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Abstract

This study examines digital information use in contemporary visual art making in the
UK using a practitioner-centred approach. This research employs innovative
approaches to establish new understanding of visual artists’ tasks and skills in
contemporary practice. Based on evidence derived from a substantial series of
detailed qualitative case-study interviews, the research particularly clarifies the value of
digital information use in contemporary visual art practice in the UK and the
implications of the current digital information management skills base in the UK visual

art community.

This study deploys Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production to test its analytical power
in the setting of contemporary visual art practice in the UK, interlinked with Becker’s art
world theory which conceptualises art as a group activity. Bourdieu’s field theory was
particularly mobilised as a tool to analyse artists’ endeavours, whilst understanding
those endeavours as a result of interaction between a network of individuals and
organisations. These approaches were coupled with a practitioner-focused, qualitative
methodology to produce deep understanding of how artists spend their time, how they

value particular resources in making their work, and the relationship between the two.

I explore and specify how artists search for, retrieve, manage, use and circulate digital
information, described in artists’ own terms, and how they understand and value digital
information and digital objects in their practices and careers. Particular attention is
given to artists’ tasks that require digital technologies, the skills that are needed by the
artist to perform these tasks, the extent to which these tasks and skills are considered
valuable by the artist, whether the artist feels confident in their ability to perform these
tasks competently and effectively, and the extent to which they rely on their social and

professional networks, as foregrounded by art world theory, to ameliorate skills gaps.



The study identified that artists vary their habitus to contribute labour to different
Bourdieusian fields, particularly: a) as a private individual, b) as an artist working
outside their practice, and c) as artist-within-practice. Further findings include the
critical value of digital technologies and digital objects to the workflows of contemporary
artists in a range of ways across these fields. This research also shows that much of
the work in contemporary professional art making can be understood as invisible
labour, whilst the skills around effective use of critical digital technologies can be

understood as similarly invisible to this professional population.

Taken together, the study findings provide an evidence base for the use of policy
makers when designing funding activities or programmes in the visual arts sector.
Findings also support important suggestions for providers of education and training in
the visual arts, with profound implications for the fit-to-need of current curricula in
tertiary and professional art education. Finally, this study analyses and clarifies the
extent to which the information sciences are reaching this profession, and how the
professional art community may benefit from engagement with information science

concepts and practices as a tool in the struggle to stay in practice.
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Glossary

This section lists some key terms that will recur in this thesis and offers definitions of

how they will be used.

Archive: “Archives are the documentary by-product of human activity retained for their
long-term value. They are contemporary records created by individuals and
organisations [...] Documents do not have to be ‘old' to be an archive, just no longer
required for the use for which they were created. For archives to be of value to society
they must be a trusted resource. To achieve this they must have the following qualities:
Authenticity - the record is what it claims to be, created at the time documented, and by
the person that the document claims to be created by. Reliability - they are accurately
representing the event, although it will be through the view of the person or
organisation creating that document. Integrity - the content is sufficient to give a
coherent picture. Usability - the archive must be in an accessible location and usable

condition.” (International Council on Archives 2016).

Artwork: An output from the process of creation. Can be physically, digitally or

environmentally manifested.

Art work: Labour deployed towards creation of an artwork and the supporting activities

by an artist that are necessary to sustain their practice.

Born digital: A digital object that is first created digitally as opposed to a digital object
created by digitisation of a physical object. For example, a sketch created on an iPad
using drawing software is a born-digital object, whilst a sketch on paper which has
been scanned and saved as a JPG file is a digitised object. Both end up as digital

objects but only the first one is ‘born digital’.

11



Digital curation: The set of actions, skills and responsibilities involved in sustaining
ongoing long-term access to a digital object. According to the DCC Curation Lifecycle
model (Higgins 2008, DCC n.d.), this includes: conceptualisation, manifestation as a
digital object along with the creation of descriptive metadata, selection and appraisal,
ingest into a preservation environment, preservation, access, use and re-use, and
potentially transformation into a new digital object. This cycle of activity is reiterative
over time, and requires strategic planning, financial support and ongoing attention to

the surrounding regulatory and technical landscape.

Digital information: “Any type of knowledge [in digital form] that can be exchanged. In
an exchange, it is represented by data” (CCSD 2012). This data may take the form of
a digital object, including a website, or a database (a structured collection of records).

Digital information may be stored or accessed online or offline.

Digitalisation: The change over time from analogue to digital means in the execution of
a task, process or activity, e.g. teaching, business or making creative work. Not to be

confused with digitisation.

Digital object: A digital bit-stream that appears to the user as a coherent named entity
within a computing system. May be one of a range of file types (video, text, audio,
image, software, data record, etc.) and one of a range of file formats (e.g. in the case of
an image it may be in the format of JPG, GIF, PSD, Al, TIFF, etc.) May exist online or
offline. Simple digital objects are discrete items as described above. “Complex digital
objects [are] discrete digital objects made by combining a number of other digital
objects, such as websites...” (Higgins 2008, p. 137). Equivalent concept to the
“Information Object” as defined by the OAIS Reference Model' which in an archive
environment means the preserved bitstream together with the information or software

that renders it usable. (CCSD 2012).

' Described at https://public.ccsds.org/pubs/650x0m2.pdf
12



Digital preservation: “the series of managed activities necessary to ensure continued
access to digital materials for as long as necessary. Digital preservation is defined very
broadly for the purposes of this study and refers to all of the actions required to
maintain access to digital materials beyond the limits of media failure or technological

and organisational change.” (Digital Preservation Coalition 2015)

Digitisation: The process of creating a digital object by digitally rendering an analogue
item such as a photograph or book through methods such as scanning or digital

photography.

ICT{(s): Information and communications technology/ies. For the purposes of this
study, this term is used to mean digital tools and devices capable of creating,
manipulating or storing digital objects. Such devices are usually also capable of
transmitting and receiving digital information via Internet connectivity. Examples of
networked ICTs include mobile phones, personal computers, rack servers and tablet
computers. Non-networked ICTs include digital scanners, digital cameras, USB sticks
and external plug-in hard drives. The term can also refer to apps, platforms and tools
that perform digital object storage, manipulation or transmission such as MOOCs,

online data sharing services and email.

Information literacy / digital information literacy: “comprises the competencies to
recognize information needs and to locate, evaluate, apply and create information
within cultural and social contexts” (Alexandra Proclamation 2005). Digital information
literacy is this set of competencies applied to digital information including information

presented online.

Information retrieval: The actions and skills employed in creating a search for a

document or other information item, or content within a document, in a database or

13



other information system, and assessing and selecting from the results of that search

to meet a specific information need.

IP: Intellectual property, a type of property that consists of intangible assets that are the
outputs of invention or creativity; includes rights (‘intellectual property rights’ / ‘IPR’)

such as copyrights, patents, trademarks and trade secrets.

LIS: Library and Information Science(s), or Library and Information Studies. LIS
degrees are amongst the qualifications often held by those working in libraries,
archives, and information research disciplines/professions including digital

preservation, digital curation and research data management-related topics.

Research data management (RDM): Digital curation as specifically applied to the

subset of digital objects which are specifically data used in research practices.

14
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At its most radical, technology does not designate a complex network of machines and
activities, but the attitude towards reality which we assume when we are engaged in
such activities; technology is the way reality discloses itself to us in contemporary

times. (Zizek, 2014, p. 29)

Much of what is written about art now seems to me to be almost delusional in the
grandiosity of its claims for social impact and critique, particularly given its often total

disregard of the reality of art’s social conditions. (Fraser, 2012, p. 30)

“I did this interview [...] and they asked, ‘What does it mean to be an artist?’ And |
said, ‘Project management’. Most of that happens with a laptop.”

Amy Gear, artist (2018). Quote from research interview.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Context: what do information practices have to do with
making art?

| received my first art commission at the age of 14. As a graffiti artist or ‘writer’ in my
small town, | engaged with the standard epistemic practice of graffiti writers of that
time, which was to build up a ‘piece book’: a thick, jealously guarded paper notebook or
folder of detailed pencil and ink drawings of planned graffiti murals. These murals were
referred to by writers as ‘pieces’, an abbreviation of ‘masterpieces’. The piece book
was the primary research and learning resource for each writer, serving as the location
where we each struggled with form, style, character design and lettering design; where
we tried out different colour schemes and shading techniques, and carefully copied
details from the work of other writers whom we admired. The resulting drawings acted
as a way to visually set out our stylistic aspirations and the findings of our research
practices. They were also, more practically, the plan for the execution of the final

mural.

This planning was necessarily detailed and precise. Graffiti writing is a difficult task. At
that time, it was mostly illegal? and significantly more laborious than the quick stencil-
based, limited colour work that is now the widespread representative of post-Banksy
‘street art’. Graffiti at that time was usually created by complex and extended use of a
wide range of colours to create the design on the wall, starting from a freehand
monotone sketch to establish the main elements of the layout. This was then reworked

in greater detail to build up the design, including detailed rendering of complex

2 Times have somewhat changed on that front. Legal wall-painting locations have expanded
throughout Europe, American and Australia since the 1990s and many graffiti works are now
commissioned by local authorities and advertising agencies; see McAuliffe 2013; McAuliffe 2012;
Kramer 2010.
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lettering, shading, colour, highlighting effects and the insertion of characters or other

surrounding illustrative elements.

To add to the pressure, this practice was also subject to serious consequences such as
public censure, the threat of violence, heavy fines or a police record. Secrecy and
planning were paramount for efficiency and success: the location was to be found and
monitored for times when it would be accessible, the surface carefully inspected for
suitability. Naturally, prominent and risky locations added to the esteem in which a
writer was held by other writers and the location had, at any rate, to be clearly visible
once the work was completed (Cooper and Chalfant 1984). Lighting was to be
considered, cans of spray paint were acquired and secreted and if necessary, carefully
labelled in marker pen, since all colours look the same in the dark or under orange
sodium street lighting. The appropriate spraycan nozzles were chosen and gathered.
Nozzles or ‘caps’ range from skinny to fat, and function as the equivalent of the various
nibs of a pen, providing differing functional and expressive capability. On some
occasions, reliable friends or fellow writers were recruited to act as a lookout during the

painting process.

The piece book, then, underpins the necessary planning and coordination. Through
the work in the piece book, the writer experiments with concepts, researches options,
comes to the firm conclusions required for the project to progress and in so doing,
allows subsequent decisions to be taken about the colours and quantities of paint, the
size and design of the work, the order in which to proceed with the various elements of
the work, and the likely time needed to complete it. Practising a final design over and
over again on paper allows the writer to build up a confident and embodied physical
sense of the design’s elements, which becomes in effect a rehearsal of the most
efficient way to complete the work effectively and generally builds up the artist’s ability

to produce the work under time pressure and in the dark.

18



The piece book also served as a form of currency with other writers: we could inspect
each other’s styles, use the drawings as the basis for suggesting collaboration on
larger works, and show off evidence of completed murals by pasting in photographs of

the finished work alongside the original drawing.

It was in the course of circulating a couple of the better works in my piece book that my
first illustration sale came about. Circulation at that time depended upon 10p-a-time
photocopies in a local stationery shop that could then be sent by post to other writers in
one’s network. The shopkeeper noticed the nature of the work being reproduced and
asked who had made the drawings. After reluctantly identifying myself, | was

commissioned to draw a logo for a local business, earning a whole £10.

At age 14, this triumph brought home to me an important realisation — that whilst art
making can be a painful, risky, expensive and intensely personal business, driven
largely by personal compulsion in the face of serious odds, the fact remained that
getting the right person to see what you are up to at the right time - probably involving
using technology in some way - can result in fabulous riches. “Perhaps”, | thought, “I

can make a living at this art business.”

Since that time, | have maintained my art practice alongside a research interest in
documentation of creative work, and the preservation of digital traces of creative
endeavour. This led me to an interest in digital curation and preservation, which can
be understood as closely entwined subsections of the information sciences (Higgins
2018). Digital curation and digital preservation tackle the challenges of keeping digital
objects in a stable condition, accessible to those who should be able to find and reuse
them, and preserved in sufficient fixity beyond their current technological and
administrative environments so as to endure as a reliable source of evidence or proof

of record-keeping.
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Most UK digital preservation and curation research and practice is currently deployed
in the context of large memory and research institutions such as national libraries,
archives, universities, research centres and large galleries, largely driven by legal and
organisational requirements to ingest, preserve and provide access to their digital

material. In those contexts, the use cases are clear.

But what about people who work in a sector which is mostly self-employed, that is to
say beyond institutional expertise and support? Particularly when these are people
who operate on extremely tight or non-existent profit margins and so will need every
activity and skillset to bring some benefit to their work. If such a professional sector
was also to some extent dependent on the digital objects created by information and
communication technologies (ICTs), then it is clear that understanding and deploying
digital curation and preservation knowledge would be of potentially very high
importance in this professional community. But what is the likelihood that these
individuals are currently engaging with digital curation and preservation skills and
activities? In addition, if this sector is open to new technologies, has a tendency to be
early adopters and has a marked appetite to push the boundaries of what any tool can
be reasonably expected to do, it adds up to a distinct and complex professional
community that would provide an excellent field for investigation to understand its
inherent values and workflows, and how digital curation and preservation contribute to
those. By this analysis, the contemporary art practice sector is a perfect professional

domain in which to ground this enquiry, led by the following research questions.

1.2 Research questions

The following research questions guide specific and tangible enquiries that will allow
the investigation of current working practices in contemporary visual art making, and

the value of digital information in those practices.

20



1.2.1 Research Question 1

What are the current strategies employed by professional visual artists to seek,
manage and disseminate digital information objects, including those obtained

and disseminated as a result of Internet use?

The examination of current strategies in professional art making workflows provides a
sound knowledge base for the use of project stakeholders and for makers of future
policy and training outputs. Gathering this evidence of tasks and activities undertaken
by artists allows this project to critically engage with Bourdieu’s theory of cultural

production, and with Becker’s work on art worlds.

Bourdieu’s work on cultural production was introduced in a broadly pre-digital era, and
so it is unclear how far his work on the theory of cultural production is still usefully
applicable as a framework for accurate and full understanding of the nature of cultural
production in contemporary practice, and specifically if the emergence of the digital in
daily art production processes disrupts this theoretical framework, or can be

encompassed by it.

The evidence of tasks and activities also allows a critical examination of Becker's art
worlds theory by providing a rich understanding of the “bundle of tasks” (Becker 2008,
p. 9) that comprise current art practice, and an evidence-based examination of the
value of these tasks, in the view of the artist, to the production of contemporary visual

artwork.

The views of artists were gathered via semi-structured interviewing. Sampling was to a
certain extent purposive in that it was useful for the aims of the project to ensure
distribution of participants from the various countries of the UK, as well as to ensure
distribution over the range of age brackets and genders specified in the question
instrument. However, it was also useful to engage with artists at different levels of

21



income from their practice. Accordingly, the level of financial performance as indicated
by DACS records was used as a proxy for this and participants were invited across this

range.

1.2.2 Research Question 2

What are the influences upon contemporary visual artists when making
decisions about the management of their digital objects, and how far do their

decisions support the sustainability of those objects?

For clarity, this question was reconfigured as two discrete but connected sub-
questions, namely:

2a) What are the influences upon contemporary visual artists when making decisions
about the management of their digital objects?

2b) How far do artists’ decisions about the management of their digital objects support

the sustainability of those objects?

This research question allowed a deeper engagement with Bourdieu’s theory of cultural
production by examining the nature and extent of the ‘field’ (Bourdieu 1996)
encompassing contemporary art working. This question led to an investigation of the
influences working upon the contemporary artist in terms of a specific aspect of
professional practice, and in so doing allows identification of the agents that, in
Bourdieusian terms, inhabit the field of power. The study investigated, via analysis of
those agents of influence, whether digital object management is influenced by external
agents or whether, in contemporary practice, the field of power is indeed so volatile
(Vigh 2009) that digital object-based activities such as online marketing and promotion,
which influence contemporary art making, are now undertaken by artists themselves as
much as - or instead of - any other agent of the field. These findings have implications
for the assessment of relevance of both Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production and for

Becker’s conceptualisation of art worlds to contemporary professional art practice.
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Reflections from artists themselves responded to Becker’'s dual — and possibly
contradictory - assertions that the cooperation of a wide network is necessary for art to
emerge in its intended form and that even without cooperation, the artwork will still

emerge (Becker 1984, p. 5).

This research question also allows the examination of the extent to which artists were
influenced in their digital object management decisions by policies created by funders
and other stakeholders, by the input of their peer networks, and by their training.
Policies by stakeholders consist of multiple and plural information objects, such as
guidance; statements of good practice; aspiration; risk management; legislative
requirement. Input from other stakeholders may take the form of advice, practical help
or modelling behaviour from others. Training - where it has been received - may
consist of a combination of these types of input. This research question produces this
typology of influence and analyses the extent artists are influenced in digital object

management by the people and institutions around them.

In question 2b, the notion of good practice in the sustainable management of digital
objects is represented by the widely used models and standards that will be
interrogated by the study and examined for their potential redeployment in the visual
arts. They are described in the later section ‘Conceptual models in digital object

management’.

1.3 Context and rationale: contemporary art making in the UK

The making of visual art provides both cultural and economic value to the UK (AHRC
2017; DCMS 2016, Economist 2014; Hobson 2012), but individual artists find
themselves attempting to sustain practice in an increasingly difficult economic
environment. Despite their training and experience, artists frequently suffer no pay or
low pay for their work (a-n 2014 and 2016; Arts Council England 2016; Scruton 2016,
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DACS 2014). Part of the challenge for contemporary artists in getting the value of their
work recognised is that the nature and extent of the labour involved in contemporary
visual art practices is poorly understood and as a result remains largely invisible to

policy and guidance providers.

There are many existing clichés around the nature of art making which usually
engender the notion that art making relies upon a gifted individual effortlessly sharing
their talent spontaneously with others. This framing suggests art making as an activity
which doesn’t require effort, labour, investment, or training - which allows wider society
to think of artists as people who produce cultural goods but don’t need to be paid for

their work.

It became clear that it is important to replace these tired clichés with evidence of the
concrete skills, competences and tasks required by contemporary practitioners on a
regular basis in their professional activities as the foundational task for understanding

more about artists’ relationship to digital information objects.

As with most contemporary professions in developed economies (European
Commission 2016, Goldstein 2014) visual art making increasingly involves the use of
digital objects in the daily practices of seeking, managing, and disseminating
information online (the skills collectively known as information literacy, in the
information sciences) as part of making workflows - whether or not the resulting
artworks are in digital form. To date, however, there has been little systematic
research into how artists work with digital information objects throughout their making
workflows. It is crucial to identify and characterise the digital tools that are embedded
in the workflows of contemporary artists. This in turn allows an empirical
understanding of the type and range of digital objects produced by these tools, and

how this interacts with use of the Internet in daily visual arts practice.
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These practices are underpinned by artists’ skills in the use of digital tools and their
competence in managing and using their digital objects to support the sustainability of
their practice. It is therefore important to build an understanding of the level of
expertise within the practitioner community in seeking, managing and disseminating
digital objects. Where it is evident that the practitioner community lacks knowledge or
competence in undertaking such digital tasks effectively, these gaps can be identified

and the case made for better support for relevant skills and training.

In an environment where the handling of digital objects and their role in the creative,
communication and marketing tasks of visual art appears to be increasingly important
to sustained visual art practice, the case grows for an improved understanding of the
nature of contemporary practice and the value of digital object use in the daily labour of

visual artists.

Within the last decade, a range of models and standards have emerged mainly from
the library and information science (LIS) research domain and from the digital
preservation and curation professional domains, to offer examples of systematised
institutional approaches to the accession, management, preservation and
dissemination of digital object collections. Some of these models and standards such
as the Open Archival Information System (OAIS) model (CCSDS 2012) or the Digital
Curation Centre’s Curation Lifecycle Model (Higgins 2008, DCC n.d.) now enjoy
widespread adoption by archives, research data repositories, digital libraries, and other
organisations with a responsibility for the management and preservation of digital
collections. It is clear that these models and standards are amongst the outputs of a
rich vein of research into how digital objects can be best understood, defined,
collected, managed, stored and made available for re-use. However, it is also
apparent that there has been little cross-fertilisation to date with many of the other
domains and professions that would benefit from this knowledge, possibly due to the

domain-specific terminology that is a feature of the information sciences domain.
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Given the challenges of sustainability for artists, it is likely that they would benefit from
better communication of the digital object management ideas and principles
underpinning these models and standards. Art practice is a domain that relies
professionally upon the preservation of digital objects over long timeframes. This is a
particularly interesting challenge when these management strategies must be
developed by individuals who are not conversant with the information sciences. To
achieve this, the nature of the daily tasks and activities of visual artists needed to be
comprehensively understood and analysed in order to understand the tasks and
activities on which artists routinely or typically spend their time. The study also needed
to analyse the extent to which artists relied upon their digital objects in practice, and the
value consciously attached by artists to their digital objects - which does not

necessarily correlate to the extent of dependency.

This study focused on artists as practitioners, by which | mean people who do things,
rather than the more theoretical view of artists as symbols of a particular creative
movement or art historical/conceptual value. As Becker points out, the “businesslike
work habits of many artists create an incongruity” to those who only consider artists as
rarefied and privileged beings with no connection to daily - sometimes physical - labour
(Becker 1984, p. 18) and as professionals operating within policy and requirements
frameworks. As part of this pragmatic view, this study examined in detail the level of
skill and knowledge in handling of digital objects as part of their research and making
practices, at both the level of the individual practice, and the wider community of
practice. This in turn allowed mapping of the extent to which these tasks are
recognised and developed by those who make art and support art making. The
resulting potential policy impacts in the visual arts sector relate to identification of skills
gaps which could usefully be addressed by art sector policy makers and training

providers.
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1.4 Theoretical approach

Several theoretical concepts underpin the theoretical framework for this study.
Primarily, Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production (Bourdieu 1983, 1996; Jenkins 2002)
and Becker’s theory of art worlds (Becker 1982) both conceptualise professional art
making as situated within social, ideological and economic conditions that influence
how art work is done. These theories taken together enable consideration of the
processes of contemporary art making without depending upon “idealist categories of
individual agency” (Codd 1990) and introduce several useful key concepts with which

this research engages.

In particular, Bourdieu’s field theory (Jenkins 2002, Bourdieu 1993, Codd 1990) is often
deployed as a way to understand the stage on which an individual or organisation
operates, and the way in which societal structures or other actors either grant or
withhold resources or access to resources. Bourdieu uses the concept of the field to
underpin aspects of his theory of cultural production (1993), and the current study
brings the theory of cultural production into use as a tool to specifically analyse artists’
practices from their own perspective in the contemporary digital - and arguably

‘postdigital’ (Cascone 2000) - age.

In-depth, qualitative interviews form the central corpus of data in this study.
Deployment of this combination of Bourdieu’s theories of the field and of cultural
production allow analysis of this data to define the different fields of activity engaged in
by artists: the individual, the artist-outside-practice; and the artist-within-practice, and
supports the analysis of the various types of capital that artists are striving for within

each field identified.
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1.5 Timeliness

This is a timely moment to investigate the sustainability of artists’ practice. The UK art
market is one of the major global art markets, growing in value since the 2007-08
global economic crisis (Hobson 2012), largely fuelled by strong sales of contemporary
work (Economist 2014). However, by the time of finishing this study, the art market
reports were beginning to show retraction, with the global market shrinking by an

estimated 5% in 2019 (Sutton 2020, para. 1)3.

The UK Government Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS)
estimates that the “creative industries” (see section ‘Visual Arts Sector’, below, for
more on this categorisation) contributed 5.2% of the value of the UK economy in 2014
(DCMS 2016)“. The UK saw a small but notable contraction over the course of 2015,
when sales “contracted by 9% to [US]$13.5 billion for a 21% stake in the global art
trade” (TEFAF 2016, also quoted in Forbes 2016, para. 3)° compared to a 22% global
share of the market in 2014 (Macquisten 2015). But contemporary sales are reported
to continue to perform strongly, with 46% of all value in the global art market in 2015
(the year this research began) coming from sales of contemporary and post-war work,
that is to say visual art created since 1945 (Economist 2014). Also relevant to this
study is the continued growth of the online trading market, which “grew by a significant
7% for a total $4.7 billion in [global] trade during 2015” (TEFAF 2016, also quoted in

Forbes 2016, para. 9).

Meanwhile, a fundamental paradox exists in the contemporary UK art market: whilst

the market continues to grow or at least stabilise in value at around a fifth of the global

31t is expected that the global pandemic and economic downturn of 2020 will be likely to disrupt this
trajectory but figures were not yet available at the time of writing.

4 The most recent year for which these figures are available, at the time of writing.

5 These figures are based on “data from dealers, auction houses, art and antique collectors, art and
financial databases and industry experts” (Kinsella 2016) and include sales of contemporary, post-
war, modern and old master sales categories at auction houses and galleries via traditional and online
channels, as compiled by the annual market report by The European Fine Art Foundation (TEFAF).
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art trade, and remains an important element of the overall UK economy, funding
sources for UK artists continue to be under pressure and most UK art practitioners earn
£10,000 p.a. or less (Kretschmer et al, 2011). In comparison, the median gross annual
earnings for full-time UK employees (including all low-paid, unqualified full-time

employment in the UK) in the year to 5 April 2015 were £27,600 (Scruton 2016)°8.

More than ever, artists must maximise the benefit of all resources at their disposal in
order to remain competitive in a system where they are rarely, or lowly, paid, and
ultimately for art making to remain a sustainable profession in which they can afford to
remain. In addition, online connectivity offers artists new ways to interact with each
other, art buyers, theorists and historians; new opportunities for research and
collaboration; and new channels for the promotion and distribution of their work to new
audiences and buyers. Art funders now often make funding decisions based on digital
evidence submitted online. The market for online art dealing is gaining momentum. In
2014, an estimated 1.6% of global art sales occurred online (Hiscox 2014) and — as
noted above — the proportion of online sales continues to increase. In 2015-16, the
online market was estimated to have increased by 24% (Hiscox 2016), and in 2019, it
was reported that 14% of global sales took place online, “up from 12% in 2018” (Sutton

2020).

The creation and management of digital objects, and their successful marketing and
promotion online, can now have profound effects on the economic viability of an artist’s
career. As DACS and Artquest have argued (DACS/Artquest 2014), the relatively low

income-level of many visual artists means that even modest economic benefits

8 This paradoxical inequality may not be surprising to anyone who has taken notice of the economics
of the art market and its relationship to social equality. As Andrea Fraser, drawing from Goetzmann et
al (2009; 2011), has pointed out, “art prices do not go up as a society as a whole becomes wealthier,
but only when income inequality increases. [...] A quick look the Gini index, which tracks income
disparity worldwide, shows that the countries with the most significant art booms of the past two
decades have also experienced the greatest rise in inequality: the United States, Britain, China and,
home to the most recent boom, India.” (Fraser 2012, ‘L’1% c’est moi’, para. 7).
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accruing from digital object use or reuse can represent significant income. To fully
participate in this emerging digital archive, gallery, museum and funder ecosystem,
artists must have the skills to locate, access, review, analyse, manage and reuse
online information: it is likely that the lack of such skills will have economic
consequences for working artists and that the importance of such consequences will

only grow over time.

However, there is limited evidence to date of attempts to provide accessible guidance
and policy from appropriate bodies to support artists in these information skills at the
student stage, where good practice would ideally be instilled, and critically there
appears to be little in the way of a supportive policy framework for working artists who
practice beyond the support structures of the institution. To be effective, such
guidance and policy must be built on a demonstrable understanding of the working

practices of visual artists.

1.6 Aims

This study builds on and extends the impact of existing work in the following ways:

a) Applies existing theoretical work from the domains of sociology and of workflow
modelling to create an approach to the modelling of the professional workflow
which is appropriate for - and meaningful to - the contemporary visual art
practice context;

b) Engages meaningfully with contemporary visual artists on an individual basis,
using familiar terminology and communicating through visual as well as verbal
approaches to share knowledge, in order to understand knowledge and practice
of digital information management within contemporary art workflows and which
stakeholders influence that knowledge and those practices;

c) Explores the extent to which artist ambitions for the longevity of their digital

objects will be met by their current digital object management practices;
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d) Critically engages with widespread existing standards and models in the digital
information management domain to analyse their potential to represent good
practice in digital information management in a way that is meaningful to the
individual; and where this potential exists, to offer strategies for how this might

be made accessible and applicable to contemporary visual art practitioners.

In order to develop policy and guidance useful to the professional visual art community,
we must better understand how and why artists use online information in their
practices, specifically these processes whereby information is sought (e.g. in the
course of factual research, as elements of the final work, for inspiration) and
conversely, where digital information is distributed (e.g. for promotional purposes, as
part of a funding bid, as part of the documentation process for galleries, for commercial
sale.) These transactions form a digital cultural heritage economy. We must
understand more about digital objects