Many creative workers
are still struggling to recover ground that was
lost since the start of the major downturn, and
their working lives have become considerably
more precarious in the process. However, it is
difficult to say if they are more or less resil-
ient than if they had pursued careers in other
occupations and sectors. Some of the emerg-
ing evidence suggests that the coping strategies
used by creative workers blur the lines between
capitalist and non-capitalist forms of produc-
tion. Most interesting is that hybridized coping
mechanisms are not just confined to tradition-
ally risky and precarious sectors like creative
arts but are extending into other more main-
stream and traditional creative sectors (see also
McDowell and Christopherson,2009). Whether
or not these creative workers are more flexible,
resilient, ‘creative’ and thus less vulnerable than
other workers in their experience of an eco-
nomic downturn is also difficult to determine.

National and regional institutions matter in
terms of mitigating the effects of a downturn,
even in creative sectors that have tradition-
ally been dominated by precarious and riskier
forms of work. Moreover, the evidence of how
workers are faring since the recession in differ-
ent capitalist systems challenges the commonly
held view that liberal market economies are
necessarily better at providing a stronger insti-
tutional context for increased entrepreneur-
ship,innovation and risk-taking among creative
workers.

Further research should seek to move
beyond a unidimensional definition of creative
work and the creative class. As the events of
the last few years remind us, the conditions that
have supported the creative economy in the
past are capable of rapid change. If we are to
understand more about the role that the crea-
tive sector can play in economic development,
both at the national level and, in particular,
places within a country, it is essential that we
better understand the relevant pathways that
link it into the wider economy.

At the present time, we know too little
about how sensitive activity in the creative
economy is to changes in aggregate demand in
the national economy and the overall balance
between consumption and investment activity
within it. These shortcomings are also apparent
in our knowledge as to how creative workers
are linked into, and affected by, changes in the
labour market as economies expand and con-
tract through time. Only when these gaps in our
knowledge are closed will we understand how
the companies and workers that comprise the
creative economy fare during economic down-
turns and recoveries, and in often quite differ-
ent national and regional institutional contexts.

Endnote

! Another competing concept of ‘Creative City’
puts more focus on creative governance practices
and is closely associated with the work of Charles
Landry (2000).
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