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Walk into a bustling cafe in the heart of downtown Toronto, and you’ll likely be met with a 
cheery, young barista looking to take your order. If you choose to strike up a conversation with 
this individual, there is a very likely chance that they will inform you that their work at the cof-
fee shop supplements their independent work as a freelancer. Their freelance work may span 
across a variety of different disciplines, but there is a good chance that these young workers are 
creative practitioners, hoping that they can find enough sustainable freelance work to be able 
to focus on it full-time.

Unfortunately, for most art and design graduates in Toronto, sustainable full-time work through 
freelancing is hard to come by. While there has been increasing research and evidence that 
creative thinking increases the competitive advantage of companies and organizations, 
many of those organizations do not yet know how to engage or locate these types of individ-
uals. In Supporting Successful Transitions to Self-Employment in Art & Design, we have engaged 
students, graduates, and organizations in the conversation to better understand the gaps in 
the marketplace that inhibit successful, long-term, relationship-building specifically between 
our students at OCAD University and not-for-profit organizations 
across the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area (GTHA). This study fo-
cuses primarily on exploring the nature of the existing supports 
for freelancers, in order to understand what OCAD University 
could provide to enable our graduates to see more success in this 
type of work; however we see additional farther-reaching benefits 
to entering well-equipped freelancers into the marketplace. One 
of these benefits is the economic development opportunity to 
build partnerships between organizations outside of the downtown core and designers, who 
have little capacity to market their services beyond their limited networks enabling both to 
broaden their reach and impact by simply working together. 

We have learned that the need to develop a space for capacity building for freelance art and 
design graduates is critical in order to support successful transitions into the creative econo-
my in the GTHA. Our hope is that the evidence from this study can lay the foundation to further 
explore how best to meet these needs so that more OCAD University graduates can find sus-
tainable freelance work that is both profitable and meaningful. 

iii. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

“In order to support successful 
transitions into the creative 

economy in the GTHA, it is criti-
cal to develop capacity building 
space for creative entrepreneurs”
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Over the course of this study, a critical conversation on the language of “freelance” 
emerged. In our interviews with students and graduates, the language of this work 
was quite variable. 

It seems that the individuals with service-based offerings 
call themselves freelancers, and those with more tradition-
al product-based offerings call themselves entrepreneurs.  

This variability in language is reflected in the manner in 
which these individuals approach their businesses. The 
mental model of entrepreneur is someone who is enter-
prising, extroverted, and relentless about introducing 
themselves and their business to the broad public. Con-
versely, the mental model of freelancer seems to be a quieter, more word-of-mouth 
based enterprise, available to those without the more fervent qualities associated 
with entrepreneurship. 

Our perspective is that freelancers and creative entrepreneurs have more similari-
ties than differences, and therefore for the purposes of this report, we will be using 
the language interchangeably.

CREATIVE
ENTREPRENEUR

Product Based
ENTREPRENEUR FREELANCER

Service Based

“The mental model of entrepreneur 
is enterprising, extroverted, and re-
lentless. The mental model of free-
lancer seems to be a quieter, more 
word-of-mouth based enterprise.”

iv. LANGUAGE
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1.
INTRODUCTION
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OPERATE IN DIFFICULT
MARKET CONDITIONS

PROPOSE NEW 
FORMS OF ORGANIZATION

DEVELOP NEW &
 INNOVATIVE PRODUCTS

INTRODUCE NEW 
PRODUCTION METHODS

SEARCH FOR NEW SOURCES
OF SUPPLIES AND MATERIALS

Creative Entrepreneurs

CONTEXT / BACKGROUND 

a.
Characteristics
Drivers of Innovation
Make Sense of Ambiguity 
Producers of Cultural Goods
Build Communities
Risk Takers
Flexible
Create Value
Alertness for Opportunity
Fluid Way of Thinking
Content Driven
Create Small Enterprises
Comfortable with Change
Growth and/or Creation Oriented
Operate in Difficult Market Conditions

Globalization, interconnected communication channels, rapidly changing technologies 
and global connectivity have radically changed our environment and the way we produce 
and consume cultural products and services (HKU, 2010). Countries such as Finland, Den-
mark, and South Korea have explicit design policies at the national level that emphasize 
design as a tool for economic progress and national competitiveness (Commission of the 
European Communities, 2009).

Creativity is now acknowledged as fostering cultural, social as well as economic gains. In 
this context, the concept of the ‘creative economy’ is now broadly accepted and under-
stood (HKU, 2010). In Cultivating “Natural” Cultural Districts written by creative communi-
ty-builders Mark J. Stern and Susan C. Seifert, creative entrepreneurs have significant pos-
itive impacts on a city’s growth and development. Artistic activity and arts participation 
are now seen as a means of stimulating economic activity, creating a sense of community, 
reducing social stress, aiding in neighbourhood revitalization, reducing poverty (Stern 
& Seifert, 2012) and attracting other skilled residents and employers to the city (Florida, 
2002; Markusen, 2006). The creative economy in Toronto employs more than 130,000 peo-
ple and continues to grow - with OCAD University students and graduates playing a critical 
role in this system (City of Toronto Economic Development, 2011).
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1.INTRODUCTION

Lack/ Struggle With
Business Training Appropriate to Their Aspirations
Writing Contracts
Struggle with Identifying New Markets
Writing Business plans
Business Aspect of Running a Studio
Property Rights/ Intellectual Property
Presentation
Networking opportunities
Adequate Workspace
Solitary Working Environment
Lack of Mentors
Motivation
Lack of Direction
Marketing Skills
Skill Upgrading
Opportunities for Professional Training DA
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To support the creative economy, it is important to support creative entrepreneurs who 
face challenges distinct from entrepreneurs in other industries. For example, creative en-
trepreneurs’ high self-employment rates mean that they often lack sufficient workspace, 
ongoing professional and business training, as well as marketing and networking oppor-
tunities (Markusen, 2013). Furthermore, when polled, cre-
ative entrepreneurs consistently cite a need for business 
skills training, writing business plans, property rights is-
sues, pricing, marketing, finding further artistic training, 
grant-writing, and other topics (Markusen, 2013).  Survey 
research conducted at OCAD University has revealed that 
over 80% of OCAD U’s art and design students will spend 
at least part of their career as self-employed professionals 
(Strategic National Arts Alumni Project Results, 2011). 

There is increasing concern, in Toronto and elsewhere, around the growing prevalence 
of precarious employment – work that lacks the social benefits and legal protections of 
full-time employment, and brings with it risks and insecurity (PEPSO, 2013.) The growth 
in precarious employment is of particular concern within specific populations including 

“To support the creative econ-
omy, it is important to support 

creative entrepreneurs who face 
challenges distinct from entre-
preneurs in other industries.”
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b.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

women, aboriginal people, new Canadians, and youth and is acute within the cultural sector 
and creative industries. 

Communications designers, illustrators, photographers, curators, artists, digital producers 
and inventors of all sorts are largely members of this class of workers who may experience 
prolonged periods of under-employment; who do not have access to employer-sponsored 
benefits programs, professional development support; and who often work in isolated con-
ditions. Research on arts graduates throughout North America indicates that lack of access 
to networks, as well as debt (including student loan debt) represent barriers to careers in the 
arts that are more frequently reported by racialized communities (SNAAP, 2013). 

The evidence of precarious and unsustainable employment in the creative sector speaks 
to the need for some kind of facilitated transition and supportive environment to reduce 
the barriers and enhance the success of art and design graduates entering the labour 
force as freelance workers. 

An institutionally-supported agency could provide guid-
ance in pricing, invoicing, taxation, and financial planning, 
mitigate some of the risks associated with starting a sole 
proprietorship, as well as a provide a cross-disciplinary 
network of artists and designers for collaboration, men-
torship, and ongoing guidance. 

Gaps in the research to support such a venture include: 
what are the specific and most critical needs of graduates 
entering the labour market, particularly those from low 
socio-economic backgrounds, newcomers, women and members of marginalized and/
or racialized communities? Is there a market within the Greater Toronto Area, particularly 
within the not-for-profit and / or government sectors, for lower cost design and creative 
services provided by students? What are the variables of success in creating these kinds of 
student-driven business operations, particularly within the creative sector, and within the 
Greater Toronto Area? What effects would the creation of such an agency have on existing 
freelancers in the sector, many of whom are already in precarious employment situations?

“To reduce the barriers and 
enhance the success of art 

and design graduates, there 
needs to be some kind of 

a facilitated transition and 
supportive environment ”



SUPPORTING SUCCESSFUL TRANSITIONS TO SELF-EMPLOYMENT IN ART & DESIGN 15

1.INTRODUCTION

MAXIMIZING THE POTENTIAL OF THE CREATIVE ECONOMY

The creative industries represent a growth area in Toronto and have the potential to provide even 
greater employment opportunities for young graduates. However, because stable, secure employ-
ment opportunities in these creative professions are not abundant, many young artists and design-
ers may choose to avoid the creative practice in favour of careers that appear to offer more stability 
and security. By creating an entity that facilitates transitions to self-employment for a short period 
after graduation, we hypothesize that more creative professionals can successfully enter the labour 
market and contribute, long term, to the economy of the city and the province. The digital indus-
tries, in particular, offer substantial opportunities for economic growth if young professionals are 
properly supported after completion of their post-secondary education. This project will provide 
the research necessary for a properly planned set of supports for artists and designers and has the 
potential to act as a template for other creative services and professions.

1 

2 MITIGATING THE CONDITIONS & RISKS OF PRECARIOUS EMPLOYMENT

As the Ontario economy transitions from manufacturing and knowledge-based to increasing re-
liance on creativity and innovation, working conditions are shifting as well. The emergence and 
increasing reliance on unpaid internships in the creative industries is just one example of the ways 
in which conditions are jeopardizing young workers. By understanding the needs of emerging pro-
fessionals and contextualizing those within a realistic understanding of the market and its willing-
ness to pay for services performed by inexperienced freelancers, this study has the potential to 
present viable policy alternatives to address problematic labour market conditions and emerging 
issues within this sector.

OCAD University’s specialized nature and unique student demographic make it ideally situated to house this project. 
Over 10% of OCAD U students identify as having a disability; more than half of OCAD U students access resources 
through the Ontario Student Assistance Plan to finance their education; and almost 20% come from families where nei-
ther parent has a post-secondary education. Further, our new BFA in Indigenous Visual Culture will increase the number 
of aboriginal students attending OCAD U and, ultimately, entering the labour market as artists and designers.

This project aims to be beneficial to the post-secondary sector 
and labour market policy in two distinct ways:
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c.
WHAT WE ARE PROPOSING

The following research will enable OCAD University to develop a more thorough understanding if this kind 
of transitional space is desired and necessary for students graduating from our academic programs.

Our hypothesis is that students leaving post-secondary education in the disciplinary areas of art and 
design require transitional support to successfully integrate into the creative economy. We have 
seen across various disciplines – including medicine, law, and business – that creating spaces to capacity 
build the skills that are not offered in the classroom environment creates necessary linkages for stu-
dents to sustainably find work. Alongside these examples, we are seeing young entrepreneurs across 
North America enter time-bound accelerators, incubators, and fellowship programs to support them 
as they launch their own enterprise. What is often forgotten is that even though design students do 
not necessarily call their freelance work a formal “business”, in essence, their activities are similar and 
requiring the same skills these opportunities offer to develop. Yet many of these incubator opportuni-
ties are limited to those with a product idea, and students who want to work with flexibility and latitude 
as freelancers are ineligible to apply.

We would like to use this study to understand how OCAD University could create a transitional space to 
provide capacity building for students leaving their art and design education and planning to go into 
freelance work. In our experience to date, we see a few areas of critical need that would be addressed 
should the opportunity present for us to develop this space:

EDUCATION FOR ORGANIZATIONS Value of Design
Working with Designers 
Understanding a Designer’s Value
How to Find the Right Designer

MATCHMAKING SERVICES Supporting Sustainable Relationships
“Vetting” Clients and Designers
Aligning Designers with Clients, Whose Work Speaks 
to Their Unique Interests

Legal Literacy (Contract writing, etc.)
Financial Literacy (Invoicing, Financial Management)
Relationship Building Finding Clients, Building Trust, 
Maintaining Relationships)
Advocating for Their Value

EDUCATION FOR STUDENTS
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The general approach of this study has been to apply a blend of methods, linking literature reviews with 
both primary qualitative and quantitative fieldwork. The presented data has been collected through 
bibliographical research, online questionnaires (referred to as Student and Alumni Questionnaire and 
Market Survey), together with expert interviews (referred as Exemplar Interviews.) 
The research question for this study is:

APPROACH & METHODOLOGY

d. 

“What are the best models for supporting art & design 
students’ successful transition into self-employment in 

the cultural and creative services sectors?”

ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN
The research team identified 6 institutionally supported service agencies or incubators that act as 
exemplars for study. These exemplars include student/graduate-staffed consulting services in oth-
er sectors as well as art and design related services at other institutions locally as well as globally. 
Using a combination of literature reviews and interviews with key personnel and participants from 
those agencies, the research team sought to determine and make recommendations regarding: 

• Management and governance structures: to what extent are students/ graduates in-
volved in decision-making?

• Costing: models for costing, estimating project costs and cost-sharing between students 
and the agency were explored

• Business plans: how is start-up financed and sustained over the long term?
• Risks: how do agencies mitigate against the risks involved in building service agencies 

employing students on a transitory basis?

1

To answer the research question, three methods of 
inquiry were used:
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The research approach, including informed consent and questionnaires, was approved by the Re-
search Ethics Board at OCAD University in February 2014 and fieldwork was undertaken in February 
and March of 2014.

MARKET DATA ANALYSIS
The research team identified 50 not-for-profit and/or charitable organizations, social ventures, 
non-government organizations, and government departments in the Greater Toronto Area for par-
ticipation in the study. Leaders from within these organizations were asked to respond to an online 
survey to identify:

• Current and projected needs for cultural services including a wide range of art and de-
sign-related services

• Annual budgets for art and design-related consulting
• Price points that attract potential clients to student/recent graduate talent
• Expectations among potential clients for professional supervision

3

STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT
The research team designed an online questionnaire that was administered to a sample of graduat-
ing students at OCAD University and recent alumni. In addition to gathering relevant demographic 
data, the questionnaire gathered student needs on:

• Employment goals and intentions after graduation
• Experience in the freelance market to date
• Awareness and comfort levels with aspects of business development and management, in-

cluding marketing, client relations, estimating, invoicing, and legal requirements, including 
taxation.

2

APPROACH & METHODOLOGY

d. 

1. INTRODUCTION
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2. ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN

2. 
ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN
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a.
OVERVIEW & EXEMPLAR 
SELECTION PROCESS

Though the characteristics and support systems that creative entrepreneurs require may differ from 
other types of entrepreneurs, as a research team, we looked at other initiatives and services from a 
number of sectors to learn from their models and experiences.

The exemplars chosen for this study are: JOLT & Impact 8 initiatives housed in MaRS Commons, 
NeXus Management Consulting housed at University of Toronto’s Rotman School of Management, 
External Partnerships, a department of Parsons/The New School, and PYXERA Global’s MBAs With-
out Borders. The research team chose these exemplars according to:

i. Correlation between institutions that they are housed in and OCAD University
ii. The reputation of the institution & the success of the initiative/program 
iii. Their target group, location and size of operation
iv. The services that are being offered & their clientele 
v. If they are supporting individuals through training and support into self-employment/entre-

preneurship

After the exemplar selection process, the research team reached out to the organizations via email 
to invite them to participate in the research project. The invitation can be found in the Environmen-
tal Scan Appendix under Exemplar Recruitment Invitation. Data presented below is gathered through 
publicly available sources along with interviews.
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2. ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN

All of the programs researched in the environmental scan were 
time-bound, almost always under one year.1

3 Entrepreneurs, sole proprietors, and freelancers across all disci-
plines responded that financial and legal training/literacy are 
necessary and critical to success in the marketplace.

4 For these programs to be successful long-term, strong networks 
of committed mentors (across many professions) are critical.

2
In order for these support programs to be successful, they 
need to be physical spaces and not virtual communities, al-
lowing participants to build meaningful relationships through 
face-to-face interaction with mentors and potential clients.

5 Intellectual Property remains a challenge for the design institu-
tions who have embarked on programs similar to what we are pro-
posing, and would require further study.

KEY INSIGHTS 

b. 
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c.

Client Development: 
ParticipantInitiative Student/ Participant

Expectations

MBAs Without Borders Placement at a local company and have 
meaningful, hands on work experience

Word-of-mouth, Email Blasts, Reaches 
out to Career Centres 

Getting hands on experience from 
serving clients under Rotman's roof

Part of Rotman therefore the students 
are recruited from the 1st year MBA stu-

dents. The participants have to apply 
and go through an interview process

NeXus

External Projects
Connect with outside vendors and 

companies to work on real projects. 
Hands on experience

Employer Relations Team recruits 
students & seeks out partnerships for 

the school

Jolt
Learn skills necessary to become a suc-
cessful business, have an office space 

and advisors when needed
Website, MaRS Network, Referrals

Impact 8 Get to the next stage of “readiness” Word-of-mouth, Part of MaRS Net-
work

EXEMPLAR SUMMARY
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2. ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN

Client Development: 
Organization Governing StructureBudget/ Financing  

Host Organization

No Funding by PYXERYA but the partic-
ipants get paid by the local companies  

that hire them
They get approached by Organizations PYXERA Global Governs it

Rotman Network, referrals, and the 
team members also reach out if they 

need to expand their client base

All of the four team members make the 
decisions but the board of governors 
made up of Rotman Faculty & Alumni 

still have a say 

Donations & Clients

Employer Relations Team Governed by Parsons
No funding but they get a 
% of what companies pay

Executive Director seeks new partner-
ships to expand their network 

MaRS is the Governing Body + Execu-
tive Director sits at the board of gover-

nors and manages both sides
$50,000 with a 9% equity

One Person is in Charge of Client Devel-
opment

MaRS is the Governing Body + A Team 
within the Center for Impact Investing 

makes the decisions
No Funding Provided

DATA SOURCE
1- Exemplar Interviews & Exemplar Websites
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d.
EXEMPLARS

• Invests in scalable pioneering ideas, that have the potential to produce significant impact on the 
market it is serving 

• Focuses on seed stage companies who at least have a prototype with some initial customer validation
• The products need to be ready for beta test within six months
• Supports teams, with diverse backgrounds who master their respective field of expertise 
• The complementary core skill sets they require are: development, design, and business acumen/

know-how
• Invests in companies that aim to solve problems that can fundamentally change the industries they 

compete in
• The size of the market is not the focal point, but whether the product/service meets a clear consumer 

or customer need worth satisfying 
• Executive director is in charge of client development who also is constantly in the lookout for fund-

raising opportunities and bringing in aspiring mentors

PROGRAM / SERVICE OFFERING
• Free office space for 6 months at the MaRS Commons
• If the startup needs to stay longer they get moved to MaRS commons however they start paying 

subsidized rent but they also have to raise the seed funding with in that year
• Founders Curriculum that aims to help them polish up and/ or advance their skills
• Exclusive workshops, Fireside chats, Power lunches, JOLT academy
• Curated mentorship with industry experts, senior executives, veteran entrepreneurs. 
• The mentors change quite frequently as the needs of the cohort change
• Research Support: MaRS market intelligence, Forrester, IDC, Gartner & eMarketer
• Legal & Finance: Incorporation support, agreements, Payroll & accounting
• Technology Advice: Engineering challenges, prototyping workshops, IP & scaling
• Design Services: Product, Brand design, UX/UI evaluation, Design mentoring
• Growth Support: Growth hacker EIR, Social media & PR, Metrics & analytics
• Business Development: Conferences, 1:1 customer meetings, introduction to industry partners

JOLT is housed under MaRS, located in Toronto, Ontario targeting entrepreneurs with an 
idea that can be leveraged by technology who aim to improve the way people live, work, 
learn, play. The projects that are supported by JOLT is not limited to a specific area of interest 
but rather, they need to be big ideas that can be leveraged by technology. Jolt offers $50K 
with 9% equity and provides workspace, offers tools to help develop skills for a successful 
business. They host entrepreneurs and startups under one roof to cultivate a strong com-
munity, enhance collaboration, and creativity to provide inspiration and motivation. 
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2. ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN

• One of the most collaborative programs at MaRS
• Have staff of one and take on 8 ventures per cycle
• They do not provide seed financing, however, they aspire to in upcoming years: ran their first 

cohort on $25 K 
• Though MaRS is the governing body, team within the Center for Impact Investing makes the 

decisions 
• Mars exercises little jurisdiction over the program
• Works relatively autonomously 
• They moved to “themed” cohorts (i.e. focusing specifically on healthcare)
• Demonstrated improvement from day one to the end of week ten: Ventures pitch their offering 

with confidence and clarity
• Each venture signs a standard Terms and Conditions (available on the MaRS website)
• Targets Canadian incorporated for-profit, not for-profit or cooperative organization, who have a 

minimum one-year operational history 
• Requires evidence of relevant expertise within management/officers and directors with demon-

strable, measurable impact in target outcome areas as well as participants to work full-time on 
their venture and be seeking or raising capital

PROGRAM/ SERVICE OFFERING
• Targeted workshops and skills development 
• Eight weeks of programming, two days per week are in-person capacity building and support
• Each venture has 2 mentors, they offer one-on-one guidance to ventures 
• Part of a weekly town hall to reflect on where they are at in their development
• One-to-one advisory services , peer learning & networking opportunities such as investor 

introductions and pitch opportunities

Impact8 is a two-month accelerator program that is governed by MaRS, located in To-
ronto, Ontario. Impact 8 takes on social enterprises that are not yet market ready. They 
accelerate startups that have achieved product validation and are seeking investment to 
grow their enterprise and scale their impact. Impact8 combines elements of traditional 
startup accelerators with topics that address the distinct needs of social entrepreneurs. 
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The External Partnerships program at Parsons, located in New York, NY, connects students 
with private companies, nonprofit organizations, and government agencies that support un-
der-served communities. Client partners benefit from the imaginative answers and solutions 
provided by Parsons students and supervising faculty.

•  Students have the opportunity to collaborate with clients on real-world, interdisciplinary projects that 
prepare them for socially relevant careers. 

• The projects can range from intensive three-day sessions and four-week competitions to in-depth 
multi-semester courses.

• The department has long standing partnerships with a handful of clients who will work with/bring 
work to the school and either engage the students through class or through the External Projects pro-
gram (these clients include: City of New York, Economic Development Corporation, General Assembly)

• The EDC (their department), partners with career services to run workshops, networking events, spac-
es where students can engage with outside employers and vendors

• In 2000’s, they set up a Design Lab - companies would offer money, the school would take a portion, 
and the students would take the rest. 

• The challenge was around the IP - who owns the content - and it became such a problem that they 
had to shut down the program

• There were also issues around space and human resources also posed a challenge
• Opened a new University Center and they are hoping that will be the site of the future Design Lab 
• Interested in starting it up again, but the complexity of the Intellectual Property is daunting
• Have an Employer Relations team that recruits students for partnership as well as seeks out partner-

ships for the school

PROGRAM/ SERVICE OFFERING

• In the interim, they have set up courses to fill the capacity building gaps around self-employment 
including

• Continuing education programs, encouraging students in design to minor in business, attend 
certificate courses at schools in the local area (NYU, Baruch)

d.
EXEMPLARS
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2. ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN

• Offers fee-based consulting services which supports a broad range of business needs at all the dif-
ferent stages in the non-profit life cycle, including planning and start-up to increasing capacity and 
expansion 

• Brings a deep understanding of management and business practices and offer as well as their own 
experiences in the private and public sectors in Canada and internationally to the challenges facing 
their clients.

• Have been operating as an independent business under Rotman School of Management
• Targets Rotman, MBA students who finished their first year and going into their second year 
• Started off as a summer internship but now developed into its current form 
• The four team members run NeXus as an independent business, meaning they are also in charge of 

the budgeting, expenses, client development, logistics etc
• The team make all the decisions when it comes to operating and management
• Financed through donations and they have a low operational cost
• In the process of separating from Rotman however, Rotman will still provide space
• When the program started they had advertised in Charity Village however, they haven’t done too 

much marketing in a long time
• Get their business through word-of-mouth & referrals
• Being a part of the Rotman network brings them business as well

PROGRAM/ SERVICE OFFERING
• The program offers space , advising, mentorship and networking opportunities

NeXus is a seven-year-old program that is part of University of Toronto at Rotman School of 
Management. The program consist of 4 top tier second year MBA students who provide afford-
able management consulting services to non-profit organizations and social enterprises. 
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• Works directly with local organizations, entrepreneurs, and community stakeholders helping 
strengthen management and financial capacities and enhance access to capital in order to increase 
employment, promote opportunities, and foster broad-based economic growth. 

• The advisors become a part of their client’s team: Designing business plans, conducting strategic 
analyses, launching marketing campaigns and introducing innovative products 

• Each assignment is designed to accelerate the advisor’s professional and personal development by 
providing them with the opportunity to gain practical experience working in emerging and fron-
tier markets, while developing skills that strengthen their ability to conduct business on a global 
scale and lead multicultural teams

PROGRAM/ SERVICE OFFERING
• The assignments are not salaried, however, MBAs Without Borders ensures the following bene-

fits are provided to Advisors:
• A living stipend to cover meals and incidentals
• Clean and safe accommodations
• International travel and transportation to and from the assignment location
• Travel medical insurance including evacuation assistance
• Re-entry stipends for select assignments lasting twelve-months or longer
• Dedicated staff who manage your administrative and logistics needs from recruitment through 

assignment completion
• In person or virtual orientation and training prior to deployment
• Meets the criteria accepted by most financial institutions to allow for deferment of student 

loans for participants during their assignment

MBAs Without Borders is a program governed by Pyxera Global based in Washington, DC 
and matches MBA graduates to skill-based, pro bono consulting assignments in emerg-
ing markets worldwide. The program embeds MBA’s business acumen and professional 
skills in local non-governmental organizations, social enterprises and bi- and multilateral 
development programs. The participant MBA holders become advisors.

d.
EXEMPLARS
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

3. 
STUDENT/ ALUMNI NEEDS 

ASSESSMENT
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A way to support students for a bit after 
graduating would be great. This way they 
can get on their feet and work in the field 

they studied without going bankrupt.

“

”
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

OVERVIEW

a.

To determine student and alumni needs a survey was designed and distributed to a select number of 
current OCAD University students who were about to graduate and recent alumni engaged in freelance 
work either part or full-time. Participants were recruited largely through social media and word-of-
mouth, which resulted in some imbalance in representation between programs. Fifty-seven students or 
recent alumni completed the questionnaire, which met the target number. 

The participation within the Fine Arts stream was lower than participation in Design stream. 
The numbers of respondents are as follows: 

Bachelor of Fine Arts Criticism & Curatorial Practices: 1 Participant
Drawing & Painting: 1 Participant
Photography: 4 Participants

Bachelor of Design Advertising: 5 Participants 
Environmental Design: 6 Participants
Graphic Design: 6 Participants 
Industrial Design : 28 Participants 
Illustration: 6 Participants
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KEY INSIGHTS

b.

4 There is a high degree of support for some sort of bridging or transition 
model to the world of freelance professional work, though still some 
skepticism that it is a viable form of employment.

1 Freelance work is seen as difficult, unsustainable and often used as a sup-
plement to other forms of income, sometimes unrelated to their program 
of study.

Even those who are freelancing have a relatively unsophisticated ap-
proach to client development, largely relying on word-of-mouth and 
friends and family to develop their business.2

3 There is widespread dissatisfaction with the amount of business skill de-
velopment and knowledge taught in the OCAD U curriculum; students 
want much more attention to this side of design and art practice.
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

I think focusing on this would be greatly 
beneficial for students in my program.

“
”
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Building a solid go-to-market program would 
be great for the entrepreneurs at school.

“
”

3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT
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STUDENT / ALUMNI QUESTIONNAIRE

Participation by Major Area of Study

The graph below indicates the distribution of respondents according 
to their major area of study or the major they were in, while they 
were studying at OCAD University. 

c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS
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20
WERE INTENDING TO GRADUATE 

WITHIN NEXT 12 MONTHS

HAD GRADUATED WITHIN 
THE PAST 3 YEARS

29

8
HAD COMPLETED OR WERE ENROLLED 

IN MINORS IN ADDITION TO THEIR MAJOR

18
HAD PREVIOUS POST-SECONDARY 

EDUCATION PRIOR TO OCAD U

8
HAD GRADUATED MORE 

THAN 3 YEARS AGO

STUDENT / ALUMNI QUESTIONNAIRE

c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

“
”

I think there is a gray area that needs atten-
tion... I think a transition should include a 

lesson on actually doing real business.
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“

”

As much as I loved studying and learning at OCAD U, 
the one thing I felt OCAD always lacked was the busi-
ness side of things. For those of us who are actually in-
terested/ good in business and networking, it might not 
be such a problem, but to maybe 80-90% of art/design 
students who are NOT good at promoting themselves, 
there needs to be more help from the school for that.
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

INTENTIONS

More than half of the respondents reported that they anticipated they would do at least some freelance 
work in the first year after graduation. However most of those anticipating freelance work also anticipated 
doing this in combination with another job, either related or unrelated to their program of study.

EMPLOYMENT GOALS & OUTCOMES

Many of the respondents indicated that they had met their employment goals and/or established them-
selves in a role that would help them get there. 
Among those who had been successful, they isolated a number of common tools/skills that helped prepare 
them to meet their goals, including:

“While my current circumstances may be very close to what I envi-
sioned (cushy job, creative Friday afternoons, dynamic coworkers, 

opportunities for learning, good pay, fair hours), the nearly two 
years that it took me to get that job almost killed me with despair.”

Even among some of those who had been reasonably successful, 
they reflected on the difficulties of getting there.

“I'm doing what I love doing, and currently growing a studio of my 
own. Just not making enough of a living from it.”

• Technical & other design-related skills such as 
typography, graphic design etc.

• Research 
• Strategy
• Working in groups, particularly interdisciplin-

ary group work
• Persuasive argumentation
• An understanding of brand strategy 
• Responsibility
• Communication skills

• Presentation and facilitation skills
• Conceptual development
• Project development
• Risk-taking and willingness to fail
• Craftsmanship
• Networks
• Design process and design thinking
• Critical thinking 
• Problem solving

c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS
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Of those who had not yet met their employment goals, including 
the respondents who have not yet graduated, they indicated a de-

sire for more preparation in the following tools & skills: 

Some (13) of the respondents indicated that they have not yet met their employment goals. Of those who had not met employ-
ment goals, 8 of them had not yet graduated. 

STUDENT / ALUMNI QUESTIONNAIRE

Desired Tools & Skills

JOB SEARCH & APPLICATIONS SKILLS

HOW TO FIND WORK WITH CLIENTS

GRANT SEARCHES & WRITING

HOW TO WRITE A BUSINESS PLAN

MARKETING TOOLS

PRICING

NETWORKING TOOLS

LEGAL ADVISING

HOW TO WRITE CONTRACTS

5

5

5

6

6

7

7

8

7
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

When you get out you realize very quickly you do 
not know everything and if you haven't streamed 

accurately you'll be left f loating in space.

“
”
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Being a freelancer is being your own business. 
The quality of your service is only half of what you 
need to succeed. We need to be better educated in 

the ways of business to succeed after school.

“
”
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

16%
40%

35%

9%

FREELANCE
EXPERIENCE

Among the respondents:
• 5 indicated they were already freelancing full-time
• 9 were freelancing part-time (12-24 hrs)
• 20 were less than 12 hours/week
• 23 were not freelancing (10 of those were still in school)

Of those freelancing part-time:
• 7 were combining it with work in an unrelated field
• Several were working at OCAD 
• A couple were supported by family

This is likely reflective of the difficulty in generating enough 
freelance work to earn a sustainable living. 

STUDENT / ALUMNI QUESTIONNAIRE

Freelance Work Experience
The distribution of respondents according to their 
experience in freelance workforce is as follows:

Freelancing Less than 
12 Hours per Week

Freelancing Full-time

Freelancing Part-time 
(12-24 Hours per Week)

Not Freelancing (10 of 
which were still in school)

The numbers correspond the number of 
respondents.

Of those freelancing part time or full time, the types of experiences they had included:

• “Gigs” for design firms and small businesses 
• Logo or advertising oriented work, not editorial
• Large scale exhibits for trade shows and POS displays 
• Research studies
• Design of an internal interface system
• Re-branded a few medium sized businesses
• Commercial photography
• A start up 
• Contract/freelance drafter for a designer and contractor
• Book layout

• Work for family and friends
• Interior design
• Events and concert photography
• Furniture-related freelance work
• Small, minor work through immediate contacts
• Web design
• Motion graphics
• Packaging, label design
• Illustration

c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS
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“Non-artistic people do not value 
the process and effort at times so we 
should be taught how to show value 

in our time and not just an end result.”

“I couldn’t focus on this during school, I 
was too busy trying to support myself. But 

now I've done everything from graphic 
work for stores, print adds, custom ren-

derings, scale models, large construction 
projects, designed art installations. The 

list keeps growing, I'm excited.”

“It’s hard and unstable. Freelance 
has been around for ages. Free-

lance does not mean more oppor-
tunity. Entrepreneurship does.”

“It’s difficult to find clients.”

Several respondents talk-
ed about the difficulties 
in freelancing, including 

client expectations.

In terms of client development, 
the most frequently cited 
methods were as follows:

WORD-OF-MOUTH / REFERRALS

26

SOCIAL MEDIA CHANNELS

12

7
APPROACHING SPECIFIC ORGANIZATIONS

9
FAMILY CONNECTIONS

The numbers correspond the number of respondents.

STUDENT / ALUMNI QUESTIONNAIRE

Client Development

c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS
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3. STUDENT / ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

As an alumni I take part in many 
workshops and would gladly take 

part in a freelance program.

“
”
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EARLY EXPOSURE OPPORTUNITIES

Respondents were able to identify a wide variety of industries, organizations and companies they’d 
been exposed to while at OCAD University – from large companies like Blackberry/RIM and Ikea, to 
smaller design firms and art galleries. Though many indicated a desire for more contact with industry, 
more “high level” firms and more “real world” projects. 

When asked how much they learned about business development acumen or the business skills nec-
essary to work with clients the vast majority of respondents indicated the preparation was inadequate. 
Many were able to identify a Professional Practice course as having made an impact (NOTE: Professional 
Practice courses have now been developed in almost all OCAD U programs and some are now mandatory.)
But in general, respondents indicated a desire for much greater emphasis on business skills.

Several of the respondents had participated in learning opportunities outside the classroom to help 
them transition to the professional world, most commonly:

• Internships
• Apprenticeship/ Studio Assistant Roles
• Skills Workshops

Those who had participated in these kinds of experiences spoke of them as helping them to build net-
works and learn how real projects and real work flow operates, and in developing transferable skills.

In terms of the kinds of resources respondents indicated were most critical to their success, networks/
community was by far the most frequently cited, followed by online research, financial planning/bud-
geting and working with a mentor. 

GENERAL FEEDBACK ON THE TRANSITION TO PROFESSIONAL

Respondents were given the opportunity to speak generally to their transition. Many spoke about the 
need for more formal business training, often suggesting it be a mandatory component of the OCAD U 
curriculum, and several speaking to the need to introduce business concepts early on, even in first year.
Several spoke to a sense of being sheltered from the real world, or the realities of industry. 

Several called for more support for internships. And many were supportive of some kind of initiative to 
support the transition to freelance work.

“I would love to see another semester of full business course 
in Illustration, I feel we need it.”

“We are not given business skills to find work or start our 
own businesses, we just have to fumble through it.”

“I learned a fair amount but mostly through my own efforts during thesis.”

c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS
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“I only realized that I was undercharg-
ing my clients after about a year.”  

TOM 
26

Part-Time Freelancer
6 Years of Experience

SUSTAINABLE: $$

# OF PROJECTS

MARKETING

PROJECT ALIGNMENT

SATISFIEDUNSATISFIED

“I started freelancing so that I could afford to go to school. 
I got my first gig through the community centre I was a 
part of. It also lead me to the next contract and so on. It 
was only about a year later that I realized that I was under-
charging my clients and their expectations kept changing 
throughout the photoshoots. My clients were not aware of 
the amount of work that went into a the job. It all looked 
simple to them.”
“It also took me a while to set up my parameters, learn to 
write clear contracts that laid out both our expectations 
in a clear manner. It was difficult to start charging them 
a different amount and I glad that I actually get paid the 
amount I deserve.”

PRICING / CONTRACT WRITING

d.
PERSONAS To deepen our understanding of the experiences of emerging creative entrepreneurs, we 

employed a methodology of developing personas based on informal conversations. De-
veloping personas is a design research methodology intended to create more empathic 
and human-centered pathways of understanding into research and data.

Tom represents the type of creative entrepreneur who struggles with pric-
ing his services and contract writing. Among freelancers it is often a chal-
lenge to know how/ what to charge clients for their services. Client devel-
opment depends very much on word-of-mouth / referrals. It is a challenge 
to shift pricing of services as the next set of clients get referred through a 
previous client. This type of scenario puts the creative entrepreneurs into 
challenging circumstances that they are not well-equipped to navigate.
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“I finished school and I waited tables until I hit my break-
ing point. After taking on an unpaid project, which 
drained all my resources, I quickly had to learn how to 
commodify my talent and make a living. It felt like I just 
got thrown off a boat in the middle of the ocean. I didn’t 
know a thing about running my own business. In fact 
when I was in school, I never thought having my own 
studio was the same thing as having my own business.” 

“It was overwhelming. ‘How did anyone do any of these? 
I learned how to manage my own business because I had 
no other choice. Did I make mistakes along the way? Of 
course I did. I met other people who were already in the 
business, to talk to me about how they did it. I also went 
to the small business centres in the city to get advice but 
it didn’t feel like they understood the type of business 
that I was aspiring to be. I wish I didn’t have to make as 
many mistakes as I did to learn how to run my own stu-
dio, my creative business.”

“It felt like I just got thrown off a boat 
in the middle of the ocean”

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT & MANAGEMENT

STEPH
32

Full-Time Freelancer
10 Years of Experience

SUSTAINABLE: $$

# OF PROJECTS

MARKETING

PROJECT ALIGNMENT

SATISFIEDUNSATISFIED

Stephanie’s example demonstrates an example of how over-
whelming starting your own business in the creative field can be. 
This scenario highlights the importance of having aspiring men-
tors who not only know the logistics of starting/ running your 
own business but truly understand the nuances of the creative 
industry to help guide others.
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PAULA 
27

Part-Time Freelancer 
4 Years of Experience

SUSTAINABLE: $$

# OF PROJECTS

MARKETING

PROJECT ALIGNMENT

SATISFIEDUNSATISFIED

“I have a full-time job in an unrelated field so I use free-
lancing as a way to make some extra money and while 
working on projects that keep my creative side sharp.”

“The way I found my first client was pure luck. I was work-
ing from a coffee shop and as I was packing up to leave, 
I got approached by my first client. He thought I had to 
be creative because I was using a mac and looked like 
the creative type. 6 months later, I designed his sister’s 
website and I still work with them. “

“Marketing and client development is an area that I 
need to work on. Majority of my clients are returning cli-
ents or referrals by older clients, family and friends. I still 
wouldn’t know where to look or where to start if I was 
starting off now. I am in the process to transitioning from 
my full-time job to my own business  but I have to figure 
out the logistics first.”

“I got approached by my first client at a 
coffee shop, because he thought I had to 
be creative since I was using a mac.”

CLIENT DEVELOPMENT/ MARKETING

Paula represents the creative entrepreneur who does not utilize mar-
keting tools to realize the full potential of her business. Marketing/
client development is essential in any business, and this scenario 
highlights that freelancers do not always use the most sophisticated 
marketing tools and methods for client development. This scenario 
emphasizes the skills many freelancers lack in developing sustainable 
marketing and business development systems.



50

d.
PERSONAS

ALIA
25

Full-Time Freelancer
5 Years of Experience

SUSTAINABLE: $$

# OF PROJECTS

MARKETING

PROJECT ALIGNMENT

SATISFIEDUNSATISFIED

“Being able to work from home is great, 
but it can get lonely pretty quickly”

SUPPORT SYSTEMS

“I started off freelancing part time and it’s been my 
main source of income for the past 3 years. It’s full of 
bumps.” 

“I love being able to work from anywhere and anytime 
I chose to, but I have to admit, it is a quite isolating ex-
perience. You don’t have the mental support you get 
from a traditional work environment. When you are 
struggling with a project, there isn’t anyone around 
to tell you that it’s going to be OK. I struggled on my 
own and when I first started. Now I get-together with a 
bunch other freelancers to talk about the good and the 
bad, what we struggle with and I often feel relieved to 
find out I am not alone on this”

Alia’s scenario highlights the lack of emotional support and how 
isolating freelancing can be.  Freelancers don’t often have a desig-
nated office and work from home. This scenario captures the need 
for a network or a community who share similar experiences. 
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4. 
MARKET DATA ANALYSIS
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To develop a better understanding of the market demand for freelance design services, the research 
team identified local and global non-profit organizations, which operate in the GTHA area, to partici-
pate in the study. These organizations varied quite dramatically in size, from small operations of one to 
two employees, to large organizations with over one hundred members of their staff. The research team 
did not pick organizations that focus on a specific issue area, but rather targeted organizations that aim 
to make a difference in their local communities including ones that focus on health care, social justice, 
homelessness and human rights. 

We successfully engaged 23 non-profits in a survey to understand and determine how they currently 
engage freelance artists and designers, as well as to understand if they were at all interested in finding 
freelance designers and artists through a vetted hub at OCAD University. 

a.
OVERVIEW
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4. MARKET DATA ANALYSIS

KEY INSIGHTS 

b. 

1
2
3
4
5

Non-profit organizations in Toronto see design as a tool to: 
beautify their visual collateral, enhance community engage-
ment, and potentially attract donors.

The participating organizations would be inclined to use 
an institutionally-supported agency created by OCAD 
University to find freelancers, should this entity exist.

Most non-profits have limited budgets (under $10,000) to 
hire design/art freelancers, and for this reason many look 
to recent graduates or current students to fill these roles.

Non-profit organizations hire freelancers through word-of-
mouth & recommendations.

These organizations most frequently hire graphic design, illus-
tration, and advertising students & alumni for freelance work.
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c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS

MARKET SURVEY

Services Available In-House
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SERVICES IN-HOUSE 

When we asked our respondents what kind of services they had 
within the walls of their organization, 11 of the 23 said they had 
access to more than one art/design service in-house. 

Our findings indicate that Advertising and Graphic Design 
services are the creative offerings that most not-for-profits feel 
are necessary to invest in, with 19 of our respondents reporting 
that they had their own staff Graphic Designers. 

However, having a service in-house doesn’t necessarily mean 
they don’t outsource these creative services. In fact, our respon-
dents indicated that they still outsource these services through 
agencies and freelancers. Rest of the services and the numbers 
are as follows: 

MARKET DATA ANALYSIS
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MARKET SURVEY

Services Outsourced 
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RECRUITING CREATIVE SERVICES
When we asked our responding NFPs about how they outsourced creative entrepreneurs, word-of-mouth/ referrals followed 
by working with local colleges and universities emerged as the most commonly used recruiting methods. 

The top three things that our respondents look for when they 
are seeking creative services are creativity, flexibility and hav-
ing come recommended. Being reliable, having great commu-
nication skills are also sought after in creative entrepreneurs.

In the past year, most of our respondents used creative ser-
vices and had Programming Materials, Social Media Brand-
ing, Ad Campaigns and Graphic Identities redesigned. 

MARKET SURVEY

Recruiting Methods

Word-of-mouth/Referrals 

Portfolio Sites
(Behance)

Working with Local Colleges/ Universities

General Job Sites 
(Monster, Indeed, Charity Village) 

Specialized Job Sites
(Akimbo, Work In Culture, RGD)

Google Search

The numbers correspond the number of 
respondents.

HAVING COME RECOMMENDED
16

17
FLEXIBILITY

CREATIVITY
21

MARKET SURVEY

Recruiting Creative Services

RECRUITING CREATIVES

21

1

14
4

3

c.
ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS
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4. MARKET DATA ANALYSIS

BUDGET & PRICE POINT

The annual design budgets of our respondents differed. However, the budgets generally fall between $2500 - $10,000. We also 
asked them what kind of hourly price point they would expect to see in relationship to design services offered through this kind of 
institution-led program. In this context, they expect to see either a flat amount based on the project, or $25 - $35 per hour. 

$30,000+

$20,000 - $30,000

$10,000 - $20,000

$5,000 - $10,000

$2,500 - $5,000

$1,000 - $2,500

$0 - $1,000 

MARKET SURVEY

Annual Design Budget

 2

 2

 2

8

7 1

1
ANNUAL DESIGN BUDGET

$45 - $55

$35 - $45

$25 - $35

Flat amount based on project

MARKET SURVEY

Expected Hourly Price Point 
from the Potential Service

11

1

7

4

PRICE POINT
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CONCERNS RELATED TO THE POTENTIAL SERVICE/ PROGRAM

When we asked our respondents if they would be engaged in sophisticated marketing and 
design services, if offered through an OCAD U supported program that helps recent gradu-
ates start their freelance practice, all of our respondents had a positive response; a Yes, or a 
Maybe. However, there were a few concerns brought up in regards to this potential service. 
It is important to point out that the majority of the concerns were related to students who 
are still enrolled in classes when taking on projects, which is not a concern with recent grads.

The main topics that raise concern
to our respondents are: 

Workload
• The student’s availability vs. time required to complete the project 

especially if the designer is still enrolled in classes

Duration of Projects & Availability
• Lengthy projects might not overlap with the institutions time-line and 

the availability of students. Changing students / cohort during the 
project may cause inconsistencies in work. 

Client Management 
• The professionalism of the possible participants in regards to familiarity 

with working relationships such as meeting client needs & deliverables 

Quality of Work 
• Ensuring that there is a screening or a vetting process involved to 

ensure quality of the work/ services to be provided

Education/ Training
• Ensuring that the participant was provided with appropriate training 

and mentorship. Having dedicated mentors and advisors in place, 
helps ease concerns on both market and participant side of the picture

4. MARKET DATA ANALYSIS
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5. CONCLUSION

5. 
CONCLUSION
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The findings of this study have validated our hypothesis that art and design students at 
OCAD University entering into the freelance sector need more robust supports as they 
transition from their post-secondary education into the creative economy in Toronto. 
Over the last decade, there has been a dramatic rise in the number of programs avail-
able to individuals wanting to start their own “business”, or for those interested in pur-
suing what is more broadly called “entrepreneurship”. However, in the case of art and 
design students who are simply extending their creative services to the market as inde-
pendent freelancers, few to no programs exist to support them in developing the criti-
cal hard and soft skills necessary to successfully find sustainable employment through 
freelance work. Both students and organizations responded favorably to the concept of 
an institutionally-supported agency that would provide a centralized hub for organiza-
tions to be aligned with freelancers that shared interests and values. Additionally, the 
research indicated a knowledge gap on both sides - organizations need to better learn 
how to work with freelance designers, and designers need to understand how to broker 
and maintain relationships with organizations. We see a great opportunity for OCAD 
University to develop and provide the necessary scaffolding for not only our students, 
but their future clients, in order to support them through the requisite capacity building 
that will best enable them to be successful in their professional freelance relationships.

5. CONCLUSION
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6. 
DISSEMINATION STRATEGY
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WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

The results of our study will inform the next stage of the development of business incubator/accel-
erator services at OCAD University and have potential to influence other organizations to align sup-
ports to serve creative professionals. To begin the process of implementation of a “hub” or program 
to support freelancers, OCAD University will first have to develop buy-in from internal (non-student) 
stakeholders and secure the resources to facilitate start-up. To this end, this report will be shared in 
the following ways:

• A presentation open to students, staff and faculty in the OCAD University community will be 
held in May-June 2014

• The report will be posted on an OCAD University web page for reference
• Exemplars and other participants in the study will be sent a copy of the final report
• Using established social-media channels, we will be draw attention to the report within circles 

of creative professionals, students, and alumni 

In addition, moving forward, we will identify opportunities within higher education, career develop-
ment and business development sectors to present highlights from the report at conferences and 
networking events.

6. DISSEMINATION STRATEGY
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7.
APPENDICES

7. APPENDICES
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Research Ethics Board 

OCAD U Research Ethics Board:  rm 7520c, 205 Richmond Street W, Toronto, ON M5V 1V3 
 416.977.6000 x474   

January 23, 2014 

Dear Deanne Fisher, 

RE: OCADU 171 “Supporting successful transitions to self-employment in art and 
design: a study of best practice, student needs and potential markets for freelance creative 
services in Toronto.”   

The OCAD University Research Ethics Board has reviewed the above-named 
submission. The protocol and the consent form dated January 23, 2014, are approved for 
use for the next 12 months. If the study is expected to continue beyond the expiry date 
(January 22, 2015) you are responsible for ensuring the study receives re-approval. Your 
final approval number is 2014-04.

Before proceeding with your project, compliance with other required University 
approvals/certifications, institutional requirements, or governmental authorizations may 
be required. It is your responsibility to ensure that the ethical guidelines and approvals of 
those facilities or institutions are obtained and filed with the OCAD U REB prior to the 
initiation of any research. 

If, during the course of the research, there are any serious adverse events, changes in the 
approved protocol or consent form or any new information that must be considered with 
respect to the study, these should be brought to the immediate attention of the Board.

The REB must also be notified of the completion or termination of this study and a final 
report provided following the attached template.  

Best wishes for the successful completion of your project. 

Yours sincerely,

Tony Kerr, Chair, OCAD U Research Ethics Board 

APPENDIX A: RESEARCH ETHICS BOARD APPROVAL
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7. APPENDICES

Date: [Insert Date] 
Project Title: Supporting successful transitions to self-employment in art and design: A study 
of best practice, student needs and potential markets for freelance creative services in Toronto

Principal Investigator: 
Deanne Fisher, Associate Vice President, Students
OCAD University
416-977-6000 ext.2850
dfisher@ocadu.ca

Research Lead:
Zahra Ebrahim
Designer/Sessional Faculty 
member
Zahra@architextinc.com

B.1 EXEMPLAR RECRUITMENT INVITATION

B.2 EXEMPLAR CONSENT FORM

APPENDIX B: ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN 

“I am contacting you on behalf of OCAD University to request your participation in a research project 
we are currently engaged in. The purpose of our project is to determine the best model for supporting 
art and design students’ successful transition into self-employment in the cultural and creative services 
sectors. The results of this study are expected to influence not only OCAD University policy and practice 
but to have applicability to other art and design programs throughout the province.

We have interested in learning more about [INSERT ORG NAME] as part of this research.  Would you 
agree to a 30 minute telephone interview [OR SITE VISIT IF PREFERRED] so that we can learn more 
about the development, structure of your organization, any challenges you have encountered and the 
elements of success?
The interview can be scheduled at your convenience. Please note, the name of your organization will 
be included in our final report, as well as any publicly available information.  But any information you 
identify as confidential will not be included in the report.
 
We hope that you are able to assist us and look forward to hearing from you soon.”

INVITATION
You are invited to participate in a study that involves research. The purpose of this study is to learn more 
about the experiences and preparation of students considering entering freelance creative services as a 
career option and models that support emerging professionals.

The purpose of the study is to determine the best models for supporting art and design students’ suc-
cessful transition into self-employment in the cultural and creative services sectors.  The results of this 
study are expected to influence not only OCAD University policy and practice but to have applicability 
to other art and design programs throughout the province. 

WHAT’S INVOLVED
As a participant, you are being asked to participate in interview that will take approximately 30 minutes 
to complete.
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B.3 EXEMPLAR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS
There may be minimal perceived risks associated with participation. You can discuss any of your concerns 
about your participation with the principal investigator using the contact information provided above.  

CONFIDENTIALITY
Any information you provide that you identify as confidential will be kept confidential and reported only in 
generic, and aggregate form. Your organization’s name will appear in the final report of the study along with 
publicly available details on the structure and model of your organization.  

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to answer any questions or participate in 
any component of the study. 

PUBLICATION OF RESULTS
Results of this study will be inform future development of career-related services and supports for OCAD U 
students and will be shared provincially to inform policy and practice in supporting emerging artists, design-
ers and creative services professionals and will be published on the OCAD U website. In any publication, data 
will be presented in aggregate forms. 

If you are interested in seeing the results of the study, please contact the Principal Investigator using the 
contact information provided above.

CONTACT INFORMATION AND ETHICS CLEARANCE
If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please contact the Principal In-
vestigator using the contact information provided above. This study has been reviewed and received ethics 
clearance through the Research Ethics Board at OCAD University [insert file #]. If you have any comments or 
concerns, please contact the Research Ethics Office at research@ocad.ca. 

CONSENT FORM
I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the information I have 
read on this consent form.  I have had the opportunity to receive any additional details I wanted about the 
study and understand that I may ask questions in the future.  I understand that I may withdraw this consent 
at any time.  
Name:       ___________________________      
Signature:  ___________________________      Date:    ___________________________

Thank you for your assistance in this project.  Please keep a copy of this form for your records.

1. Management and governance structure: how 
are these agencies structured vis-à-vis the institu-
tions in which they are housed? How are students 
involved in decision-making?

2. Budget/Financing: how were these agencies 
developed and financed during the start-up phase? 
What is the current business and income-sharing 
model? Are they self-financing or subsidized? 

APPENDIX B: ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN 
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7. APPENDICES

APPENDIX C: STUDENT/ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT

The link to the distributed questionnaire, invitation and consent form can be found here: 
http://www.ocadu.ca/students/career-development/student_alumni_needs_assessment.htm

C.1 STUDENT / ALUMNI  RECRUITMENT INVITATION

CONSENT FORM
I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the information 
I have read on this consent form. I have had the opportunity to receive any additional details I wanted 
about the study and understand that I may ask questions in the future. I understand that I may with-
draw this consent at any time.
 
Please check here to indicate that you agree to participate in this study as described above before pro-
ceeding to the questionnaire:

Yes, I agree to participate in the Future Freelancers study

C.2 STUDENT / ALUMNI  CONSENT FORM

3. Client Development: how does the agency present 
itself in the market? Who does the promotion/market-
ing of services? 

4. Student Expectations/Roles & Responsibilities: If 
possible, collect samples of contracts or agreements 
signed by students/participants in the agency outlin-
ing responsibilities.

You are invited to participate in a study that involves research. The purpose of this study is to learn more 
about the experiences and preparation of students considering entering freelance creative services as a career 
option. The results of this study are expected to influence not only OCAD University policy and practice but to 
have applicability to other art and design programs throughout the province.

WHAT’S INVOLVED
As a participant, you are being asked to participate in the confidential questionnaire below which will take 
approximately 20 minutes to complete. 
Potential Benefits and Risks
There may be minimal perceived risks associated with participation. You can discuss any of your concerns 
about your participation with the principal investigator using the following contact information:

Principle Investigator:
Deanne Fisher, Associate Vice-President, Students
OCAD University
T: 416-977-6000 x2850
E: dfisher@ocadu.ca

Research Lead:
Zahra Ebrahim
Designer and sessional faculty member
E: zahra@architextinc.com

http://www.ocadu.ca/students/career-development/student_alumni_needs_assessment.htm
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C3. STUDENT / ALUMNI QUESTIONNAIRE

1a. Your major area of study at OCAD U:

1b. If you completed any minors while a student, what were they?

2. What is your current status at OCAD U?

3. If you completed any post-secondary education either before 
or after attending OCAD U, please indicate the program of study:

4a. While in the process of completing your program of study, 
how do/did you see yourself generating income within the first 
year of graduation? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select 
More Than One Answer)

4b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

5. In the long term, do you intend to earn a significant portion 
of your income from working in the field in which you studied at 
OCAD U?

6. If you have already graduated, how different is your current 
circumstance from what you envisioned yourself doing while en-
rolled at OCAD U?

7a. Have you met your employment goals or established yourself 
in a role that will help you to achieve them? (Select One)

7b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

7c. If you selected YES above, what were a couple of tools/skills 
you feel you acquired through your education that prepared you 
to meet these goals?

7d. If you selected NO above, what would you have wanted from 
your education to better prepare you to meet your goals (CMD 
(Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More Than One Answer)

8. What kind of experience do you have in the freelance market?

9a. How much time do you spend freelancing? (Select One An-
swer)
9b. If you selected something other than full-time above, do you 
have another source of income? Please describe:

10a. If you freelance, how do you find your clients? (CMD (Mac) or 

CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More Than One Answer)
10b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

11. What types of industries, organizations or companies were 
you exposed to while in school?

12. While a student, how much did you learn about business de-
velopment acumen or the business skills necessary to work with 
clients?

13a. If you are a current student, which of the following events 
or learning opportunities outside of the studio/classroom do you 
believe will help you transition from the academic environment to 
the professional world? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select 
More Than One Answer)

13b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

14a. If you are a recent graduate, which of the following events 
or learning opportunities both inside and outside of the studio/
classroom supported your transition from the academic environ-
ment to the professional world? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click 
To Select More Than One Answer)

14b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

15. How do you think these curricular and extra-curricular oppor-
tunities have helped your transition process?

16a. What kind of resources have been critical to your success out-
side of school? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More 
Than One Answer)

16b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

17. If a transition program to help you market and execute creative 
services - in preparation for freelancing - were offered through 
OCAD U to new graduates, would this be something you would 
participate in?

18. Do you have any other comments or thoughts you would like 
to share on the process of students transitioning to professionals?

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.

APPENDIX C: STUDENT/ALUMNI NEEDS ASSESSMENT
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7. APPENDICES

APPENDIX D: MARKET RESEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE

The link to the distributed questionnaire, invitation and consent form can be found here: 
http://www.ocadu.ca/Page6543.aspx

D.1 MARKET RESEARCH RECRUITMENT INVITATION

Date: [Insert Date] 
Project Title: 
Supporting successful transitions to self-employment in art and design: A study of best practice, 
student needs and potential markets for freelance creative services in Toronto

Principal Investigator: 
Deanne Fisher, Associate Vice President, Students
OCAD University
416-977-6000 ext.2850
dfisher@ocadu.ca

I am contacting you on behalf of OCAD University to request your participation in a research project 
we are currently engaged in. Each year, a new cohort of young creative professionals graduate from 
OCAD University’s programs in visual art and design. The majority of our graduates will spend at 
least some part of the careers as independent creative professionals, generating an income through 
freelance work in fields like graphic and web design, photography, illustration, curation and research. 
The purpose of our research project is to determine the best model for supporting students who 
graduate from OCAD University into self-employment in the cultural and creative services sectors. 
Specifically, we are asking you to complete a short online questionnaire about the kinds of creative 
services you currently contract with creative professionals, your experiences working with them, and 
your anticipated needs in this area in the future. Your input will help us to plan programs and ser-
vices that not only support our graduates but keep the needs of potential clients of creative services 
in mind. 

If your organization contracts out to independent professionals any of its creative work – ie web 
development, interior design, print materials, imagery or illustration, graphic design – please take 
just a few moments to respond to this short online questionnaire about your experiences and needs 
in these areas. 

The survey will ask you for the name of your organization but no personal identifiers will be request-
ed. Multiple people from the same organization are welcome to respond to the questionnaire. The 
name of your organization may appear in a list of organizations consulted in the study but your 
responses will reported only in aggregate form and will not be attributed to your organization. 

You can access the questionnaire at the following link: [INSERT LINK]

If you have any questions or concerns about the study, feel free to contact me. 
We hope that you are able to assist us and appreciate your time, 

D.2 MARKET RESEARCH CONSENT FORM

Research Lead:
Zahra Ebrahim
Designer/Sessional Faculty member
Zahra@architextinc.com

http://www.ocadu.ca/Page6543.aspx
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INVITATION
You are invited to participate in a study that involves research. The purpose of this study is to learn more about 
the experiences and preparation of students considering entering freelance creative services as a career option 
and the needs of Toronto organizations in contracting out creative services.
The results of this study are expected to influence not only OCAD University policy and practice but to have 
applicability to other art and design programs throughout the province. 

WHAT’S INVOLVED
As a participant, you are being asked to participate in questionnaire that will take approximately XX minutes to 
complete.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS
There may be minimal perceived risks associated with participation. You can discuss any of your concerns about 
your participation with the principal investigator using the contact information provided above.  

CONFIDENTIALITY
Any information you provide that you identify as confidential will be kept confidential and reported only in ge-
neric, and aggregate form. Your organization’s name will appear in the final report of the study; your responses 
will not be attributed to your organization.

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to answer any questions or participate in any 
component of the study. 

PUBLICATION OF RESULTS
Results of this study will be inform future development of career-related services and supports for OCAD U 
students and will be shared provincially to inform policy and practice in supporting emerging artists, designers 
and creative services professionals and will be published on the OCAD U website. In any publication, data will be 
presented in aggregate forms. 

If you are interested in seeing the results of the study, please contact the Principal Investigator using the contact 
information provided above.

CONTACT INFORMATION AND ETHICS CLEARANCE
If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please contact the Principal Investiga-
tor using the contact information provided above. This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance 
through the Research Ethics Board at OCAD University [insert file #]. If you have any comments or concerns, 
please contact the Research Ethics Office at research@ocad.ca. 

CONSENT FORM

I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the information I have 
read on this consent form.  I have had the opportunity to receive any additional details I wanted about the study 
and understand that I may ask questions in the future.  I understand that I may withdraw this consent at any 
time.  
Name:       ___________________________      

Signature:  ___________________________      Date:    ___________________________

Thank you for your assistance in this project.  Please keep a copy of this form for your records.

APPENDIX D: MARKET RESEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE
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1. What kind of art and/or design services do you have in-
house? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More Than 
One Answer)

2. What kind of art and/or design services do you outsource or 
contract for? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More 
Than One Answer)

3. Do you engage agencies or freelancers? (CMD (Mac) or 
CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More Than One Answer)

4. How do you find or recruit designers? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL 
(PC) + Click To Select More Than One Answer)

5. Who/which department leads your marketing initiatives?

6. What is your annual design budget? (Select One)

7a. In the past year, have you redesigned any of the follow-
ing: (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More Than One 
Answer)

7b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

8. If you did not redesign any of the preceding in the past year, 
when was the last time you engaged an artist/designer, and 
for what purpose?

9a. Are there other functions of your organization that rely on 
design? If “yes”, what are they? (CMD (Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click 
To Select More Than One Answer)

9b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

10a. If you had more access to design services, how do you 

think it could strategically help your organization? (CMD 
(Mac) or CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More Than One Answer)
10b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

11. In the past, have you ever hired a student or recent gradu-
ate for design services?
12a. What do you look for in design services? (CMD (Mac) or 
CTRL (PC) + Click To Select More Than One Answer)

12b. If you selected Other above, please specify:

13. If sophisticated marketing and design services were of-
fered through an OCAD U supported program that helps 
recent graduates start their freelance practice, would this be 
something your organization might engage with?

14a. Would you feel more at-ease hiring a freelancing gradu-
ate who was enrolled in an OCAD U supported program, rath-
er than a freelancer who is working independently?

14b. Please clarify your answer above:

15. Are there any risks or concerns that you might associate 
with the kind of institution-based offering suggested in the 
previous two questions?

16. What kind of hourly price point would you expect to see 
in relationship to design services offered through this kind of 
program? (Select One)

17. How often would you draw upon this service if it were 
available?

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Your 
feedback is extremely valuable.

D.3 MARKET SURVEY QUESTIONS
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