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Pricing Your Work

Introduction
In 2015, ELIA – European League of Institutes of the Arts was awarded a Creative Europe grant, to co-finance a three-year international project, NXT - Making a Living from the Arts. Formerly known as NE©XT Accelerator, the NXT
Project’s ambitious plan was carried out successfully together with 25 partners
spread across 15 countries.
NXT - Making a Living from the Arts focused on supporting the career development of emerging artists and on investigating the challenges that creatives are
facing in a world of work that is in constantly evolving.
In the frame of the NXT Project, Kai Lehikoinen from the University of the Arts
Helsinki, delivered several workshop sessions to international emerging artists,
who were selected for the transdisciplinary festival NEU NOW. The content
of one of these sessions on pricing methods in the art was published as video
toolkit. Here the textual version of the content is available as a useful reference
to artists and art educators.
The NXT Project would not have been possible without the support of it 25
partners and their teams who invested their time, energy and budgets to help
make this project possible. The members of the project group and management
group gave generously of their time and, we are grateful to them. Our thanks
go to the funding agencies and sponsors who helped to bring together the
matching funding. Last but not least, we thank the European Commission and
the Creative Europe programme of the European Union for the opportunity to
complete this important work.
A special thanks to Kai Lehikoinen and his institution, the University of the Arts
Helsinki for the wonderful contribution to the NXT Project.
Barbara Revelli
NXT Project Manager, ELIA
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Some Views on Pricing
The art market can be a bit fussy, and converting art into cash is not always
easy as trends fluctuate and the prevalent financial situation impacts the demand. Nevertheless, economy plays a role in the arts and also in artistic processes. It may play a smaller or bigger role in your activities, but it is always
there as a resource just like your and your team’s competencies are resources
for you to create art.
To discuss economy is to discuss needs and value – not money. The key questions are, what do you need to accomplish your project, and what is the value of your resources in relation to those needs. In other words, what can you
achieve with them. Money is nothing but a resource – it has instrumental value
only. Money itself is not dirty or clean – it is how money is made and used that
can be subjected to ethical judgements.

Costs, revenues and profit
In the arts, there are always costs – whether it is your and your team’s time and
effort, spaces, materials, IPRs, communication, and so on. To safeguard the
economy of your artistic project, you need to be clear and transparent with all
costs, which can easily add up. You also need to know what your margins are
that you can play with if something unexpected would happen. More importantly, you need to think about your revenues and wways to increase the profit.
While revenues refer to different streams of income from numerous sources including scholarships, sales, rentals, copyrights, and so on, profit is really the key
word. Making profit enables you to carry through periods in-between projects,
prepare new projects, apply more funding, and take time to participate festivals,
workshops and other events that provide you opportunities for networking and
training. Profit provides you also the extra buffer to cope with any unexpected
costs that your project may face.
Whether you like it or not, as a leader of your artistic project, you need to be
on top of things – (including) (also) the project’s economy. If you don’t want to
deal with numbers, you need a project manager to take care of that. Nevertheless, you need to be informed about your project’s real-time economy and you
need to consider such information when you are making decisions.
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Pricing Your Work
Creating Products and Services within an Artistic Ecosystem
As an artist, you may produce different kinds of things such as project plans,
processes, sketches, prototypes, art objects, publications, performances, events,
podcasts, blog entries, ideas, methods, information, workshops, classes or other
services. As such, they entail tangible and intangible attributes (benefits, features, functions, uses) that you offer for a buyer to purchase1. For example, as
a performance artist you not only sell a physical performance to an arts festival
– you also offer the idea that the festival audiences get an insight on current or
new and emerging artistic topics, which broadens their horizons and deepens
their cultural capital. So you are not just selling a performance but also an opportunity for cultivation.
Your activities constitute an ecosystem where one activity can feed into the other:
for example, a blog entry generates interest for people to sign in on a workshop
that in turn generates new audiences for your performance or exhibition. Or a
preliminary sketch generates enough interest for someone to commission a project plan that subsequently leads to a process that may involve one, two or hundreds of people over a period of one year. For this to happen, you need to keep
your activities porous and seek for interconnections and leaks that may lead to
new activities – especially to activities that generate profit to you and your team.

Cost-plus Pricing
No matter how big or small your activities are, each one of them has a particular
cost structure – that is, what it costs to produce each particular activity. Therefore,
understanding the cost structure is essential at all times no matter whether you
are applying funding for these activities or selling them as products or services.
While there are a number of approaches to price your artistic products and services, understanding your costs is the starting point for any pricing. Saatchi Art
provides a simple example on this. They suggest you to price your work:
... at cost of materials plus your hourly rate x hours spent creating the art.
For example, if the cost of materials is $50, your hourly rate is $20, and
you spent 20 hours creating your art, then your art would be priced at
$50 + ($20 x 20) = $4502
1
2

Read more: http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/product.html
http://www.saatchiart.com/pricing (downloaded 29.7.2016).
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However, there are often other costs besides materials and your salary. Depending on your project, the costs may include salaries of other employees, employer
costs, insurances, space and equipment rentals, services, and so on. As Cornelia
McCarthy (2012) writes:
Calculate the time it takes to make the object. Be generous. Think of this
as if you had to replace the object or had a re-order for a similar piece.
A per hour average industrial wage is a good starting point for, say, a
teacher (currently £100-150 per day depending on years in service). ...
add the current market value of your raw material. Consider the cost if
you have to replace the piece and don’t charge less if the material was
discount or free – use the real trade cost. Estimate shipping, packing materials and packaging.
Besides all direct costs you have to include also a justified share of indirect costs
such as administrative costs, accounting, communications and so on. As McCarthy (2012) describes:
... add the cost for power, heating, insurance and other operating costs.
Just get the bills and be realistic – this may be an additional 5%. If you
are not the bill payer, make your best estimate based on the price that
you would pay if you had to run a workshop independently. ... include
expenses that are not a part of making the item you sell – these might
include promotion or advertising costs, the services of a lawyer or accountant or a trade show fee.
These indirect costs are generally referred to as “overhead” or “operating expenses.”
In cost-plus pricing, you add a fixed profit, for example 15 percent, on top of all
costs, and that gives you the price. As long as you know your costs, this is a very
simple way to price your artistic products and services.

Competition-based Pricing
While cost-based pricing helps you avoid making loss, cost-based pricing is not
always the most useful or even most profitable way to price your products and
services.
Sometimes, especially as an emerging young artist, you may find it more useful
to apply competition-based pricing.
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That is, you compare your products with other similar or related products in the
market and use competing products as a benchmark.
As Shane Ferro (2011) writes, “the price of an artist’s work is one of the prevailing manners in which success is measured.” To find appropriate benchmarks,
you should look for other artists of the same or slightly higher calibre and
track-record with you within the geographic boundaries where you aim to sell
your work. Prices of art and arts-based services differ from region to region and
from city to city. Try also to get a broad understanding on pricing in different
contexts within the art community – look beyond your close circles and also in
areas that you might easily oversee or regard as irrelevant. As Alan Bamberger
notes:
The more aware you are of the big picture, of what other artists are
creating, how it’s being priced and marketed, and who’s buying what for
how much and why, the better prepared you are to price your art sensibly.3
Also Saatchi Art underscores the importance of understanding the big picture. In
their view:
Art sales are not immune to the ups and downs of the general economy.
Artists should make necessary price adjustments to reflect market
conditions.4
As you benchmark other artists, you need to differentiate between retail price
and wholesale price – especially in visual arts. Retail prices are generally fixed,
and when sold through a gallery, the price includes its share. As McCarthy
(2012) points out, “[g]alleries can take anything from 30% upwards, depending
on their reputation and the price they think their customer will pay”. A gallery
provides, of course, its reputation, networks and publicity that help selling your
work. However, if you sell directly from your studio or through internet, the gallery’s share can be omitted. Wholesale refers to selling to retailers, to industrial,
commercial, institutional or professional users – often in large quantities. Hence,
the price can be lower.
All in all, the idea is to set the price (and also your value proposition) so that it
attracts the buyer more than the pricing that your benchmarks have on offer. If
you need to sell low, see how you could cut production costs so that you are still
making profit.
3
4

http://www.artbusiness.com/pricerealistic.html
Saatchi Art 2016.
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Once you set your price, don’t go defensive when your pricing is challenged.
Just stick to your price.5
Besides price, you may want to compare how your benchmark artists talk about
themselves and their achievements. According to McCarthy (2012), “you can
increase this price based on your reputation or profile and based on quality of
work, design and technical skill. Locating your work in terms of where you have
exhibited or performed, and also with whom, matters. Saatchi Art (2016) puts it
as follows: “Price your work based on documented accomplishments, sales history and exhibition history.” In Bamberger’s words:
When it comes to pricing, it’s all about facts, accomplishments and concrete details relating to an artist’s career and track record and trajectory,
not personal opinions or value judgments.
While pricing should take distance from artists’ personal value judgements, you
might like to consider how you and other artists articulate on value creation. In
other words, how that what constitutes the worth of an art work or an artistic service to the customer is performed. This leads us to discuss value-based pricing.

Value-based Pricing
As discussed above, when you sell a piece of art, a performance, or a process
– a workshop for example – you are not only selling a product but also experiential opportunities for affection, cultivation and social visibility. Your product may
provide a number of benefits for the buyer, and value-based pricing puts a pricetag on such benefits.
If you offer unique or highly valuable features or services, you are better positioned to utilise value-based pricing than other artists who merely focus on the artistic product. If you do this right, and the value you offer is genuine to the buyer,
this makes you stand out positively from your competitors.
So, for example, a choreographer that sells a work of modernist dance to a festival is likely to use cost-based pricing because the package on offer does not
have any special features besides the dance performance. However, a choreographer who sells an insight to particular modernist choreographic practices could
apply value-based pricing and have a higher price, because the package
More on this, see Melissa Dinwiddie’s posting “5 art pricing lessons I learned the hard way”
at http://theabundantartist.com/5-art-pricing-lessons/
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includes a workshop and publicity materials that provide a unique insight to an
individual choreographer’s historically particular artistic themes and methodologies that are embedded in a specific cultural and historical framework that is
interesting and valuable to the festival’s audiences.
While value-based pricing acknowledges all costs, it is not based simply on
mathematics. Rather, it relies on the buyer’s understanding of the value that is on
offer. As such, value-based pricing can be subject to the fluctuation of trends and
fashions as well as the more general feel around the artistic idea or the theme.
Your personal attachment is not a very good basis to ascribe monetary value on
your artistic work. When you consider the value of your product, you need to
do it from the buyer’s perspective rather than letting your personal or emotional
attachment interfere the evaluation.
As Bamberger points out, festival directors, art dealers and collectors “view
art more objectively and don’t understand these [artist’s personal] value judgements.” Such judgements may make pricing structure look “as confusing or inconsistent” and “shy away” potential buyers.6
In value-based pricing, the point is not to set a fixed price on the top of the costs.
Instead, the price is set as high as possible without sending away too many potential customers due to the high price. As someone once said, in value-based
pricing, the buyers are willing to pay the price while gnashing their teeth.
Could you be more articulate on value creation? Are there ways for you to generate more value to the buyer? Be imaginative – and consider also possible new
costs that your value proposition may generate.

Commissioned Work
Besides performances and objects, commissioned work in the arts can include
for example teaching, workshops, processes of artistic inquiry, written texts, public speaking. In pricing commissioned work, you should consider costs, competition and the value that you create to the buyer.
People do not pay for your time only. They are also “paying for your experience,
expertise, skills and artistic talents” (McCarthy 2012).
6

See fn. 2.
9

As you consider undertaking a commissioned work, you should also consider
whether it provides you and your team interesting new challenges that take your
work into an exciting new direction? If that is the case, and you see value in pursuing such a direction you may consider charging less.
However, plunging into something entirely new may require more time from you
and your team, which also needs to be considered, for salary costs can accumulate very easy.
McCarthy (2012) reminds artists to ensure that the commissioned project is
agreed to be delivered in a fixed set of stages. All parties should agree on how
to sign off each stage and how changes are handled and paid for – for example, the artist can set an hourly fee for any changes beyond the original plan. All
details need to be summed up in a brief or a written contract that both parties
sign. Also, it may be wise to have a design fee for creating the project proposal,
which can be waived as the project is confirmed.
When appropriate, you may include a fee for a fixed number of preliminary
sketches or models. Also, consider whether you need to include a referral fee,
which is a commission to your agent or a gallery for getting you the customer. In
the contract, you may also wish to include a clause for future orders for a fixed
price – this may be particularly relevant if you have something that can be easily
reproduced partially or entirely without the original production costs.
You may also consider how to put together a package that includes not only the
art work or the process but also some add-ons such as special packaging, contextual information, workshops, catering and so on, that your customer may be
interested in paying for. These add-ons can be easily scaled off without compromising the core of your project when negotiating the price.

Performance Art
With performance art, the challenge is its ephemerality. Or, as Ferro (2011) puts
it:
The key to a lucrative art career is — no surprises here — to produce
something that has some sort of material worth. Most performances have
negligible market value because they are not easily corralled into a permanent object. There is no canvas to hang on a gallery wall, nothing to
take home, nothing to own but the memory of the moment.
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The way to make money as a performance artist is either to “produce work in an
immutable medium separate from performance” or to “profit from the secondary
materials capturing, recreating, or stemming from the performative moment”, Ferro (Ibid.) suggests.

Discounts
Dawson (2013) writes how discounts and other promotions are strategic tools for
you to generate additional profits and make new customers. You should be very
careful with them. Use them to upsell to the customer a product or a service that
has a higher profit margin, to keep customers away from competitors or to negotiate very specific sales.
Make sure to specify all discounts or other promotions, and target them to a
single customer while others continue to pay the full price.7 Instead of offering a
discount, consider scaling down some add-ons without jeopardizing the quality
of your work or your artistic integrity.

Conclusions
As an artist, you can sell a range of products and services in the art market. To
keep your artistic practice going, you need to cover not only all costs but also
generate profit. The revenues come from a number of sources including sales. To
sell your products and services, you need to price them accordingly. Depending
on your product, you can apply cost-plus pricing, competition-based pricing or
value-based pricing. To do this, you need to be transparent with all costs, benchmark other artists to understand your place in the arts market, highlight your
track-record, and most importantly consider how your expertise can generate
added value to your customer. When negotiating the price, do not get provoked
or defensive. State your price and stick to it. Be very careful with any discounts –
be ready to scale off some of the add-ons rather than selling low or compromising the quality of your work.

7

Dawson 2013.
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