
ti.uOttawa.ca/imprimer  |  it.uOttawa.ca/print Imprimé par / printed by: 

Graphic Exposure: Designing a Hirable Self Within a 
Creative Economy  

Calum T. Reside 
University of Ottawa  

Background 
 
Within	 the	 last	 decade,	 the	 rise	 of	 start-up	 culture	 has	 spurred	 the	
prolifera4on	of	global	opportunity	 for	 freelancing	 labourers.	The	bump	 in	
opportunity	within	a	job	market	can	also	mean	a	rise	in	exploi4ve	prac4ces.	
As	online	spaces	such	as	Upwork	are	s4ll	 rela4vely	new,	these	spaces	are	
yet	 to	 be	 fully	 defined	 as	 they	 are	 subject	 to	 separate	 labour	 laws,	 and	
workers	rights.	This	goal	of	this	research	is	to	demonstrate	the	aCributes	of	
freelance	 designers	 that	 form	 hirable	 quali4es	 within	 the	 crea4ve	
economy,	 as	 well	 as	 iden4fying	 exploi4ve	 means	 designers	 must	 work	
around.	
		
 

Methods 
 
 
Content	analysis	of	freelance	Designers’	profiles	of	Upwork,	observing	most	
frequented	quali4es	discussed	in	their	bios	out	of	a	sample	size	of	100	
	
Ethnography	 of	 online	 communi4es	 centered	 around	 the	 graphic	 design	
industry,	mainly	the	Reddit	forum	R/Graphic_Design		
	
Par4cipant	 interviews	 of	 graphic	 designers,	 all	 at	 different	 phases	 of	 their	
freelance	 careers	 (Informant	A	 in	 the	first	5	 years,	B	 almost	 a	decade	 into	
their	career,	and	C	towards	their	last	decade)	 

Results 
 
 

Graph	Results:												41	%	Crea4vity					86	%	Experience		
																																						60	%	Low-Cost						74	%	Fast		
	
	
Exposure	in	the	Field			
	
Informant	C	 found	Upwork	 too	diluted	 to	find	clients	at	his	going	 rates,	as	
design	 freelancers	 who	 earned	 more	 through	 Upwork	 were	 steadily	
promoted	through	the	website’s	algorithms,	leaving	behind	new	users	
	
	
Informants	A	and	B	remarked	of	digital	pla_orm-offered	jobs	o`en	going	to	
out-of-country	freelancers	due	to	incredibly	compe44ve	wages		
	
	
In	the	beginning	of	their	careers	Informant	A	and	B	would	take	on	clients	for	
free,	 but	 ask	 them	 to	not	make	 any	men4on	of	 their	 free	 labour	 to	 other	
poten4al	clients.	This	led	to	gaining	mul4ple	profitable	referrals		
			
	
Freelancers	within	crea4ve	labour	markets	will	o`en	accept	con4ngent	work	
in	exchange	for	improving	their	resumes/increasing	referrals	
		
	
	
		

Conclusions 
 
This	 research	demonstrates	 the	aCributes	of	 freelance	designers	 that	 form	
hirable	quali4es	within	the	crea4ve	economy.	Now	more	then	ever,	clients	
are	 looking	 for	more	 designs,	 in	 a	 smaller	 amount	 of	 4me.	Willingness	 to	
preform	 tasks	 cheaply	 in	 short	 periods	 is	 paramount.	 This	 enforces	 the	
neoliberal	narra4ve	of	outsourcing	labour	globally	for	greater	cost	efficiency.	
Comple4ng	contracts	of	con4ngent	work	was	most	effec4ve	for	informants	
to	 earn	 exposure	 for	 career	 opportunity	 both	 on	 and	 offline.	 Not	 through	
building	a	por_olio,	but	by	gaining	referrals	through	the	exposure.	Expec4ng	
greater	 for	 less	 in	 shorter	 4me	 spans	 pushes	 poten4al	 clients	 towards	
pla_orms	 like	Upwork	 to	 find	 freelancers	willing	 to	 fit	 these	 constric4ons.	
My	 research	 also	 found	 that	 diversifying	 ones	 job	 4tle	 is	 inevitable	 for	
freelance	designers.		More	research	should	be	focused	on	the	occupa4on	of	
freelance	 graphic	 design	 within	 the	 digital	 and	 crea4ve	 economy	 as	 it’s	
flexibility	in	the	post-industrialist	era	is	a	strong	example	of	the	evolving	job	
markets	humans	are	adap4ng	to.		
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Figure	1.0	Qualities	Most	Frequently	Self-Advertised	On	Upwork	Freelance	Designer	Bios

Sourced	from:	https://www.upwork.com/ab/profiles/search/
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Why Graphic 
Designers? 
 
As	of	2014,	Millennials	represent	48%	of	Upwork	freelance	accounts,	while	
offline	only	represen4ng	38%	of	the	freelance	crea4ve	labour	market	in	the	
US.	 (Berland,	2014,	Elance-oDesk,	2014).	This	defines	new	age	services	 like	
Upwork	 as	 spaces	 that	 are	 increasingly	 for	 newer	 genera4ons,	 places	 for	
them	 to	 find	 connec4ons	 that	 lead	 to	 contractually	 based	 crea4ve	 labour	
opportuni4es.	Freelance	design	represents	a	mode	of	flexible	accumula4on,	
one	that	is	increasingly	malleable	when	compared	to	the	rigidity	of	Fordism	
(Pompiel	2017).		

Questions  

Results (Cont.)	
	
The	 informants	 all	 viewed	 their	 own	work-life	 improving	with	 4me,	
while	 believing	 the	 working	 standard	 of	 the	 industry	 will	 decline	
(outsourcing,	 paid	 less	 for	 more	 work,	 etc)	 due	 to	 dilu4on	 of	 job	
opportunity		
	
Greater	 agency	 of	 the	worker	 can	mean	 greater	 exploita4on	 of	 the	
labourer.	 Ex.	 working	 well	 beyond	 8	 hours	 daily,	 no	 weekends	 off,	
being	contacted	by	clients	at	unorthodox	4mes	were	experienced	by	
all	Informants	
	
To	increase	job	security,	all	designers	interviewed	ac4vely	expanded	
their	job	4tle	(Crea4ve	director,	art	director,	brand	developer,	UX	
specialist,	etc)	to	specialize	themselves	further,	increasing	their	worth	
within	the	crea4ve	economy’	
 
Online	Communi4es		
Reddit	 Forum	 R/Graphic_Design	 heavily	 cri4qued	 any	 ‘work	 for	
exposure’	 effort	made	by	 companies,	with	many	 viewing	 it	 as	 ploys	
merely	to	get	a	job	done	free	of	charge		
		
R/Graphic_Design	 forum	 was	 par4cularly	 against	 pla_orms	 such	 as	
Upwork,	 with	 users	 commonly	 referencing	 the	 outlandish	
expecta4ons	of	 the	clients	 in	regards	to	how	 liCle	they	offer	 for	 the	
job	itself	
		
Modern	 freelancing	 pla_orms	 such	 as	 Upwork	 have	 a	 nega4ve	
connota4on	within	online	communi4es	of	freelance	graphic	designers	
due	 to	 the	 almost	 non-existent	 online	 minimum-wage,	 crea4ng	 a	
massively	compe44ve	pla_orm	of	outsourcing		
		

 
 
 

For	freelance	designers,	what	are	the	social/online	connec4ons	that	are	
most	effec4ve	for	geyng	hired?		
		
What	 are	 the	 components	 of	 a	 hirable	 freelance	 designer	 within	 a	
crea4ve	labour	market?	
		
Does	 online	 opportunity	 for	 freelance	 designers	 circumvent	 labour	
laws?	
		
How	does	the	perceived	flexibility	of	the	crea4ve	economy	manifest	in	
the	careers	of	freelance	designers?	

Photo	 1.	 Turned	 On	 Silver	 Macbook	 on	 Wooden	 Desk	 (Resende	
2017)	Represents	the	home	offices	of	the	Informants	interviewed	


