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Abstract 

Artists face particular challenges when forming a professional identity. This is due to the fact 

that they often have to maintain multiple identities across arts and non-arts working 

environments. In addition, artists are required to manage social stereotypes when determining 

a sense of identity, for example, the perception of bohemian living and working on the fringe. 
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Other social factors appear to have a significant influence, such as the artist-audience 

relationship and the effects of critical feedback on an artist’s work. In order to explore these 

issues, interviews were held with twelve undergraduate artists and twelve artists practising in 

industry in Australia (24 in total). The data reveal that the formation of an identity for artists 

is influenced by a number of intrinsic and extrinsic elements, the latter influenced by social 

factors such as public perception and feedback. The findings also reveal that higher education 

is an important time for artists to develop and transition towards the formation of a 

professional identity or identities. Further, there is evidence to suggest that this area of 

soft-skill development should become an integral part of the higher education curriculum and 

students’ learning. 
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Introduction  

The formation of a professional identity is an important part of personal development, and for 

career satisfaction and longevity. For artists, this is arguably critical, given the myths and 

stereotypes that exist in relation to their role in society, and therefore the need for artists to 

find a place within complex socio-cultural territory. Artists have been labelled with terms 

such as “bohemian”, “fringe”, “alternative”, or even as members of society with a tendency 

towards madness and psychopathology (Bain, 2005; Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2008; Greason, 

Glaser, & Mroz, 2015; Jung, 2014). The romantic notion of the poet, painter or musician as 

one who exists outside society norms or expectations remains prevalent today (Jung, 2014), 

although it is also argued that this stereotype has changed in the 21st century (Yagoubi and 

Tremblay, 2016). This change is due to governments in developed and developing countries 

increasingly recognizing the importance and value of creative activity to society, largely via 

what is referred to as the creative industries sector (Flew & Cunningham, 2010; Throsby, 

2008). 

 

The highly competitive nature of the creative industries and its well documented 

oversupply of labor (Banks & Oakley, 2016; Menger, 1999; Swart, 2016) means that many 

artists have to undertake non-arts work in order to sustain their preferred creative practice. As 



40 
 

 
 

a consequence, some individuals have to manage multiple identities; one that is artistic in 

nature and one or more associated with employment in other areas of the economy 

(Bridgstock, 2013; Gotsi, Andriopoulos, Lewis, & Ingram, 2010). This can therefore create 

stressors for some artists, who not only have to form an artistic identity that resonates with 

their personal goals and desires, but who then have to negotiate new identities and that enable 

them to succeed in non-arts work environments (Lindström, 2016). Recent authors therefore 

argue that there is a significant need for new research in the area of identity formation for 

creative artists (Budge, 2016; Logan, 2013; Swart, 2016). 

 

Artists and Identity 

The concept of identity has attracted increasing focus in the literature in recent decades 

(Fearon, 1999; Stets & Serpe, 2013; Stets & Serpe, 2016), in fact Cote and Levine (2014, p. 

xi) argue that it is “perhaps one of the most important ideas the social sciences have 

investigated in recent years”. In general, the theoretical concept of identity may be 

understood as a “shared set of meanings that define individuals in particular roles in 

society … as members of specific groups … and as persons having specific characteristics 

that make them unique from others” (Stets & Richard, 2013, p. 31). Oyserman et al. (2012, p. 

69) refer to identity as “the traits and characteristics, social relations, roles, and social group 

memberships that define who one is”. A further explanation of the concept is that 
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“identification, whether of ourselves or of others, is a process; something that we do” 

(Jenkins, 2014, p. xi). 

 

While there appears to be some consensus around what identity entails, it is regarded as 

a complex concept. Fearon (1999, p. 1) describes it as “something of an enigma”, while Stets 

and Richard (2013, p. 32) argue that identity is frequently “left undefined”. Recently, Stets 

and Serpe (2016, p. 1) cited a separation of identity theory into two strands (perceptual 

control and social structures), however they claim that “examining how people control their 

perceptions in a situation to match their identity standard cannot be understood to the exclusion 

of the surrounding social structures”. They argue there is a recent return to a broad rather than 

binary understanding of identity theory (Stets & Serpe, 2016). 

 

In relation to artists, the concept of identity and place in society remains a relatively 

nascent field and one with numerous gaps for research (Budge, 2016). Recent authors discuss 

the challenges that artists face in their identity formation. One of the key challenges for artists 

in relation to identity formation is summed up by Swart (2016, p. 695), who describes how 

every artist has to “reconcile their experience of their own self and their own art with the 

opinions, criticism, interpretations, and even fantasies which are reflected back at them 

through various forms of feedback”. Similarly, Beech et al. (2016, p. 506) argue that identity 
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formation for artists is a “process through which people strive to establish, maintain or restore 

a coherent and consistent sense of self”. 

 

Identity formation is a complex and challenging task; indeed, Beech et al. (2016, p. 508) 

contend that due to “both social pressures and doubts, moments of instability in identity 

formation are therefore common, and research has documented fragmented and fragile 

identities”. Socio-cultural factors appear to have a significant influence on artists’ identity 

formation. For example, when discussing the careers of twelve high-profile American film 

directors (e.g. Spielberg, Coppola), Mainemelis, Nolas, and Tsirogianni (2016, p. 275) refer 

to how “[f]rom the publics perspective, a directors identity tends to be determined by his or 

her films [while from] the director’s perspective, his or her artistic identity is much broader, 

more mobile, and spanning a variety of contexts and capabilities”. Artists have to therefore 

balance a range of internal factors (e.g. identity, motivation, measures of success) but also 

numerous external ones (e.g. influence of audiences, intense competition, changing market 

tastes).  

 

Myths and stereotypes remain in contemporary society regarding the role and place of 

artists. Gaztambide-Fernandez (2008, p. 234) describes how artists “are imagined to be 

raucous and unusual, to “starve” for their calling, to live in cluttered spaces, and even to have 
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healing powers”. Swart (2016, p. 694) contends that they are “almost expected to be 

‘interesting’ or unconventional, and might otherwise be judged as not having a sufficiently 

important message to convey to their audience”. Stets and Serpe (2016) refer to stigmatized 

identities, of which artists are subject to and shaped by. Menger (2001, p. 247) describes how 

artists “hold a unique identity … [and] cumulate several occupational roles within their 

artworld – e.g. creators, performers, teachers, managers, entrepreneurs”.  

 

On the other hand, some authors propose that there is change within socio-cultural 

settings. For example, Yagoubi and Tremblay (2016, p. 221) contend that the “repositioning 

of artists and creators in contemporary society comes from the fact that they have to fit in a 

world where the idea of the cult of work promoted by the bourgeois sphere in the last century 

does not play the same role.” There also appears to be some consensus that the “role of the 

artist is to communicate with society, … [to] stretch established boundaries and norms, and 

address social issues and questions” (Swart, 2016, p. 693). This recognition of the value that 

artists contribute to society appears to be increasingly recognized, hence Swart (2016, p. 694) 

contends that “artists must acquire a thorough understanding of the prevailing rules, norms, 

customs, and boundaries accepted by society”.  

 

Swart (2016) presents an analysis of the process of ego boundary formation in musicians, 
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and how it is closely related to the development of self, self-esteem and musical identity. She 

firstly clarifies that ego boundaries should not be confused with the common understanding 

of the concept of “ego”. Ego boundaries enable an individual to protect one’s self, and to be 

able to differentiate from others. She proceeds to describe how “ego boundaries involve the 

awareness of and resistance to the discrepancy between one’s true nature and the moulding 

attempted and qualities attributed by others and by society” (author’s italics) (Swart, 2016, p. 

697). In looking specifically at the nature of the career as a musician, Swart (2016) explains 

how ego boundary development and self-esteem are closely related and linked to identity 

formation.  

 

Recent studies have investigated how artists manage arts and non-arts identities, with 

two offering insights into this complex area, although it should be noted that these involve 

small numbers of participants and thus should be seen as offering preliminary findings only. 

Scarborough (2017) interviewed 30 musicians in the popular music field in a mid-Atlantic 

metropolitan region in America. He found that they all had to rely on non-musical 

occupations to sustain a living. However, their identity as a musician superseded any other; as 

a result, they “overwhelmingly consider themselves to be artists” (Scarborough, 2017, p. 161). 

Lindström (2016) interviewed 20 visual artists in Sweden regarding how they sustain a living 

through non-arts work and the impact this might have on their artistic identity. The artists in 
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her study were encouraged to tell their stories and to discuss how they identify with artistic 

and non-artistic work. In the analysis, Lindström (2016) found that the majority identified 

with the bohemian artist identity, and in opposition to the notion of careerism. She also found 

that for most of the participants, their “identity as professional trained artist was hurt by 

taking breadwinning work that had little relation to art” (p. 57).  

 

A third study is that by Hennekam and Bennett (2016, p. 1114) who argue that, in 

today’s highly fragmented work context, “people continuously shape their identities in line 

with context and opportunity”. They interviewed 40 artists (60% male) from the Netherlands 

with a range of discipline backgrounds and explored the impact of being forced to transition 

into other non-art industries and the effect this had on their identity. They argued that identity 

is best described as a self-referential label that enables individuals to ask themselves who 

they are. The authors also cite how individuals that work across different social worlds have 

to manage competing identities and that can cause conflict and stress. They focus on the 

concept of identity transition and which involves disengaging from a central identity and over 

time, integrating another. In their study, the interviewees identified very strongly with an 

artistic identity. When having to transition to another industry, many experienced a sense of 

loss of identity as an artist, including a process of grieving. In a study that considers the 

issues for advertising creatives in the context of the creative cities debate in Germany, Thiel 
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(2015, p. 29) found that “developing a hybrid professional identity implies a process 

involving difficult trade-offs and careful consideration”. 

 

The balancing of multiple identities is not unique to artists, with many professionals in 

other fields having to balance preferred and non-preferred work activities to sustain a career. 

However, for artists it is argued that their field of employment is considerably more 

precarious, hence the ongoing need to undertake non-arts work at various points in their 

career (Bridgstock & Cunningham, 2016, p. 10). Menger (1999) adds that artists show far 

higher rates of self-employment and underemployment than the general workforce and earn 

considerably less than kindred workers. 

 

Identity Formation and Higher Education 

Higher education is seen as an important time in relation to both transition to adulthood as 

well as identity formation (Bathmaker et al., 2016; Taylor & Littleton, 2016). 

Gaztambide-Fernandez (2008, p. 234) argues that “educational experiences shape how 

[students] construct their artistic identities and understand their role in society”. This view is 

endorsed by Swart (2016, p. 700), who states that “identity development is fluid, subject to 

renegotiation and change”, which is further supported by Taylor and Littleton (2016, p. 135) 

who refer to higher education as “a context in which aspirants can take on and rehearse a 
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creative identity”. Jackson (2016, p. 926) also refers to higher education as a time where 

students develop a pre-professional identity, defining it as “an understanding of and 

connection with the skills, qualities, conduct, culture and ideology of a student’s intended 

profession”. 

 

Budge (2016, p. 243) states that much of the early phase of identity formation occurs 

when artists are studying at the undergraduate or postgraduate level; she also refers to the fact 

that learning to become an artist or designer is a “complex process of becoming”. In fact she 

describes how identity formation as an artist is an open-ended and complex process, 

involving many layers and influences, including family, social spheres, myth and stereotype. 

In her research, Budge (2016) involved 13 artist/designer-academics from five different 

Australian universities, engaging in interviews, class observations and analysis of participant 

journals. A dominant theme that was observed was the influence of lecturer modelling on 

students and their identity formation, “because it enable[d] students to access the tacit and 

nuanced behaviors, languages and cultures that constitute contemporary art or design 

practice” (Budge, 2016, p. 243).  

 

One of the issues in relation to identity formation and artists is the fact that there is no 

regulation of the creative industries field (Bourdieu, 1984), and therefore the notion of 
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attaining a professional identity is not formalized through study or registration with a 

regulating body. For example, in comparison to teachers, nurses or lawyers, who when 

graduated from higher education are arguably able to attain the label of “professional” 

reasonably quickly, artists face a significant set of external factors, e.g. trends and public 

tastes, that influence the extent to which they might be aligned with the concept of being a 

professional (Flood, 2011). This issue is summed up by Yagoubi and Tremblay (2016, p. 1), 

who describe how: 

in some occupations, the link between professional status and education is clear, 

at times in the form of licenses that allow the practice of a profession. Formally, 

this is not the case for most artistic occupations, as autodidacts and amateurs 

have access to artistic markets as well as to the identity “artist”. 

 

Research Method 

This article details a research project designed to explore in-depth issues relevant to artistic 

identity and place in society and the potential implications for higher education providers. 

Australia was chosen as the location for the research, which was in order to limit the scope 

and which is also where the researcher is based. Applying an interpretive, constructivist 

framework (Creswell, 2013), interviews were chosen as the research method. The 

semi-structured interview was intended to encourage a broad discussion where interviewees 

would speak freely and reflectively about the various issues of relevance to them. Questions 

were designed using the funnel process, with more in-depth questions left to the latter part of 
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the discussion. The questions themselves were designed to respond to emerging themes in the 

literature, including how artists describe themselves (Q1) and their professional identity (Q2), 

perceptions regarding the importance (Q3), place (Q4) and value of Australian artists (Q5), 

views on the myths and stereotypes about artists within society (Q6) and finally reflections on 

an ideal place that artists should hold within society as a whole (Q7). Interviewees were 

encouraged to expand on their responses where appropriate and at the end, there was an 

opportunity to make any final comments or add any concluding remarks and views (see 

Appendix A for full list of questions).   

 

A sample of undergraduate artists as well as artists working in industry were sought for 

interview. Interviews with these two groups would enable the researcher to identify if there 

were any significant differences in the views of higher education students as well as those 

with considerable life and/or industry experience. It would also enable an opportunity to 

examine if age or location had an impact on identity and sense of place. Thirdly, the data 

would propose what the implications might be for providers of higher education programs in 

the arts. 

 

Given the relative ease of access, undergraduate artists at the researcher’s institution 

were contacted in order to ascertain their willingness to participate. The institution in 
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question is a medium sized university in regional Australia. Twelve undergraduates studying 

the creative arts indicated that they would participate and these individuals were sent the 

interview questions and ethics paperwork, with a time for interview arranged shortly after. 

The sample included seven females, with two of these mature-aged students. Of the five 

males, two were of mature age. Broad fields of practice included photography, design, 

illustration, visual arts, creative writing and theatre although a number of individuals worked 

across several fields. Using the institution’s alumni network, a call for graduates to participate 

was also sent via email. A total of 12 alumni responded and agreed to take part in the research. 

Of these most were female (nine). Fields of practice were the same as for the undergraduates 

and included design, photography, visual arts, illustration, creative writing and theatre 

however again, several worked across more than one area. The graduates resided in a range of 

regional locations and capital cities on the east coast of Australia.  

 

Interviews with the 24 participants typically lasted 30-40 minutes and were held in 

person, over the phone or via Skype. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and checked for 

accuracy by the researcher and a research assistant. The data were then analyzed inductively 

(Creswell, 2013) and in two cohorts; undergraduate students and those in industry. Once each 

group had been examined inductively, the next step involved an abductive approach (Walton, 

2014) of going back and forth between the data from the two groups to see if there were any 
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major commonalities and/or differences. While there was a range of ages across the sample of 

24, age and gender did not have a major influence on the main themes to emerge. In general, 

there were more similarities than differences across the two groups. Consequently, the 

findings are presented as one cohort.  

 

Findings 

After consideration of possible ways of presenting the findings, e.g., question by question, it 

was decided to opt for an overarching thematic approach. Three key themes emerged from 

the analysis process, with these forming the following sections: 1) identity formation and 

influences, 2) the place of artists in Australian society; and 3) myths, stereotypes and an ideal 

world for artists. 

 

Identity formation and influences 

In terms of how respondents described what it is that they do, a number of themes emerged. 

The most frequent was in relation to the impact of broader society on how they described 

their practice, in terms of public perceptions or misconceptions about what an artist does. For 

example, Photography student 1 argued that “people generally don’t have a clue”, while 

Illustration graduate 1 felt that “not a lot of people know what is involved” in the profession. 

This interviewee in fact moved from identifying himself as an illustrator to somebody who 
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“worked with magazine covers and advertising”, given people generally thought an illustrator 

only created work for children’s books. Design student 1 described how when they “use the 

words designing iPad applications or filming, people tend to develop more of an interest”, 

while Design student 2 described how “for people who don’t know the language, I say that I 

make business cards, logos and websites”. Hence, several artists in this sample felt the need 

to tailor their work description and profile to reflect public understanding. 

 

When asked to describe their current professional identity, there was diversity in terms 

of the number of identities that interviewees presented. Some were focused on one identity 

such as “artist” (Visual arts graduate 2), “professional artist” (Visual arts graduate 1), 

“photographer” (Photography graduate 2) or “graphic designer” (Design graduate 2), while 

others referred to having several identities, for example “I am a photographer and visual 

artist” (Photography student 1), or “I write, paint, draw, sculpt, print” (Creative writing 

graduate 1), and “visual artist and writer” (Visual arts student 1). Another writer described 

how they focus on creating adult fiction but also “dabble in other creative fields” (Creative 

writing graduate 2). A theatre actor (Theatre graduate 1) referred to the need for artists to 

maintain dual identities, this person describing how they work in business and also in theatre, 

hence relying on both. There was also evidence of change and growth in a sense of identity 

for students, for example “In the past I would say I’m not a photographer … now I am 
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starting to say, actually I am a photographer” (Photography student 2) and “I’m more 

confident in saying I’m a graphic designer” (Design student 3). These students typically 

described the value in undertaking tertiary studies in helping them undertake this shift and in 

developing confidence in forming an identity or identities.  

 

The place of artists in Australian society 

The interviewees were asked to reflect on the extent to which artists are considered important 

in Australian society. Some interviewees agreed, with comments including “artists of all 

persuasions add to the sense of place, to the understanding of the environment” (Visual arts 

graduate 3), “artists make an impact through their artworks, that can’t always be explained in 

words” (Visual arts graduate 2), “the public, generally, tends to be supportive” (Photography 

graduate 1) and “most people are very positive about artists” (Illustration graduate 1). A more 

equivocal comment came from one artist who referred to the fact that “it depends a lot on 

whether the person [audience] likes the arts or not” (Creative writing graduate 1).  

 

Others were negative. One felt that “the Australian personality still has a backlash 

against anyone with a tall poppy attitude” (Creative writing graduate 2), describing how 

successful Australian artists are often faced with unreasonable critique or criticism. Others 

felt that “Australia can truly step it up … our country will benefit from an increase in cultural 
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identity through acceptance and awareness” (Photography graduate 1), while another agreed, 

arguing that the “Australian public [doesn’t] really care about artists, because we are such a 

labor driven country” (Visual arts student 2). Several interviewees referred to a general 

misunderstanding of what artists do and contribute, with one interviewee claiming artists are 

not valued as highly as “cleaners or nurses” (Design graduate 1). Other comments included: 

“I don’t think people understand that they are important” (Visual arts student 1), and “they 

don’t have any respect in terms of all the work that goes into [art]. They don’t understand 

what goes behind it” (Photography student 3).  

 

Aligned to this theme was the view expressed by many interviewees that artists in 

Australia are less respected than those in Europe and America for example. One artist, who 

had spent several years abroad claimed that “the amount people are willing to pay for a good 

design between here versus Europe and North America is stark” (Illustration graduate 1), 

while another felt Australian artists are “not as important as they should be … they are more 

important in other countries like Europe, America” (Theatre student 1). One interviewee was 

of the view that “Australians in general tend to place more value on the arts of other countries 

than on their own” (Photography student 2), while another argued that Australia is seen “for 

our resources, our mines, not really art” (Illustration student 1). The notion of cultural cringe 

emerged again in the comment that “the general public thinks that all good artists come from 
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overseas” (Visual arts graduate 2) and one even felt that “it is a disadvantage to be an 

Australian artist” (Photography graduate 1).  

 

Myths, stereotypes and an ideal world for artists 

Many interviewees referred to the myths and perceptions associated with being an artist and 

how this has an impact on identity formation. One interviewee felt that “the perception of the 

bohemian is still coloring community attitudes” (Creative writing graduate 2). At the same 

time, two interviewees found value in this concept, with one pleased to be “considered on the 

fringe as I’m a bit of a rebel at heart” (Visual arts graduate 3) and another who felt that 

“artists have an opportunity, almost a responsibility, to drive anarchism against the tide of 

commercialism, socialism, democracy” (Creative writing graduate 1). Other comments 

included the following: “a lot of people are confused by art and see artists as idiots, dreamers, 

silly” (Photography student 2); “the general public think artists are flamboyant and eccentric” 

(Theatre graduate 2); and “the Australian general public think that [artists] are dole 

bludgers … they are always drunk or high” (Visual arts student 1). Another interviewee 

claimed that they have “encountered many people that think a photography career is just a 

joke, and that I became a photographer because I couldn’t become something else” 

(Photography student 2). Finally, another described how “the general response from people I 

know is that most artists work in hospitality and rarely make anything of themselves” 
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(Theatre student 1).  

 

The theme of artists being poor and financially disadvantaged was cited by several 

interviewees. One described how they have “for the most part, been unemployed or in low 

paying jobs” (Visual art graduate 1), although they did acknowledge that this was their choice 

in order that they focus on art making. Another interviewee felt that “most artists and actors 

would not be able to survive off their craft” (Theatre graduate 1). On the other hand, some 

argued against this myth, these tending to be those in more commercially oriented disciplines 

such as design. One designer described how “good copy writers, good illustrators … earn six 

figure salaries once they get into senior jobs” (Design graduate 1). Another designer argued 

that “artists have more opportunities now than in the past” (Design graduate 2). 

 

Finally, the interviewees were asked to consider what the place of artists should be in an 

ideal world. There was strong support for a higher level of recognition: “the highest in the 

land [because] art improves and enriches a human life” (Photography students 1), “for society 

to be successful, artists need to hold status” (Illustration graduate 1), “if they are good they 

should be respected” (Design student 3), and “it would be nice if arts and culture was 

embraced more by today’s society” (Theatre student 1). Others felt the need for a more 

balanced view, with comments including “they shouldn’t be seen anything greater or lesser 
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than anyone else’s profession” (Creative writing graduate 1), “everyone should be equal, 

everyone is important, everyone has a role” (Theatre graduate 1) and “they shouldn’t be 

considered as elite” (Visual arts student 2). Overall, there was strong support for the raising 

of the profile of artists in Australian society. 

 

Discussion 

It should firstly be acknowledged that this research involved a small number of students and 

industry-based artists at one point in time and in one country only. The findings are therefore 

preliminary in nature and ongoing research is needed to verify or add new knowledge to this 

limited field of scholarship. At the same time, this research does offer a contribution to extant 

knowledge regarding the complexities associated with forming an artistic identity (Beech et 

al., 2016; Swart, 2016). During this study, single, e.g., artist, multiple (designer and 

photographer) and cross-sector identities (actor, business) were described and which reveals 

there is significant emphasis on the individual to consider and rationalize how they identify 

themselves; it therefore reflects what Budge (2016) and Jenkins (2014) describe as identity 

formation being a complex process. The findings of this research also point to the importance 

of higher education as a time when an artist’s identity formation is significantly nurtured and 

developed (Bathmaker et al., 2016; Jackson, 2016; Taylor & Littleton, 2016), and how it is an 

ideal time for the formation of a pre-professional identity (Jackson, 2016), through such 
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actions as lecturer modelling (Budge, 2016). 

 

The data also reveal some of the ongoing perceptions regarding what artists contribute to 

society (Budge, 2016; Swart, 2016), which not only shapes the way some individuals 

describe their identity and profession, but also how they view their value and place in the 

world. In this research study, several of the interviewees felt that perceptions continue to exist 

in terms of artists as bohemian, or as low-income earners, or as those who choose to exist on 

the fringes of society. While two interviewees found value in this stereotype, others saw it as 

problematic. These findings support extant literature which evidence how artists have to 

grapple with realizing their own sense of identity amidst various socio-cultural factors (e.g. 

Hennekam & Bennett, 2016; Scarborough, 2017). This also reflects what Stets and Serpe 

(2016) describe as stigmatized identities and which they argue raise a series of issues yet to 

be fully explored. While a small number of the interviewees felt traditional stereotypes are in 

fact changing, there would appear to be a continuing set of assumptions about who an artist is 

and what they contribute to Australian society. 

 

Implications for higher education 

This study raises numerous implications for those involved in delivering higher education arts 

programs. Art schools typically focus on training in the discipline, be this painting, 
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composition or photography for example. However the findings of this study propose that in 

addition to training in an artistic discipline, there is a need to inform students of the range of 

other aspects that they should be aware of in relation to preparing for the profession (Jackson, 

2016). This includes the need for higher education providers to put in place structures which 

enable artists to consider their identity or identities, to learn about the different types of 

trajectories that they might experience in industry, as well as the role and place of artists in 

society both within Australia and internationally. Given artists have such a strong relationship 

with society, be this through the feedback and critique they receive from audiences, or the 

relationships they develop with clients for example, higher education providers need to 

consider how they prepare students for this key part of professional life. This could include 

establishing communities of practice, mentorships, engaging with Alumni or establishing 

work-integrated learning programs (Jackson, 2016).  

 

In terms of practicalities, curricula could be devised which introduce the concept of 

identity theory and how this theory informs practice. Modelling by staff is also seen to have 

an impact on identity formation (Budge, 2016). Guest presentations by industry practitioners 

on how they have managed identity formation over time might offer value as well. Students 

could also engage in online research tasks in relation to how other artists describe themselves 

and their practice(s) as well as write a short biographical statement for collective discussion. 
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Self-reflection tasks, e.g., journals, about identity formation may offer students support in 

terms of where they are placed in their ongoing development. This self-reflection might also 

involve talking with peers and family, in safe and constructive environments (Budge, 2016). 

Finally, discussions around the place of artists in society, the artist-audience relationship, as 

well as how artists might educate audiences about their contribution to their surroundings 

may also provide additional benefits for students. 

 

Opportunities for further research 

While there is a growing body of research relevant to identity theory and its implications for 

individuals, this article points to the need for additional research studies that focus on the 

ways in which artists manage this area of their personal and professional development. It is a 

complex area and multifaceted. Further interrogation of how artists manage artistic and 

non-artistic identities is a clear need, given to date there are only a small number of studies 

that pose a response to this issue, and these studies point to the complexities associated with 

this phenomenon. In addition, and while it did not form a part of this study, there are 

opportunities to consider the impact of artists’ works and creative style on their professional 

identity, as well as the influence of external factors such as audiences, key stakeholders, e.g., 

curators, directors, and employment opportunities, given the latter is frequently cited as 

particularly perilous for artists. 
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There are also significant opportunities for higher education academics to research 

identity in relation to student artists, given the literature which cites higher education as an 

important time for all students to consider this aspect (Bathmaker et al., 2016; Taylor & 

Littleton, 2016). For example, in what specific ways does higher education assist 

artists-in-training to understand and develop a sense of professional identity? To what extent 

can this area be taught or developed? What methods of instruction might currently be in place 

and that would benefit others in the higher education sector? In addition, what issues might 

emerge when exploring the extent to which artists find it an ongoing dilemma to form an 

identity given the complexities of a career in this field? Given that higher education is a 

significant time for developing artists, considering how to embed the idea of identity 

formation more directly in curricula is arguably worthy of consideration. 

 

Conclusions 

Given the fact that identity formation is seen as critical for all individuals, it is imperative that 

this area remains a focus within research in general and within higher education learning 

environments. Moreover, bearing in mind the frequently cited challenges that artists face in 

developing and sustaining a career, it is proposed here that those in higher education offering 

programs in the arts consider the extent to which they may place a greater focus on this area. 
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Appendix A 

 

1. When you explain to people what it is you do, what words or phrases do you use? 

2. How would you currently define or describe your professional identity? 

3. How important do you feel artists are to the Australian community? 

4. What do you think the general public in Australia think of artists in this country? 

5. To what extent do you believe artists in Australia are more or less respected than in 

other countries? 

6. There is a myth that artists are generally poor and on the fringes of society – to what 

extent do you believe this is true today? 

7. In an ideal world, what place in society do you believe artists should hold? 

 

 

 


