
Four stories about the coming 
creative economy

by Andrew Curry1

The question of the ‘creative consumer’, of who they are, and what they do, has become of 
increasing interest to commercial organisations and to policy makers, in almost direct 
correlation to the share of economic activity commanded by creative ‘goods’. But much of 
this discussion appears to be influenced by ideas which are a legacy of an age in which 
consumption was defined by purchase and use. This short article identifies some emerging 
trends in the creative economy and explores some implications.    

The short history of creative media over the past thirty 
years can be summarised like this. In simplistic terms, in 
the 1980s, creative consumption was largely a matter of 
use, in a UK world which had only four television 
channels, and relatively fewer magazines, newspapers, 
and so on. In the 1990s, choice increased rapidly. 
Television saw the largest shift, with the advent of multi-
channel satellite and cable, while the internet started to 
move into the mainstream. The volume of films, books, 
and magazines also increased rapidly. By the ‘00s, a 
culture of ‘reuse’ was emerging, with increasingly 
powerful desktop production programs and personal 
video recorders (such as Sky+)  enabling self-
scheduling, the launch of so-called ‘Web 2.0’ applications 
such as Flickr and YouTube, and so on. Brian Eno wrote 
presciently that ‘interactive is unfinished’, and the wider 
culture is now starting to catch up with his epigram. 

It is also worth noting that in terms of underlying 
consumer attitudes, using the broadest of brushes, the 
‘80s can be thought of as being influence most by 
concerns about money, the ‘90s most influenced by 
concerns about time, and the ‘00s increasingly 
influenced by concerns about personal energy. ‘Well 
being’ and its pursuit has become a dominant persona; 
concern. And given that on average we are 50% more 
affluent in the UK than we were in 1990, it is perhaps 
not surprising that the emphasis has changed. 

Four stories about the future
What is the emerging shape of creative media? I think 
the new stories fall into four areas: identity; place; free; 
and re-use. These are stories about both digital and 
conventional, or more traditional, media, although the 
distinctions between these, in terms of both 
consumption and production, are increasingly blurred. 

Identity

The notion that identity gets lost in the digital world is 
as old as the emergence of the internet into mainstream 
consciousness. The most famous single cartoon about 
the internet appeared in the New Yorker in 1993, and 
has the caption, ‘Online, nobody knows that you are a 
dog’.2 The issue has been a recurring moral panic in the 
online world. 

But this is changing. In practice, many of the rapidly 
developing social networking sites are about allowing 
users to connect their online identities to their physical 
or more tangible ones. LinkedIn, for example, asks 
people to specify their social relationship before 
approaching another member.   On Facebook, the 
virtual network increasingly appears to be a shadow of 
the one that exists in ‘meatspace’, to borrow William 
Gibson’s evocative phrase. Similar ‘virtual shadows’ are 
seen throughout Second Life, from the Congressman’s 
office which enables constituents to raise issues through 
their Second Life avatars to the increasing use of the 
site as a virtual meeting space by organisations such as 
IBM. My avatar will get back to your avatar. 

In the excitement of the virtual world, it is easy  to 
overlook its connection to the physical. One  thinks of 
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the cautionary tale of Kenny G. Newey of Edinburgh, 
who captured on his phone his friends as they trashed a 
Burger King in the city, and posted it to his Bebo site. 
The police reported that they found this unexpected 
intelligence valuable.  

The online commentator Jeff Jarvis has even suggested 
that identity is at the heart of Facebook’s success:

On the otherwise anonymous and pseudonymous 
internet, this is a place where real identity matters: I use 
my name and I associate with people whom I actually 
know .;. we are the masters of our identities. I think 
internet users have been yearning for such control.3

Place

Place is the second of the shifting directions for creative 
media. As with identity, this straddles the tangible and 
virtual worlds. At one level, this can be thought of as 
‘congregation’, to share an event with many others in a 
particular venue. This can cover anything from large-
scale events such as the public theatre event ‘The 
Sultan’s Elephant’, held in central London last year,  to 
the continuing appetite for music festivals, still increasing 
year on year.  Such events require that you are in a 
particular place at a particular time; some are public and 
open, such as the Sultan’s Elephant or the Prologue of 
the Tour de France; others are enclosed, and require 
tickets and access.  

At the same time, the significance of place is increasing 
through mobile and portable technologies which enable 
us effectively to map information to places. The London-
based consultancy Proboscis, for example, has been 
prototyping technologies which enable what it calls 
‘social authoring’.4 These enable communities both to 
monitor and map local pollution levels, and to publish 
the data, a form of ‘mash-up’ which uses digital 
technology and resources to re-frame our 
understanding of physical places.5 The French group 
hehe similarly use design and installations to make 
pollution visible.

A different form of interpretation can be seen in 
applications such as the recently launched Manchester : 
Peripheral project.6 This uses old techniques, such as 
the field recording, to enable participants to develop 
psycho-geographies of their communities, creating fluid 
audio pictures which build a sense of place, but one 
which is, purposefully, not geographic. 

And although each of these stories about place is 
different in tone, it possible to think of its re-emergence 
in the creative discourse as being subversive. As the 
writer John Berger has observed,

The consumer is essentially somebody who feels, or is 
made to feel, lost, unless he or she is consuming. Brand 
names and logos become the place names of Nowhere.7

Free 

The third trend is the rise of the free. There are some 
commentators who suggest that this is a phenomenon 
only in the virtual world. It extends beyond this. For 
example, the Metro freesheet newspaper, which 
originated in Sweden, is the fastest-growing newspaper 
format in the affluent world. Closer to home, as 
Freeview builds an increasingly large digital television 
base, channels which were once subscription-based are 
now converting to free-to-air, advertiser funded models. 

If these are conventional extensions of a well-
understood business model, there is also an ideological 
layer to the notion of free content. The rise of digital 
content and sampling culture, in the words of DJ 
Matthew Herbert, “has fostered a sense that everyone 
has a right to everything”. This has been reinforced by 
the ‘creative commons’ movement, who can be thought 
of as copyright activists.8 Their work to construct a 
flexible version of copyright law which gives creators 
the opportunity to permit others to re-use their work 
in a range of different ways has created the ability of 
people to give away their work if they so wish. 

One of the reasons why Creative Commons has an 
impact is that we live in a world where more and more 
people create more and more media, including many 
people who do not consider themselves to be ‘creatives’ 
or expect to make a living from such activity. Despite 
the intense efforts of music and film industry 
organisations to brand the free use of content as 
‘piracy’ (a choice of metaphor which is too rarely 
remarked upon), there are many, including some who 
make a living from creative production, whose content 
sits instead inside a series of social relationships, whose 
value lies in exchange rather than ownership.

Reuse     

The fourth story builds on the third; it is about re-use. It 
is a story whose history goes back far beyond the 
invention of the web. The academic Marshall McLuhan 
predicted in 1972 that “the consumer will become a 
producer”. In 1980 the American futurist Alvin Toffler 
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created the ugly neologism “prosumer” (producer/
consumer) to convey a similar idea.  The point is worth 
making because it suggests that the trend towards reuse 
is not just a phenomenon of the digital age; instead it 
represents a long-term social change. The current 
fashion for characterising such self-created content  
with the anaemic phrase ‘user generated content’ 
doesn’t capture the depth of the trend which it 
represents. 

In the context of the world wide web, the earliest 
people to grasp that the balance of  power was changing 
between users and producers were the authors of the 
Cluetrain Manifesto, whose provocative ‘95 theses’ were 
first posted online in 1997.9 “People of the world”, it 
proclaimed, “a powerful global conversation has begun”. 
The first thesis, which underpinned all of the others, was 
that “markets are conversations”. The authors’ focus on 
markets was, at one level, a result of their own personal 
histories, for all had had direct experience of working 
for companies which preferred monotone to dialogue. 
For many companies, their decade-old message remains 
a challenge.  Part of the story they told was about the 
traditional markets of the pre-industrial era:

The marketplace was the heart of the city, the kernel, the 
hub, the omphalos. ...  [People] went there to look and 
listen and to marvel, to buy and be amused. But mostly 
they went to meet each other. And to talk.10  

Although it was an appealing metaphor, markets have 
changed since then. Then, in Mikhail Bakhtin’s words, 
they were the ‘unofficial’ space between church and 
state, between prince and archbishop. These days, 
however, markets have supplanted both to become an 
official space, the home of a dominant ideology. 
Conversations in this space can descend quickly into 
shouting matches. Companies which have jumped 
aboard the cluetrain, and have 
shared content with users in 
the hope of starting 
conversations with them, are 
as likely to find themselves 
harangued. Take the example of Chevrolet, which made 
available online clips from the advertising of its 4x4 
Chevy Tahoe vehicle and invited users to make their 
own ads. Users did respond; on YouTube earlier this year 
there was for a while a whole sub-genre of Tahoe ‘ads’. 
The ads showed that the authors understood the values 
represented by the Tahoe, and they hated them, for 
environmental, psychological, or cultural reasons. It was 
not a conversation so much as an instruction to a pub 

bore to move elsewhere if he was going to be so loud 
and so offensive.  

There are, though, conversations which people want to 
join, and many of them are built on the back of creative 
media and the creative economy. The social networks, 
and sociable behaviour, which has developed around the 
photo site Flickr is a case in point.

But one of the best examples predates the web by two 
decades. Fan fiction is a genre in which people write 
different or new versions of popular fictions they 
admire, often television series such as The Bill or Star 
Trek,  It has grown enormously since the advent first of 
Usenet (in the 1980s) and then of the web. But as the 
poet and critic Sheenagh Pugh explains in her book on 
fan fiction, it emerged as a significant phenomenon 
during the 1970s, In some ways it represents an early 
expression of the trend originally identified by McLuhan. 

A fan fiction author, the pseudonymous “Catherine the 
Terrible”, is quoted by Pugh as saying,

Fan fiction arises from an audience’s need for more than 
whatever the film, TV show, book, etc, is providing. We 
want to know what happened before, what happened 
after, what happened in between... Above all, fan fiction is 
written out of love, not for profit.

Despite the fierce engagement of fan fiction writers in 
their favoured series, some authors remain adamantly 
opposed. The horror writer Anne Rice, for example, 
says, ‘I do not allow fan fiction. The characters are 
copyrighted. It upsets me terribly to think about fan 
fiction with my characters. It is absolutely essential that 
you respect my wishes’. One can imagine that some 
readers might respect her wishes, and others might not. 
Some would be amused by the notion that in the 21st 

century an author presumes to 
‘own’ her characters. In a post-
structuralist age, every text is a 
conversation. Certainly 
copyright is no impediment to 
joining in. The Harry Potter 

characters have been copyrighted by Warner, but their 
fan fiction equivalents are still at home on YouTube.  
‘Potter’s Puppet Pals’, a series of strikingly simple 
animations based on J.K. Rowling’s series, tell 
entertaining stories which complement her novels and 
the films.One of the most recent, ‘The Mysterious 
Ticking Noise’, has racked up more than five million hits 
in only a few months. 
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The future shape of creative markets 

The future shape of creative markets can be thought of 
as multiple combinations of identity, place, free, and 
reuse. Of these, reuse is the most powerful. We already 
have some clues as to how this might develop. The 
combination of identity and reuse leads to blogs and 
vlogs. Place and reuse combine in a world of 
‘mashups’ (such as those built by combining 
Googlemaps with other data sets). When free meets 
reuse they create fan fiction and the world of sampled 
and re-mixed media.

It is too soon, perhaps, to understand the forms which 
will emerge from richer or more complex 
combinations. But this is enough to provide clues as to 
how the next generation of the World Wide Web might 
look, and its implications for the creative economy. 

Web 1.0, the world of dial-up access which emerged in 
1994 with Netscape and dominated the internet for 
close to a decade, was a world of desk-top to desk-top, 
individual to individual communication. Web 2.0, which 
has emerged with widespread broadband, is more about 
‘browser to browser’, a world of ‘one to several’ 
applications, of social and group behaviour.11 

Web 3.0 will add geography and place to the virtual and 
social world of Web 2.0. For the first time it makes the 
digital world tangible, while also making the tangible 
world digital; it brings it all back home.  We’ve known 
for some time that users switch seamlessly between the 
offline and online worlds, but in Web 3.0 their social, 
physical, and virtual selves are connected through 
technology. 

With ten-year hindsight, we can see that the Cluetrain 
authors had the right idea, but were led astray by their 

timing, as they confronted the internal-facing world of 
the late-20th century corporation. Markets aren’t 
conversations. The creative economy needs to turn the 
idea upside down. Instead: conversations are markets.
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