
                                                                                                                                 
 
 
 

Opening Thoughts from Susie Frazier Mueller 
 

Address Your Fears 

First let’s address the elephant in the room that we all try to hide, ignore and avoid, which is our 
fear. We’ll never be totally free of it, but it’s how we deal with our fear that matters.  
 
You probably had to overcome some fears to get to this place of wanting to start your own arts-
based business or grow an existing one to a point that you haven’t reached before. Just by showing 
up today, you’ve proved to yourself that you’re ready to absorb more information, learn best 
practices, and acquire some tools for turning whatever tremors you have into triumph.  
 
Only when that fear is exposed can we mitigate it with action. It doesn’t make a difference if that 
action is a new piece of art, a phone call to a potential customer, a day of cleaning your studio, or a 
decision to explore a new direction. The most important thing any of us can do is understand 
what’s held us back in the past, set our minds to work today, and then follow up on it  all 
tomorrow. 

Set Your Intention 
 
Why do you want to go into business as an artist? Once you commit to a true intention, 
you’ll be surprised to hear that your progress will be directly related to the degree to which 
you believe you’re progressing. In other words, you will attract what you project.  

Example. There’s an artist I know who used to say things like, “I just can’t sell anything that’s 
priced over $1000. That work is just too expensive for this area. I’m not sure I’d even pay 
$1,000 for a piece of art, so I better just keep my prices at a level that people can afford.” 
She set her limits and sure enough that’s what she got. Yet she complained about not 
being able to get over that hump of charging more for her work. I asked her if she felt her 
work was worth $1,000 or more, she said, “Oh yes, definitely! You wouldn’t believe the time 
that I have vested in each painting.” So, I gave her three pieces of advice: 

1. Change your thinking from “I cant’ sell anything priced over $1,000” to “My work starts 
at $1,000 a piece and goes up from there.”  

2. Recognize that you are not your target market, so stop comparing your buying habits to 
those of potential collectors. 

3. Be mindful of what kind of boundaries you place on your business, because boundaries 
are confining. Once you set them, it becomes very hard to be a magnet for other 
opportunities that falls outside of those boundaries.  

 
As you recognize your reasons are for being in business -- and they could be everything from wanting to 
expand a hobby, to raise awareness for a cause, or to simply make a profit – you’ll be able to get clear on your 
core values as a professional. And if you are truthful in your answers, you’ll always be able to perform 
a gut check with every decision you face, whether it involves finances, marketing, product 
development or operations.  Remember no decision is permanent. If you don’t like the outcome, 
then you just make another decision.  



Take The Wheel And Go 

Being an entrepreneur means not waiting around for the green light. You decide when and 
how to proceed, which can be totally liberating. On the other hand, it requires a self-directed work 
ethic that thrives on creating your own sense of urgency. If youÕre a procrastinator, youÕll have to find ways 
to overcome that habit to be successful.  
 
There’s no timeline that says you have to wait until you find gallery space, or until your loan comes 
through, or until you finish your degree. I don’t mean start with reckless abandon, without thinking 
things through. I mean, roll out your business a little at a time, letting each phase evolve as new 
pieces come into place. 
 
Example. When I was working on Sparx in the City, we revised our operating plan every month 
because our fundraising pretty much took place year round. So, we developed aspects of the program 
literally as the money rolled in. We called it “strategic doing” as opposed to living in a strategic 
planning phase indefinitely. Although it was exhausting, it was very gratifying to take instant action as 
opposed to being in dream-mode for too long. The point is: 

1. Successful ventures happen in stages. 
2. The winning formula rarely hits the market on the first try, which is why strategic doing 

has become so popular. It’s after several passes of tweaking things here and there, and 
making a dozen mistakes along the way, that the secret emerges from the sauce.  

3. In fact, the minute you own a mindset of being willing to fail is when you’ll be most 
prepared to succeed.  

 
How can that be? Because strategic doers donÕt see ÒfailureÓ as something negative. All they see are moments of 
opportunity to poke holes in their business and still have time to build the armor even better.  
 
At some point in your business you’ll have an opportunity to take on a project that seems way 
out of your comfort zone. You’ll have two choices. You can shy away from it out of fear of failure, 
or you can do some research and enter the process with a motivation to learn a variety of skills that 
will make you a much more savvy businessperson in the long run. 
 
Example. I have a friend who believed she was a magnet for nightmare commission jobs in which she 
always seemed to charge too little or was too much of a pushover when it came to hashing out the 
terms. Recently, an artist rep contacted her to create a piece for a hotel lobby in Vail, Colorado but 
needed it in thirty days. She was totally excited, but on the fence as to whether or not to do it based 
on a fear of repeating her past mistakes. My friend knew she needed 60 days to complete a project, 
and she asked, “What should I do?” I said “Does having your work in this hotel fit within the 
core values of your business?” She replied, “Yes, but not if I have to work double time to get it 
done.” My advice was to tell the rep ‘I charge a 20% premium for rush orders. Your firm can 
either choose to pay the premium entirely out of your cut or you can split it with your client, 
but I am not willing to absorb the costs of rushed materials and rushed labor in order to 
meet a deadline that someone else has set.” 
 
It made for a tense negotiation, but in the end, she was awarded the commission, she delivered on 
time, and the clients loved the work. More importantly, she recognized her fear AND took a stand to 
guard her profits, rather than rolling over in gratitude just to have the job.  

Do Your Homework 

While I’ve been singing the praises of strategic doing, the most important thing any arts 
entrepreneur can do before he launches his business, is take the time to learn about the 
market in which he plans to sell his art. 
 



A lot of artists just go into business because they like expressing themselves and they don’t want 
to work for someone else. But they have no idea if the market will support their product, which is 
why a business plan is really important,. Through this process you’ll learn to  
 

1. Know your market. Understand where and how your art product fits into the matrix. 
2. Know your competition.  Conduct the due diligence on who else is in your area doing 

similar work. 
3. Know your customers.  Take the time to develop a “profile” of your target audience.  

Who would buy your product? 
4. Know your value-added resalers.  Do research on all the places in the area that might be 

interested in selling your product.  Keep files on which ones could potentially buy it. If 
you plan to open your own storefront, remember location, location, location. 

5. Know your product.  In the art world, you are your brand.  If you start to become popular 
for something you didn’t expect, find a way to capitalize on that. This is not considered 
selling out – it’s what being business-minded is all about. 

 
Communicate Well 
 
You could be the most talented artist, and have done your homework about your market, but if you 
aren’t effective at self-promotion, you may as well save yourself the hassle.  If you don’t do it or 
don’t have the money to hire a rep to do it for you, then very quickly you’ll never be known. Here are 
three tips for marketing yourself well: 
 

1. Capitalize on what’s different. Differentiate yourself by developing a technique or 
using materials that other artists have not thought to do. Make it so that people can 
recognize your style. If you have an unusual story about your process, emphasize it. 
People remember innovation. Learn to recognize what’s newsworthy, and teach 
yourself how to write press releases to gain media coverage.  

2. Develop consistent messages that build from your brand. No one is going to 
educate your customers for you. You have to do it. Make sure all your promotions are 
clear and consistent. Have your elevator speech down (30 seconds or less), and be 
comfortable talking about your business with anyone. Maximize your digital presence –
web site and email as my primary means of promotion for small businesses today. Create 
noticeable product descriptions (tags on work, artist statements etc.) Don’t go to any 
important meeting without a press kit and business cards. Develop strategic partnerships with 
like-minded organizations for joint exhibits or special promotions.  

3. Build Lasting Relationships.  Follow up on every contact you make. Create a strong 
mailing list, and keep in touch.  Defy the stereotype of being a flakey, unreliable artist, 
and always say what you’re going to do and do what you say. Make it a policy to provide 
work thatÕs above and beyond what clients expect of you. 

 
In closing, think about these strategies as you begin the process of launching your own business: 
 
ADDRESS YOUR FEARS: Understand them, and then use them to motivate you  
SET YOUR INTENTION: Project what you want to attract. 
TAKE THE WHEEL AND GO: Find ways to benefit from strategic doing  
DO YOUR HOMEWORK: Learn about the market in which you plan to sell your art 
COMMUNICATE WELL: Prioritize your proficiency at self-promotion 

This reading was prepared and provided by Susie Frazier Mueller, Environmental Artist and Co-Founder 
of ÒSparx in the CityÓ 

 
 

 


