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REVIEWER INSTRUCTIONS
Thank you for taking the time to do a friendly review of our new Gig Work in Marketing and
Communications – Preparing for Growth in Calgary’s Creative Economy paper. Our goal with this
paper is to spark a discussion about how we can best prepare Calgary’s creative industry students,
our creative economy organizations and our community as a whole for success in the face of changes
to the nature of creative work. The audiences for this paper are policy advisors, creative economy
organizations and enterprises, teachers and administrators in higher education, and interested
Calgarians.

If you could provide your feedback by April 23, 2021 to Dr. AnneMarie Dorland
(adorland@mtroyal.ca), our team at the CityXLab would very much appreciate it. Any thoughts,
concerns, insights or general musings you’ve got on this important topic will help us ensure that
we’ve begun a productive and critical discussion about how the gig economy is impacting our creative
city.

The goal of the “friendly review” process is for you to provide feedback on the general flow of the
paper, areas of improvement that we might be able to better address, errors that we need to catch
before sharing this out publicly, and perspectives that we’ve missed. General questions to get you
started include:

1. Does this paper make sense? Do you get what we’re trying to share here?
2. Is there enough evidence for the key messages and themes that we are sharing?
3. Are the proposed findings and opportunities logical? Are there opportunities we’ve missed or
ways to make them clearer?
4. Are there parts of this plan that deserve more of the spotlight? Anything specific you’d like to
see us prioritize?
5. Do you have any thoughts or recommendations about the paper as a whole?

Please feel free to provide your feedback via comments in the PDF or as a note over email. This
research would not be possible without the support of our interview participants and our community.
Thank you for your support!

AnneMarie, David, Mathew and Annie.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
For
writers,
photographers,
branding
consultants, advertising creative directors and
others in Calgary’s creative industries, the
shape of everyday work is changing rapidly.
Their traditional employers – the marketing,
communications, advertising and branding
focused enterprises that make up are hiring
more freelance, gig-based and contract
creative workers than ever while shrinking
their in-house staff at record rates. Gig-based
work in our city’s creative industries now
represents 41% of all employment, and
creatives are more than twice as likely as other
Canadians to be self-employed or working in a
gig, contract, freelance or piecework model
[1]. Indeed, gig work has become the
expectation for creative professionals, rather
than the exception to the rule.
Unfortunately, traditional work experience,
apprenticeship
and
academic
training
programs for marketing and communication
industry creative professionals continue to rely
upon an outdated model of creative
employment: one that assumes that emerging
professionals will forge a career within existing
organizational structures while practicing their
skills and their craft as full time employees in
an agency, studio or corporate structure1.
Canadian marketing programs are an
especially clear example of this tension [2]. We
ignore the gig-based realities of creative work
at our student’s peril. By failing to equip
students and emerging creative professionals

with the strategic skills they require to thrive
in a gig-based economy we risk sending them
into a professional context unprepared and ill
equipped for success.

What strategies and skills are required to
succeed and thrive in creative gig-based
work? How do practicing creatives from the
marketing and communications sectors
negotiate the transition between traditional
and gig-based work in a meaningful and
successful way?

To learn more about how the shift towards gigbased work models might impact creative
career trajectories, researchers from Mount
Royal University’s CityXLab completed an indepth study of 17 creative workers from
Calgary’s marketing and communications
industry sectors. Each of the photographers,
writers,
creative
directors,
marketing
strategists and branding consultants that we
interviewed were either current members of
the gig economy or had transitioned in and out
of gig economy roles in the past five years.
Interview participants told us about their
career path, their strategies for developing
competitive advantages in a quickly evolving
industry, their predictions for industry changes
in the future and their forecasted career plans.

For more information about the impact of
academic training models on career preparedness in

1

the Calgary context please visit learningcity.ca
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Identifying strategies for success
across the creative career
continuum
We found that the factors which permit or
prevent a thriving gig-based creative practice
were remarkably similar across career stages
and types of creative work. Creatives in this
study shared valuable insights into the key
factors that catalyzed their transition from
traditional creative economy to gig work, the
conditions that enabled them to thrive as gig
creative workers, and the dynamics that could
(or had) incentivized them to return to
employment in a traditional creative economy
organization model.

Across all of the sectors, they share
a sense of anxiety about the
economic, social and personal
consequences of moving across this
continuum throughout their career.

Creative industry workers told us how they
navigate their career path on a continuum
between traditional employment and forms of
gig labour, and that the transition to gig-based

work was often instigated by a desire for
independence and flexibility in their creative
careers. Across all of the sectors, they share a
sense of anxiety about the economic, social
and personal consequences of moving across
this continuum throughout their career.
However, they also described the need for
flexibility and balance that motivated their
move from traditional employment to gigbased work (and back). Transitioning into the
gig economy brought concerns about surge
capacity,
unpredictable
schedules
and
finances, but creative industry workers who
had (or were currently) working as gig-based
marketing
and
communication
sector
participants also felt that they were leading
more aligned and creative lives than they had
as traditional organization employees.
We also learned that navigating this career
continuum
required
the
deliberate
implementation of five specific strategies –
strategies which creative workers developed
while transitioning into gig-based work, but
which could be effectively supported by
industry and educational networks to prepare
creatives for their continual shifts into and out
of gig-based work throughout their career.
Thriving gig-based creatives do not work in
isolation but rather through connections – to
other creative professionals, to work that is
personally significant, to existing sector
specific networks, and to meaningful creative
6

practices – connections that help them
navigate the tensions of both traditional and
gig-based creative work while staying engaged
in a competitive and challenging knowledge
work field.
After examining the interviews with 17
creatives from all stages of the traditional
to gig based career continuum, we found
that gig-based creatives thrive when they
have:
1.

Active mentorship and apprenticeship
connections.

2.

Meaningful career experiences, not just
existing employment opportunities.

3.

A support system that enables flexibility
and balance.

4.

5.

Effective new domain specific creative
practice and skill development enabling
opportunities.

The creative workforce is
changing. Are we ready?
As the creative industry sectors in Canada shift
more and more towards a gig-based
employment model [3], understanding the
strategies required for creative workers to
thrive becomes increasingly important.
Creative industry workers described five forms
of support that would enable creative
professionals to thrive at all stages on the
continuum of their creative careers. The
writers, branding strategists, advertising
creative
directors,
photographers
and
marketing consultants that we studied believe
that these opportunities are essential to
developing the skills required for a 21st century
creative economy.
Our study found that academic, corporate
and professional organizations can best
enable creative industry workers in the
gig economy to thrive by:
1.

Seeding mentorship connections
throughout the student, apprentice, and
professional stages of creative
employment.

2.

Find new ways to align creative careers
with creative experiences.

3.

Strengthening professional communities
to improve surge capacity.

4.

Initiate new training and learning
opportunities into marketing and design
curriculums to support a wider variety of
creative practice and skill development.

5.

Establishing strong networks of gig
workers and finding new ways to
integrate them effectively into existing
organizational cultures.

Deep integration into existing network
based creative cultures.

How might we create the conditions in which
Calgary’s creative economy – and Calgary’s
creative industry workers – can continue to
thrive in the midst of this shift to a gig-based
employment model? And how might we share
these strategies and skills with students or
emerging professionals to ensure that Calgary
retains creative talent and nurtures creative
industries in a way that supports all forms of
creative work?
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A closer examination of how creatives are
negotiating the shift from traditional forms of
employment to gig-based work models
provides a preview of how the increase in gigbased work may come to affect the larger
economy as a whole [4]. Helping creative
sector workers to develop the strategies they
need to thrive at all stages of their career
continuum
through
academic,
training,
network and professional opportunities will
ensure that the creative economy in Calgary
continues to evolve and grow.
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HOW TO USE THIS REPORT
As industries across Canada face the oncoming
challenge of reshaping the way they work to
support, integrate and maximize the potential
of gig based workers, they look towards
sectors at the forefront of the gig revolution for
insight. We recommend using this report to
develop a better understanding of the impact
and consequences of a shift to gig based
employment models, the ways that a shift into
and out of gig based work can be supported,
and the opportunities for advancing the
success of Canada’s gig based workers.

For policy advisors and community
leaders
Use this report to learn more about the impact
of the creative industries in Calgary, their
scale, scope and relevance, and key issues that
they face in a gig based work world. The
insights presented here may help to inform
discussions about new policy options, and to
assist you in making strategic decisions about
employment and educational support models.

For creative industry organizations
and individual creative workers
Use this report to learn more about how you
can best help creative workers thrive as full
time, transitioning or gig based employees in
your organization. This may assist you in
finding new ways to support full time and gig
based employees, and to manage your
organization’s transition to a gig based model
in the future. For individual creative workers,
use this report to identify the supports that you
may find helpful in your own transition into and
out of gig based work over the course of your
career.

For academic community members
Use this report as an evidence-based
contextual introduction to the creative
economy and to career preparedness in
creative industries. This may provide you with
data to extend the scholarship presented here,
and with new pedagogical directions for
preparing students for meaningful and
sustainable careers in the creative industries.

For Calgarians
Use this report as a case study of one
industry’s responses to the changing Canadian
economy. The overview of the Calgary’s
creative
economy
and
the
contextual
information about the shift to gig based work
faced by the marketing and communications
sector in our city may provide you with the
information you need to join the conversation
about nurturing this area, especially in the face
of the social and economic challenges set to all
Albertans.

We recommend using this report to
develop a better understanding of the
impact and consequences of a shift to
gig based employment models…
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UNDERSTANDING CALGARY’S CREATIVE ECONOMY AND
OUR CREATIVE INDUSTRIES
The creative economy in Calgary is made up of
a vibrant ecosystem of broadcasting, electronic
or digital media and film, visual arts and crafts,
museums, literature and print media, fashion
and performing arts organizations – all of
which come together to shape the cultural,
creative and experiential life of our city. The
UK’s National Endowment for Science,
Technology and the Arts (Nesta) defines the
creative economy as “those industries which
have their origin in individual creativity, skill
and talent and which have a potential for
wealth and job creation through the generation
and exploitation of intellectual property” [5].
Using their four-cluster model as an analytical
lens, we can position marketing and
communications industry enterprises within
the “creative industries”, a sector which
includes design, architecture, photography,
advertising and fashion/accessories.

Who is Included in Calgary’s
Creative Industries?
Calgary’s
creative
industries
directly
contributed more than $2.1 billion to Calgary’s
GDP in 2016, contributing a total economic
footprint of $3.85 billion (with considerations
of supply chain impact and wages)[6]. Our
citywide creative industries are large, and they
are growing: Calgary’s creative industries
employ more than 24000 individuals as part of
4,400 businesses every year [7]. The creative
economy in Calgary, and in Alberta as a whole,
has demonstrated significant growth potential
to 2030 and beyond and is recognized as being
both uniquely resistant to automation and a
key creator of employment opportunities in the
Calgary context. Perhaps more importantly,
the creative economy in Calgary plays a critical
role in talent retention and in attracting young
and skilled knowledge industry professionals to
jobs at a low risk of automation2, a key
challenge facing our city in the future [8, 9].

86% of creative jobs have little to no risk of being
replaced (British Council, 2016).

2
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Which creative industries are
most impacted by the shift to gigbased employment models?
Perhaps the biggest change facing workers in
Calgary’s creative industries is the increasing
shift from traditional forms of employment to
gig-based work models [10]. This shift has
influenced every quadrant of the creative
economy ecosystem – from culture and the
culture industries to creative education and
creative industries – but the impact is made
especially visible in the marketing and
communications sector [11]. This comes as no
surprise: according to a recent McKinsey and
Company report [12], the heighted rate of
transition between traditional employment
models and gig based work is happening most
at the intersection of knowledge-intensive
industries and creative economy sectors3.
According to the Conference Board of Canada,
Canadian based creative workers in marketing
and communications sectors are leaving
traditional employment structures and stable
connections to creative economy enterprises
(agencies, studios and firms in the marketing
and communications sector) at higher rates
than any other participants in the creative
economy.

In Canada, these sectors are defined as
Advertising, Public Relations and Related Services
(NAIC 5418), Specialized Design Services (NAIC
5414), and Other Professional, Scientific and
Technical Services (NAIC 5419) including Marketing
Research and Public Opinion Polling (54191),
Photographic Services (54192) and Translation and
other interpretation services (54193).
3

Figure 1. NESTA Creative Economy Model.

What happens when gig work
meets creative employment?
Often
called
the
sharing
economy’,
‘crowdsourcing’ or the ‘collaborative economy’,
the gig economy in Canada is made up of 1.7
Increasingly,
million
workers
[13,14].
creatives at
work in marketing and
communications sectors - marketers, branding
experts, designers and writers – are among the
8.2% of Canadians4 motivated by choice or by
necessity to enter into the flexible working
arrangements
defined
by
independent
contracting and consulting work [15].

4 According to the Canadian Employer-Employee
Dynamic Database and the 2016 Census of
Population
the
number
of
Canadian
gig
workers aged 15 and older has increased from
almost 1 million workers (5.5%) in 2005 to about
1.7 million workers (8.2%) in 2016.
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Gig economy work can take many forms.
In the creative industries, gig work
includes:
•

Freelance work: short-term employment
engagements with different clients on a
project basis [16, 17].

•

Limited Term: a series of renewed fixedterm contracts with a single organization,
often a former employer [18].

•

Contract work: fixed-term contracts often
brokered by an employment agency or
creative collective [19].

•

Solopreneurship: the formation of a single
practitioner organization, framed as a mini
agency or studio in the shape of the
“smallest of small businesses” [20], often
hiring out piecework to other creative
sector participants.

•

Piecework: work-on-demand employment
facilitated through a digital platform where
creative sector participants can pick up a
part of a whole and are paid for the
completion of a discrete task [21].

Figure 2. Creative Industries in Alberta (Statistics
Canada, 2020).
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These five forms of gig economy participation
are characterized by the use of digital
mediation tools to connect creative workers
and their patrons, fluctuations in employment
opportunities (and in the required surge
capacity of the creative worker), irregular or
unpredictable schedules, the requirement of
the creative worker to provide in the
infrastructure and equipment required for
work, and deliverable or task based payment
structures [22].
But for others, participation in the gig
economy is driven by the precarity, low
wages, challenging employment
practices and increasing demands that
have come to characterize the creative
economy as a whole

In many cases, working in a gig-based
employment model allows “unemployed and
underemployed professionals to keep their
careers moving forward, and it has also
provided many full time workers an
opportunity to break free of the confining
restraints of traditional jobs” [23]. Gig
economy work is often understood as a way for
young, often millennial, workers to break free
of the confining restraints of traditional
creative employment and is typically framed as
a form of “sidepreneurship” [24]. There are,
however, many motivations for marketing,
branding, writing and creative professionals to
take on gig-based creative work, and to forgo
the supportive structures of traditional
employment. For some it is a “side hustle” [25]
with positive implications of entrepreneurship,
innovation and increased creative productivity.
But for others, participation in the gig economy
is driven by the precarity, low wages,
challenging
employment
practices
and
increasing demands that have come to
characterize the creative economy as a whole
[26, 27].
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STUDYING CREATIVE CAREER CONTINUUMS

Figure 3. Study participation and methodology.

This is Canada’s first study of gig based work
in the marketing and communications sector.
To learn more about the shift towards gigbased work models in creative career
trajectories, researchers from Mount Royal
University’s CityXLab completed an in-depth
study of 17 creative workers from Calgary’s
marketing and communications industry
sectors.

We interviewed creatives who had experience
with employment in a gig based work model
during the last five years (2015 – 2020) and
analyzed the interview transcripts for key
insights into their career paths, their strategies
for developing competitive advantages in a
quickly evolving industry, their predictions for
industry changes in the future and their
forecasted career plans.
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Figure 4. Freelance work in the creative industries (Creative Industries Federation, 2017)

INSIGHTS AND OPPORTUNITIES
In conversations with creatives from across the
marketing and communication sectors of
Calgary’s creative industry we surfaced five
key factors which can encourage and enable a
thriving gig-based creative practice. These
five factors were remarkably similar across
career stages and types of creative work and
were vital to a flourishing creative practice for
workers beginning the transition to gig-based
work as students or as traditionally employed
creatives, workers currently practicing within
the gig economy, and workers re-entering
traditional organizational contexts.

Figure 5. Life Cycle of the Gig Economy

The photographers, branding and marketing
strategists, writers and advertising creatives
that participated in this study shared valuable
insights into the key factors that catalyzed
their transition from traditional creative
economy to gig work, the conditions that
enabled them to thrive as gig creative workers,
and the dynamics that could (or had)
incentivized them to return to employment in
a traditional creative economy organization
model.
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#1: SEED MENTORSHIP AND APPRENTICESHIP OPPORTUNITIES
connections
Key finding #1: Establishing active
Opportunity # 1: Seed mentorship
mentorship and apprenticeship
connections is key to survival as a
creative worker in the gig economy.
There is a durable and vital relationship
between gig economy success and strong
mentorship
relationships.
Gig
economy
creatives described three key ways that
mentors impacted their gig economy careers:
•

•

•

Mentors impact the decision of when and
how to transition to gig economy work, or
to transition from gig economy work to
the traditional creative economy.
Mentors provide legitimate learning,
apprenticeship or shadowing opportunities
to help transitioning or early career
gigging creatives develop the tactical skills
required for success in the gig economy.
Mentors support the development of the
EQ - emotional intelligence (stress
management, goal setting, emotional
stability) and SQ - social intelligence
(networking, personal branding, selfpromotion) skills required to thrive in the
gig economy.

connections in student, apprentice and
professional stages of gig economy work.
In order to support creative workers who are
transitioning from traditional employment to
gig based work, who are working in the gig
economy, or who are transitioning back to
traditional employment structures, academic
institutions and professional accreditive bodies
must seed meaningful mentorship connections
[28]. These mentorship connections should
enable significant conversations about creative
practice, technique or capacity building, and
SQ or EQ skill development. Mentorship
relationships may be peer to peer, student to
professional, or emerging to established gigbased creative worker.
“…you find a mentor and that's, that's kind of an
aspect of education that I don't see as well it's
valued but it's really hard to latch on to someone
because people are very like I got my own stuff
going like I'm going for me they don't want to
offload a bunch of stuff but when you can find
someone who heavily mentors you and teaches
you about those things.” (Interview 10)
“...whether it's either people that are going to
advocate for you, on your behalf to get you to the
different positions, like I've been fortunate to have
different advocates, and mentors throughout my
career that have both encouraged me”
(Interview 6)
“But really, for me, the way that networking has
been helpful, is by treating everyone I run into
whether it's someone I'm working with, above me,
someone I'm working with below me, someone at
my level, the client, an external vendor that we
brought into work for a client, I would treat
everyone. For me, every person you run into is
someone that you might want to help in the future
or need help from in the future. So I think It adds
a little bit to the stress, I found every interaction
more high stakes.” (Interview 13)
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#2: ALIGN CREATIVE CAREERS WITH CREATIVE EXPERIENCES
Key finding #1: The shift from traditional
employment to gig based work is driven
by a lack of meaningful experiences, not
a lack of meaningful employment
opportunities.
The decision to transition to gig based creative
work has more to do with the expectations and
experiences of individual creatives than with
the availability of traditional creative industry
job opportunities. Students and traditionally
employed creative professionals’ transition to
gig based creative work in order to craft a
career that offers them the opportunity to
enact their values, to gain flexibility and afford
opportunities for growth, to suit their lifestyle,
and to become part of a community that
reaches beyond a traditional workplace.
Creatives are more likely to transition to gig
economy work because of their desire to build
a practice that suits their individual needs than
to transition due to layoffs, lack of employment
opportunities, or financial considerations.
However, creatives are more likely to leave gig
based work due to lack of employment
opportunities rather than lack of experiences.

Opportunity # 1: Find new ways to align
creative careers with creative
experiences.
In order to prevent unwanted attrition in the
creative industries, and in order to retain
young and talented creative professionals in
Calgary, creative industry leaders must
integrate meaningful creative experiences into
traditional employment opportunities. For
many creative workers, this means increasing
the variability and flexibility of client focused
work. For others, this can mean providing
opportunities for meaningful personal creative
work within traditional creative industry
employment expectations. Understanding that
creative workers are leaving traditional
marketing and communication agencies
because of a lack of meaningful connection to
their work (and not because of a lack of
employment opportunities) can enable those in
leadership roles within creative industry to find
new ways to establish alignment and
connection,
and
to
increase
creative
productivity within traditional organization
structures.

“It's always competitive but it's the communities that are being created and you can walk into a We work or, or
any place like that and it's like you have all these designers who are technically competing against each other,
supporting each other and learning and growing off of each other so you know for someone coming out of
school, you could find yourself in the freelance space, and still find the mentors and the people to help you
grow” (Interview 2)
“Um, yeah, definitely want to be working in the woods in my office. remotely, and freelancing, the beauty is
that you can travel and work. I can be in Vancouver for the week, working and getting client work done. So
freelance is the ideal situation for me.” (Interview 14)
“I personally like freedom. So freelancing is a lot more fun, flexible in that way, versus like sitting at a job nine
to five, Monday to Friday. And it often in the agency world, there's like spots where you're not sleeping, like
you're working early, early mornings, and late, late nights until you get this campaign out. For the client, and
it's required of you.” (Interview 8)
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#3: STRENGTHEN SURGE CAPACITY
Key finding #3: Transitioning to work in
the creative gig economy will both
enable and disrupt the flexibility and
balance needed for creative work.
For creative workers who are transitioning
into, or who are part of, the gig economy, a
support system that enables flexibility and
balance is key to success. However, being a gig
economy creative can both enable this
flexibility and disrupt it. Working in a gig-based
model can disrupt the balance needed for
creative work in many ways: creatives
describe the difficulties of balancing a
fluctuating income, shifting surge capacity
requirements, changing client focused workloads
and
challenging
infrastructure
requirements while working in the creative gig
economy. However, creative gig economy
workers also described the gig-based nature of
their creative work as the element of their lives
that enabled the flexibility they required to
achieve this balance. Instead of gig work being
the cause of stress in a creative career, it may
be the antidote.

Opportunity # 3: Strengthen the ties
within the professional community to
improve surge capacity for all members.
In order to provide all community members
with the surge capacity they need to retain
balance during unbalanced creative careers,
individuals at work in the creative industry
must cultivate and nurture ties in their
professional and personal networks. By
enhancing this network surge capacity,
creatives will be able to call upon a reliable
connection to others when they need support,

when they would like to recommend others, or
when they need to enhance the flexibility of
their own practice. This can take the form of
strong ties to professional bodies in specific
sectors, to gig-based collective or work
brokering services (Communno, Upwork,
Freelancer, Guru, Mechanical Turk, Aquent or
PeoplePerHour) or sector specific promotional
community platforms (Behance, 99designs,
dribble, Portfolio, Coroflot or Potfoliobox).

“My wife and I have made an active decision that
right now one of us wants some flexibility. And
from work hours, we have two small kids, they are
three and one, having someone with the flexibility
to stay home with them when they're sick, take
them to their doctor's appointments, take them to
the vaccinations, take them to the dentist, all that
kind of stuff. Someone who can start cooking for
them a little early, right, so we can do dinner
early, all that kind of stuff is really useful for us
right now. Um, so that's sort of flexibility in terms
of setting my own hours, being able to say, just
like being able to say no, to new client projects
that I'm like, I actually just don't have time for
this. And here's three other people who can help
you. That is super helpful. You know, agency for
this isn't universal, but my experience of agency
was that my work life balance was really, really
bad, right. And now my work life balance is very,
very good. So I think the flexibility to set your own
hours is a major plus.” (Interviewee 12)
“I would bid on like 50 things in a month and about
20 would come in small to medium sometimes you
get an insane ones are like everybody says yes to
everything. And you gotta like you pick and choose
and you just feel like a king. And then there's
other times where because you're so busy with the
clients, you're always working and you're not
looking for beds and working on your own
business. And then you feel like you're in the
money and then it goes dry for a couple of months.
And it's a rollercoaster ride. I'd have to say, that is
how I built up my network.” (Interview 2)
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#4: INITIATE NEW TRAINING AND LEARNING
opportunities

Key finding #4: Successful gig economy
workers have the strength to convert
between being jack of all trades and
being the master of one.

To thrive in the gig economy, creatives must
develop a wide range of skills - from financial
management to legal expertise - that expand
the meaning of creative work. A successful
entry into gig based work requires a generalist
approach to a wide range of skill acquisition
and use. Acquiring creative skills or mastering
new skill areas feels more accessible than ever
thanks to digital and remote forms of
professional development, online mentorship
and skill demonstrations.
However, establishing these second order
creative skills can be detrimental to creative
work in a traditional workplace, as investing in
their development steals billable time and
impedes workflow and productivity. The need
to master one’s creative capabilities in
traditional creative industries leaves little time
to develop the experiences and skill sets
required for a successful transition to gig based
creative work. Successful gig-based creative
workers are able to enable a wide range of
domain specific competencies [29] within their
creative practice: they maintain a peripheral
focus on their newly acquired generalist skill
set while developing a deep and impactful
expertise in one area of their creative work
that will come to define their unique offering in
the freelance or gig-based market5.

The four-cluster model of enabling competencies
can be found at learningcity.ca in the Calgary On
The Precipice: Learning Our Way Forward report (p.
28). Enabling competencies can be analytical

5

Opportunity #4: Integrate new training
and learning opportunities into marketing
and design curriculums to support a wider
variety of creative practice and skill
development.
To ensure that creative workers are able to
develop the generalist skills they will need in
their transition to (and work within) the gig
economy, marketing and communications
university programs should integrate new
pedagogical approaches and new learning
opportunities aimed at supporting a wider
variety of skill development objectives into
existing
course
structures.
Professional
accreditation and sector specific organizations
could also offer skill development training for
“non creative” skill sets. Making second order
creative skill acquisition accessible and
appealing to students and established creative
professionals alike will enable successful
transitions to gig economy work without
jeopardizing productivity or workflow in
traditional creative industries.

competencies,
interpersonal
competencies,
foundational literacies or professional competencies
(Finch et al, 2020).
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“Having a mentor is someone that you can go
to those questions with finance can really pull
out of so if there's if there's anything to kind
of build into a curriculum out of this like those
would be my, my two most important things
because everyone's got a passion, they know
what they want to do in life and like you could
be the best Baker in the world but if you don't
manage your finances or you don't know how
to pay employees or property tax especially
with all the property tax stuff that's
happening.” (Interview 2)
“ I just try to be good. Yeah, I personally just
try to stay on top of my game because and
you see, it was just like people raising the bar
so high that you kind of have to stay, you
either have to beat it, or you have to stay at
that level. And I think it's just a really good
way to just like exercise your brain and
exercise your skills, and then just add a little
extra to both that's like outside of your
regular work” (Interview 7)
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#5: INTEGRATE ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURES
Key Finding #5: Gig economy creatives
are both disposable and indispensable
but are seldom effectively integrated into
organizational cultures.
This stunts their effectiveness in creative work,
shrinks their creative productivity and feeds a
high “turn and burn” rate on new gig workers.
Gig workers are not just temporary employees,
nor are they integrated into the creative
process in the same way as traditionally
employed creative team members. Being a gig
creative changes how you are briefed, how you
are credited, how you are integrated into the
decision making process, and how much
background or context you are given for the
creative decisions you are asked to take. This
can impede a creative process, increase
billable hours required for creative work, or
result in less desirable contributions to the
larger client focused project.
Opportunity #5: Establish strong
networks of gig workers and finding new
ways to integrate them effectively into
existing organizational cultures.
Agencies, studios and creative economy
workplaces that seek to effectively integrate
gig workers into the creative process should
establish a strong and personalized network of
gig workers and seek to integrate them into
the organizational culture whenever possible in
order to improve productivity and creative
output. Academic institutions who offer
marketing
and
communications
work
integrated learning should allow students to
pursue placement opportunities in a wider
range of settings across both traditional and
the gig-based creative industry sectors in order
to provide students with the tools they need to
navigate different organizational cultures as

emerging professionals. This may include
revising work placement programs to provide
the opportunity to shadow solopreneurs, to do
a work placement or co-op with freelance or
gig-based workers or to focus on a WIL, co-op
or work study in traditional creative industry
sector workplaces.
“it's creating a model honestly where we operate
like we operate with our freelancers in the same
way with the same mentality and the same
mindset as, as we would with employees and...we
have our challenges and that we don't have these
people in the office, but it's it’s funny how many of
them hang out in our office just to like hang out.
And so I think... it's a unique model and it's one
that I would never have looked never thought
would have got to the point that it is with us and I
don't know how it's happened, aside from I think
we've just built a really good culture of respect and
transparency and bringing them in at the right
time and then making them feel as though they
are part of the team because they are and that's
our success, so much of it hinges on their ability to
execute and once they've executed especially well
it's, you want to keep these people in your realm
and. I think the thing we've done really well is
gone in with the mindset that there, they are
employees they're not freelancers.” (Interview 4)
“Yeah, you're coming in as an employee, does that
create a process change a lot for you and like how
do you navigate that opposed to freelance work a
little bit because like you kind of lose that that
barrier professionalism in a sense like you're more
a part of the team, you don't have to upkeep those
relationships...it's a lot more stress, I would say as
a freelancer kind of meeting those expectations
versus being a part of the company because you
would probably have onboarding through brand
values and techniques and proper language
whereas if I'm just brought in for one project I
have to educate myself on that lickety split.”
(Interview 6)
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PREPARING FOR A NEW CREATIVE ECONOMY IN CALGARY.
Our study shows that creative careers exist on
a continuum beyond that described by
solopreneurship,
entrepreneurship
and
workplace models. Gig economy creatives
were more likely to describe their career
journey as being cyclical or fluid than
monodirectional. Contrary to expectations, the
decision
to
transition
from
traditional
employment to gig based creative work was
seldom guided by a desire for solopreneurship
or entrepreneurship opportunities. Instead, gig
economy creatives described a career
continuum of working in a traditional collective
(agency, corporation or partnership), moving
toward gig based work (solopreneurship,
freelance, contract or piecework) and then
experiencing a third phase of evolution where
they either rejoined a collective, or formed a
new collective through the partnerships they
established in their gig-based network.
The goal of this insight report is to open a
dialogue about how we might create the
conditions in which Calgary’s creative economy
– and Calgary’s creative industry workers –
can continue to thrive in the midst of this
nation-wide shift to a gig-based employment
model.

To support a thriving gig-based creative
economy in the 21st century, we must work to:
1. Seed mentorship connections
throughout the student, apprentice,
and professional stages of creative
employment.
2. Find new ways to align creative
careers with creative experiences.
3. Strengthen professional communities
to improve surge capacity.
4. Initiate new training and learning
opportunities into marketing and
design curriculums to support a wider
variety of creative practice and skill
development.
5. Establish strong networks of gig
workers and finding new ways to
integrate them effectively into existing
organizational cultures.
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If we are able to seize these opportunities,
Calgary has the chance to become a
destination for freelance, gig and remote
workers from the creative economy and
beyond. By developing an adaptive creative
labour force – one that supports the
connections creative workers need to other
creative professionals, to work that is
personally significant, to existing sector
specific networks, and to meaningful creative
practices – we can help Calgary build a unique
enabling capacity for gig workers, creative
industries and the wider creative economy.

How might we create the conditions
in which Calgary’s creative economy
– and Calgary’s creative industry
workers – can continue to thrive in
the midst of this shift to a gig-based
employment model? And how might
we share these strategies and skills
with
students
or
emerging
professionals to ensure that Calgary
retains creative talent and nurtures
creative industries in a way that
supports all forms of creative work?

Figure 6. Supporting a thriving gig economy in Calgary.
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Future Research into the Gig
Economy
Research into the role, shape and impact of
the gig economy continues to be critical to
understanding the nature of Canada’s 21st
century economy. A recent study done by the
Public Policy Forum (Understanding the
Nature and Experience of Gig Work in
Canada, 2021) reveals that gig workers
(including restaurant, service and online gig
workers) make less – in terms of family
income – than traditionally employed
Canadians, that they constitute more than
20% of the larger Canadian workforce, and
that the trend towards gig based employment
is increasing year over year.

As our last recommendation from this study,
we call for more research into the impact,
scope and role of the gig economy in the
broader Calgary context: what does this shift
to gig-based work in Calgary mean for our
labour market, and what policies are best
suited to protecting and supporting gig-based
workers?

The Gig Economy Data Hub (What is the
Future of Gig Work? 2021) is also looking to
the future of gig work in the Canadian and
American economy. In recent work, they
share that incorporating gig-based workers
into an employee community can help support
rapid change and increase shareholder
profits. And Forbes has recently identified gig
based work as the future of economic success
(Why the Gig Economy Will Drive The Future
of Employment, 2021).
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