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Abstract 

What is expertise? In cultural work, the idea of expertise is commonly associated 

with a specialised knowledge of cultural forms and products, often possessed by art 

critics, dealers and cultural intermediaries. In the majority of literature on cultural 

work, the status of these óexpertsô is mostly treated as normative and accepted as 

legitimate, with little attention paid to the expertise of the primary producers of the 

cultural forms which are judged. This thesis argues that expertise as a concept is 

taken for granted in cultural work scholarship, and thus requires further interrogation. 

The particular focus here is on the social media use of cultural workers to promote 

themselves, their aesthetic output and availability for work. As argued here, the 

status of their expertise is problematised in an ostensibly accessible and 

democratised space where óanyoneô can engage in cultural production. In this 

context, how do cultural workers signal their aesthetic expertise online?   

Signalling involves conveying information about oneôs credentials. This 

concept is utilised in a framework to analyse the social media output of a group of 

UK cultural workers, who were also interviewed, in order to gain insight into their 

aesthetic expertise and how they manage signalling expertise online as part of 

cultural labour. The research reveals the expertise of cultural producers to be of a 

dynamic and fluid quality, worked on over the course of a cultural work career, where 

opportunities to build expertise can be constrained or enabled depending on access 

to resources. As these cases suggest, aesthetic expertise can be staged on social 

media by revealing creative skills and methods - the óback stageô of production, then 

potentially enhanced through audience interaction, which can also put expertise 

signals at risk. The analysis also reveals gendered strategies for signalling expertise 
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undertaken by the women cultural workers, to facilitate a potential collective raising 

of visibility online, but also raising questions about the exclusivity of such collective 

activity.  

The research concludes by suggesting ways in which cultural policy could 

widen access to creative skills and training, so that anyone who wishes to develop 

their own aesthetic expertise can do so. 
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Preface 

At times throughout this thesis I will reference my own position as a social media 

practitioner. It is necessary first then to provide an overview of my professional 

background, as it undoubtedly informed my approach. During the process of this 

PhD I had the opportunity to work part-time at Birmingham City University as a social 

media officer, helping to promote the Universityôs research externally. The role 

helped me to build my knowledge of social media, keep up with the latest 

developments in social media and tap in to creative networks in Birmingham and 

beyond which were invaluable for the research experience. My approach to the 

research and the interviews were informed by my position as a social media 

practitioner, and the process enabled me to think about my own expertise.  

The work experience was only one enhancing aspect of the myriad of 

opportunities I took advantage of during the thesis, thanks to the AHRCôs Midlands 3 

Cities Doctoral Training Partnership. The funding and support available enabled me 

to present at conferences around the world, and conferencing was not only crucial 

for getting my research óout thereô, but for the chance to discuss it with esteemed 

colleagues and peers. In two cases conferencing has led to opportunities to publish 

during the course of this thesis, which were valuable experiences in themselves for 

helping me to develop the ideas in my PhD. First, my participation in a conference on 

collaboration in the creative industries at the University of Middlesex in 2015 led to 

an opportunity to contribute a chapter to an edited collection by Alessandro Gandini 

and James Graham (Patel, 2017, copy in Appendix 6). This was my first publishing 

experience and helped me get to grips with the process. Because I wrote it relatively 

early on in the PhD during the beginning of my second year, it served as a starting 
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point for developing chapters in the thesis. Within that published chapter are the first 

iterations of the signalling expertise framework developed in this thesis, and my take 

on the concept of ómutual aidô which will appear in Chapter 6.  

The second publishing opportunity which occurred through conferencing was 

a co-written book chapter with Dan Ashton of the University of Winchester (Ashton 

and Patel, 2017, copy in Appendix 7) on vlogging labour, in an edited collection by 

Stephanie Taylor and Susan Luckman on óthe new normalô of cultural work. Working 

with Dan was thoroughly enjoyable and I learned a great deal from him about how to 

properly structure a chapter and put forward arguments convincingly. I learned even 

more about co-writing and how to make work by two authors appear a coherent 

whole. This can also be said of the third publishing opportunity undertaken during 

this PhD, with Annette Naudin (Naudin and Patel, forthcoming, copy in Appendix 8) 

on women entrepreneurs on social media. Annetteôs knowledge of the literature and 

issues around gender and feminism were valuable for not only the development of 

that paper, but in my consideration of gender in this thesis. In both co-written papers, 

I have used my adaptation of the signalling expertise framework in different contexts, 

which demonstrates how the framework has made an important contribution outside 

of this thesis to both social media methodology and knowledge of how we can study 

expertise.   

I completed my MA with the School of Media at Birmingham City University in 

2010, directly after I completed my degree in journalism in the same school. Within 

that MA (in Media and Creative Enterprise) was a cultural policy module (taught by 

my director of studies for this PhD Paul Long) which sparked my interest in creative 

industries and cultural policy research. Even though after the MA I went on to work in 

social media for various companies, I still maintained an interest in cultural research 
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and hoped there would be an opportunity for me to revisit it. That opportunity came 

when I earned a Midlands 3 Cities scholarship and I was able to combine my 

interests in social media and cultural labour. I did not know why more work was not 

done about social media and expertise in cultural work, and so the PhD was an 

opportunity to address these oversights. What results is this thesis, which is a unique 

insight into the nature of expertise in cultural work - the politics of expertise in cultural 

labour. 
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Introduction 

What does expertise mean in cultural work? This research was formulated as an 

attempt to address this question. Over the course of the research I discovered its 

increasing pertinence to contemporary issues. I realised that whenever óexpertsô 

were discussed in popular and academic discourse, their status as experts was often 

assumed. This was particularly the case during the EU referendum in the UK and the 

election of Donald Trump as US President in 2016, when the advice of experts was 

routinely dismissed by certain politicians (Mance, 2016). In cultural labour literature I 

found that experts were discussed in normative terms; certain groups of cultural 

workers, such as art critics and dealers were assumed to be expert. But how did they 

come to be regarded as experts? What is an expert in cultural work? Cultural work is 

defined here as involving the ñactivities of artistic, creative or aesthetic production 

that take place within the cultural industriesò (Banks, 2017:10) and the 19 UK cultural 

workers featured in this research are involved in a variety of such activities including 

visual art, writing, craft and composition. All do, or at least aspire to, make a living 

out of cultural work; and the specific act of creation and its experience is referred to 

as cultural labour in this context. The participants in this research all use social 

media to promote themselves and their work online, and by social media I mean 

websites or applications such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.  

As the research progressed I came to an understanding of expertise specific 

to cultural work, which I label as aesthetic expertise. I found that the expertise of the 

cultural workers who produce the primary cultural objects, was by and large not 

acknowledged in literature on cultural work. Aesthetic expertise was often discussed 

in relation to the expertise in judgement, such as that of critics and dealers 

(Bourdieu, 1996). What of the expertise in creation of cultural objects? Drawing on 
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various literature and ideas about expertise from cultural work scholars such as 

Pierre Bourdieu (1996) Howard Becker (2008), Science and Technology Studies 

work by Hubert and Stuart Dreyfus (1986) and work on aesthetics by Martha 

Woodmansee (1994) among others, I came to an understanding of aesthetic 

expertise. In this thesis, aesthetic expertise involves a knowledge of aesthetic codes 

and classifications, and skill in mastering the tools and techniques to produce a work 

of aesthetic value that is recognised and legitimated as such. 

The aim of this thesis is to bring expertise into focus as a concept worthy of 

attention generally and within the specific focus of cultural work. To do this I show 

how cultural workers signal aesthetic expertise on social media, to reveal the 

character of expertise in contemporary cultural work and the implications of the act of 

signalling for cultural labour. I argue that it is important to interrogate expertise in 

cultural work because expertise is related to power, and reproduces social relations 

which could potentially restrict and exclude others. The character of expertise in 

cultural work, including the aesthetic expertise of cultural producers, tells us 

something about the unequal and exclusive nature of cultural work (Banks, 2017) 

which is reinforced through social relations that constrain or enable opportunities for 

individuals to develop and signal expertise. The accumulation and circulation of 

expertise in cultural work, as shown by the cases in this thesis, suggests how certain 

groups are able to forge and maintain a creative career, at the expense of others in 

less privileged positions.  

By signalling expertise, I mean the process of communicating signals which 

include ñactivities that showcase one's Identity through prior projects [é] 

competencies in skills and genres [é] and relationshipsò (Jones, 2002:209). The 

concept of signalling expertise as developed by Candace Jones (2002) is an 
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important one for this research because it considers the various ways in which 

expertise is communicated, and I adapt Jonesô signalling expertise framework to 

analyse how expertise is signalled by cultural workers on social media platforms (see 

also Patel, 2017). The framework considers the individual context of the person 

posting on social media, the content of social media posts which help to signal 

expertise, such as aesthetic style of the posts, exhibiting requisite skills and 

showcasing relevant relationships, and the strategies employed to signal expertise 

on social media including status enhancement, types of relationships pursued, and 

impression management. Throughout the thesis I demonstrate the usefulness of this 

framework as a methodological tool for qualitative analysis of expertise on social 

media. I also show the value of combining social media analysis with interviews. By 

getting to know the people behind the social media posts I provide important insights 

into the specific experience of cultural workers.   

Social media platforms are ostensibly democratised spaces where seemingly 

óanyoneô can participate in the production of content and potentially make a career 

out of it. Indeed, some of the participants in this thesis have done exactly that. 

However, opportunities to participate are not available for everyone and even for 

those who can, being able to develop and signal aesthetic expertise also appears to 

be a reserve of the relatively privileged. Cultural and digital work are becoming more 

central to the economy and policy in the UK: the Governmentôs inclusion of óDigitalô in 

the new Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport is testament to that. So it is 

important that everyone should be able to participate in this space if they want to.  

Four major lines of argument are pursued throughout this thesis and form its 

contribution to knowledge: 
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1. We need to know more about the aesthetic expertise of cultural producers ï 

those who produce the primary object which is judged by those who are 

assumed to be aesthetic experts, such as critics and dealers. Focusing on the 

expertise of cultural producers adds to our understanding of the contemporary 

character of expertise in cultural work as a form of power, which potentially 

excludes and restricts others who are less privileged and contributes to the 

unequal nature of cultural work.  

2. An individualôs ability to develop and signal aesthetic expertise is bound up in 

access to resources - or capital, to use Bourdieuôs (2011[1986) term. Access 

to capital determines the power relations of expertise in cultural work, and 

opportunities for people to develop and signal aesthetic expertise. 

3. When aesthetic expertise is signalled on social media, it is mediated by the 

platform and the interactions of others. Such mediation contributes to the 

dynamism of expertise in contemporary cultural work. A consideration of how 

aesthetic expertise is mediated also adds to our understanding of the cultural 

object as a practice and social relation (Born, 2010). 

4. Social media platforms create possibilities for expertise to be signalled, but 

they also present reputational risks. Cultural workers must carefully manage 

their relationship with the audience in order to maintain and enhance their 

reputation. For instance, for women artists, online spaces are particularly 

volatile, and the creation of relatively ósafeô online spaces to share work and 

signal expertise is a significant aspect of cultural labour for some in this 

research.     

These arguments are dealt with at different points in the chapters which follow, and it 

is necessary to outline where and how in this thesis.  
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The structure of this thesis 

The first chapter of the thesis provides a conceptual and contextual background to 

the research, organised around the four lines of argument described above. First I 

discuss what expertise is and what it means, drawing from literature in STS and the 

arts to illustrate different conceptions of expertise across disciplines, which enabled 

me to come to a general understanding of what expertise is, which I draw from Fleck 

as having ñsomething to do with knowledge of some sort, coupled with a facility for 

deploying and exploiting that knowledge - that is, some sort of skill or competenceò 

(1998:145) as well as being related to power. I then briefly discuss different forms of 

expertise which are required by the cultural workers in this thesis, such as social 

media expertise and entrepreneurial expertise. This is followed by an explication of 

how I came to my understanding of aesthetic expertise, drawing from literature in 

aesthetics and art to show how it is not necessarily all about taste and judgement, 

though that is important. Aesthetic expertise can also involve practical skill and 

mastery in creation. However, opportunities to develop expertise are not equal, and 

the work of Pierre Bourdieu is useful for conceptualising this. His theories of cultural 

production, particularly the concepts of field and capital help to illustrate how social 

and cultural background and access to capital resources have some bearing on 

claims to expertise, suggesting that expertise tends to be associated with the 

privileged. In this respect, taste is pertinent to discussions of aesthetic expertise, as 

Bourdieu points out that legitimate taste or ñthe taste for legitimate worksò (1984:16) 

is the taste of the privileged and educated, and reproduces what is or judged to be 

good art, by aesthetic experts in judgement.  

Of increasing concern in cultural work scholarship is the industryôs exclusive 

nature (Banks, 2017; Oakley and OôBrien, 2016; OôBrien, Allen, Friedman and Saha, 
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2017). It is argued in such work that the most successful cultural workers are the 

privileged, with certain credentials and dispositions (Banks, 2017), while the rest are 

resigned to working precariously. Neoliberal political regimes resulting in cuts to arts 

funding and state support exacerbate this situation (McRobbie, 2016). As already 

mentioned, social media platforms provide opportunities for seemingly anyone to 

create a presence online and potentially make a living from creative work. However, 

the democratising potential of social media is limited, not only because of inequalities 

in digital literacy and the fact that not everyone can use or access social media 

(Ragnedda, 2017), but because having the time and means to develop social media 

expertise is also not available to everyone. I finish Chapter 1 with a critique of 

existing literature which deals with the perceived benefits and risks of social media 

use for cultural workers.  

How can we research expertise in cultural work? Candace Jones (2002) 

devised the signalling expertise framework to conceptualise expertise signalling in 

creative industry careers, however the framework itself has not been used as a 

means of empirical analysis. For this research I took an opportunity to extend and 

adapt the framework for the qualitative analysis of social media platforms. My 

development of the signalling expertise framework (see also Patel, 2017; Ashton and 

Patel, 2017) is one way to research online presentations of expertise, and I reflect on 

this methodology in Chapter 2. Much social media research misses the vital context 

of the individuals behind the posts, at the expense of a preoccupation with purely 

online analysis and an uncertainty about ethical issues. The chapter also provides a 

reflection on interviews for gaining the context needed for social media analysis and 

ethical challenges which could be addressed with a flexible approach.  
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The individual context of the cultural workers is further explored in Chapter 3, 

which examines how expertise develops throughout the artistic career. Though the 

majority of this thesis is about how expertise is signalled on social media, it is 

important to first acknowledge that there are people behind those expertise signals, 

with social backgrounds which have some bearing on their ability to develop 

expertise over the course of their careers. Each cultural worker is introduced with a 

discussion of their background and career trajectory, and are grouped in the 

discussion by their career stage and status in the field.  

The cultural workers in this thesis do not all work in the same specialist 

sector; they are a mixture of visual artists, writers, craft workers and musicians, 

however Bourdieuôs concept of field can help to illustrate how each workerôs career 

has progressed within their particular area. Bourdieu (1993a) describes a field as a 

field of forces, within which agents struggle for position. The agents aim to move into 

positions within the field which would benefit them, and this involves some 

strategizing. The concept of capital refers to resources, and forms of capital in 

Bourdieuôs reckoning (2011[1986]) include money (economic capital), social 

connections and networks (social capital) and education and upbringing (cultural 

capital). I suggest that in cultural work, aesthetic expertise is a form of embodied 

cultural capital, which when recognised as legitimate, functions as symbolic capital 

(honour and prestige) and can be synonymous with an authoritative position in the 

field. The cultural workers with a certain degree of aesthetic expertise are also more 

confident in signalling that expertise on social media platforms, using the affordances 

of platforms to enhance their expertise signalling. The use of social media in this way 

raises questions about how social media expertise can implicate the online signalling 

of aesthetic expertise. 



8 
 

When aspects of personal life are also intertwined with expertise signals on 

social media, it presents a set of challenges which cultural workers must negotiate, 

particularly in managing their relationship with an óimagined audienceô (Marwick and 

boyd, 2010). The cultural workers in this research approach this in different ways ï 

ranging from very regular, seemingly órandomô posts to communicate aspects of their 

personality, to a standardised, óprofessionalô output which contains almost no 

aspects of their personality or their personal lives ï all contributing towards their 

online construction of óbeingô a cultural worker. For effectively signalling aesthetic 

expertise on social media, revealing more about oneôs life and work process can be 

valuable but also challenging, as I show in Chapter 4. Cultural workers in this 

research who are advanced in their careers seemed to be more confident in 

revealing aspects of their artistic process, which can be a convincing display of oneôs 

creative or artistic expertise, but also risks further scrutiny of their work and process 

by leaving it open for comments and criticism. It is up to the cultural worker to either 

embrace or withdraw from such opportunities, which those in this research did to 

varying degrees.  

I utilise Erving Goffmanôs (1959) ideas of ófront stageô and óback stageô and 

Hoganôs (2010) metaphor of exhibitions to illustrate cultural workersô negotiation of 

personal and professional, home and work space, process and finished product 

when signalling expertise on social media. The work space can be an important 

element of the cultural workersô online presence, and I found some gendered issues 

had arisen in this regard. The women cultural workers mostly worked from home, 

and the presence of their home working space on social media was sporadic at best. 

I link this to arguments around the studio as a traditional marker of professionalism, 

and the domestic space still as a feminised, óamateurô domain (Bain, 2004). Even so, 
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some of the women cultural workers used their domestic status to communicate their 

tastes, and say something about themselves and their work online even in the 

absence of a tangible finished product for signalling.  

The cultural workers in this research take time out of their daily practice to 

browse, update and reply to messages on social media, alongside and in addition to 

their creative practice. Scholarly work on digital labour points out that individual use 

of social media and the internet is a form of labour which generates value for 

corporations (Arvidsson and Colleoni, 2012). Other work highlights how social media 

users are increasingly tied in to using these platforms (Couldry and van Dijck, 2015). 

I acknowledge these are important concerns which should be taken into account in 

empirical work on social media use, and therefore be considered as cultural labour ï 

i.e. the labour and experience of creating, and the ways in which this manifests is 

illustrated in Chapter 5. In particular, pressure plays a large role in how the cultural 

workers feel about their social media use ï the pressure to ópresenceô (Couldry, 

2012) i.e. keep their online presence up to date, the pressure to be recognised on 

social media, and the pressure to have, or gain, social media expertise. A 

preoccupation with gaining followers and increasing engagement on social media 

adds pressure too and also raises questions about the value of cultural forms as 

presented on social media. At the same time, I contend that users are not duped in 

to using such platforms and in fact enjoy the possibility of forms of creative 

expression they enable, such as curating Instagram profiles to display tastes and 

inspiration from other sources. Furthermore, some of them owe their success to 

using social media to promote themselves and their work.  

As the research progressed, gender emerged as a significant theme. This 

was initially prompted by one of the cultural workers in the research who attended a 
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talk about women printmakers, which highlighted how women used print in its early 

manifestations as a means to raise awareness of womenôs creative work. That 

conversation encouraged me to consider women artists and the issue of gender 

inequality in the art world; inequality which prevails today. While social media 

platforms offer a potential means for women artists to signal their aesthetic expertise 

and disseminate work on a wide scale, they are also volatile and women artists are 

generally more likely to experience online abuse than men (Michael, 2016). How do 

women cultural workers negotiate this and potentially create safe online spaces to 

signal expertise? Among the women in this research I found particularly collaborative 

forms of signalling expertise on social media which resonate with Howard Beckerôs 

(2008) account of the collaborative aspects of cultural work in Art Worlds, and 

furthermore, are particularly feminine. I demonstrate how social media platforms 

provide positive opportunities for women cultural workers to connect with others and 

raise their visibility online. There remain reputational risks in such strategies, 

particularly for those who choose to express their emotions and self-disclose on 

social media. Some strategies could also exclude and cause potential divisions 

between women, such as the online sharing of certain privileged tastes in the form of 

familiar óbondingô icons, which are not accessible to everyone.  

The conclusion outlines what this research means for how we understand 

expertise not only in cultural work, but in wider society, where expertise in any form 

tends to be associated with privilege and power. I argue that opportunities to develop 

aesthetic expertise, whether it be to make a living or simply to flourish through 

creative expression, need to be widely available regardless of access to resources. I 

provide some recommendations for widening access to cultural participation and 
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skills development, so that people who want to develop aesthetic expertise and 

digital literacy can.  

This research is only a starting point in what should be a broader interrogation 

of expertise, and I finish with recommendations for further work.   
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Chapter 1: Contextualising expertise in cultural work 

What is expertise? 

How has expertise been defined and conceptualised? The purpose of this chapter is 

to discuss the literature which has contributed to my understanding of expertise in 

cultural work, which I refer to as aesthetic expertise. As indicated in the Introduction, 

the term expertise is, by and large, treated as normative in literature on cultural work, 

with little interrogation of what expertise is. It is worth exploring in the first instance 

then, what others have said about expertise, which is the focus of this section. This 

is followed by a discussion of the literature context within which this research sits, 

with particular attention paid to the areas it problematises. The literature discussion 

is structured around four major themes to which this thesis contributes: perceptions 

of expertise in cultural work; the politics of expertise in cultural work; the mediation of 

expertise; and social media and reputation for cultural workers.  

My own understanding of aesthetic expertise involves knowledge of aesthetic 

and cultural codes, and appropriation of that knowledge to create a work of aesthetic 

value, which is recognised and legitimated as such. I will now outline various ways in 

which expertise has been conceptualised in scholarship, which informed how I came 

to this understanding. Existing definitions of expertise are disparate and inconsistent 

so it makes sense first to pin down what is actually meant when we discuss 

expertise.  

Some conceptual disparities in scholarship are outlined by Williams, Faulkner 

and Fleck (1998), who note how certain understandings of expertise are associated 

with the cognitive acquisition of knowledge. This is an individualist perspective, 

where expertise is said to consist of óthe knowledge in peopleôs headsô (Shadbolt, 
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1998) developed with little or no input from other people. Such a perspective 

overlooks the role of peer judgement, recognition, training and cooperation in the 

development and application of expertise (Addis, 2013). Williams et al (1998) note at 

the other end of the scale, expertise is seen as a purely social construction, or a 

constructivist position, where expertise is ñshaped by the external context of the 

would-be óexpertô rather than by any intrinsic qualitiesò (1998:14), thus overlooking 

the individual effort it takes to develop expertise.  

Williams, Faulkner and Fleckôs reference point for these opposing positions of 

expertise is scientific scholarship, particularly Science and Technology Studies 

(STS), which is concerned with the sociology of science. STS scholars such as 

Latour and Woolgar (1986) problematised the authority of scientific experts and 

sought to debunk common conceptions of the all-knowledgeable óexpertô figure. 

Scholarship in STS acknowledges the historical, cultural and material conditions of 

science, which both produce and describe our reality. This approach is demonstrated 

in Latour and Woolgarôs influential study of a laboratory environment, documenting 

the myriad of practices between agents, material objects and physical surroundings. 

Their study suggests that scientific expertise is not an innate quality of one 

authoritative figure, but produced through practices.  

The STS approach exemplified by Latour and Woolgar lies somewhere in 

between the individual and constructivist positions on expertise, because it describes 

how knowledge is created in social practice, and practices include individuals, 

architectures and objects, all of which have agency - or the ability to act. While useful 

for its acknowledgement of individual action and material objects in practice and use, 

the approach by Latour and Woolgar does not account for power relations and 

societal inequalities. I argue that social background and conditions have some 
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bearing on individualsô ability to gain, develop and make claims to expertise. This is 

where the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1996) is of use, to which I return later in this 

chapter. 

Another conception of expertise is the phenomenological approach of Hubert 

and Stuart Dreyfus (1986), who proposed that expertise is grounded in individual 

bodily experiences and activities, otherwise known as óexpertise-in-contextô. They 

understood expertise as pervading everyday tasks such as cooking, cleaning and 

driving. Dreyfus and Dreyfus perceived these forms of expertise ï what could be 

understood as everyday expertise - as embodied and second nature to people, once 

mastered. Their óexpertise-in-contextô approach consists of a spectrum from novice 

to expert: Novice, Advanced Beginner, Competence, Proficiency and Expertise. One 

moves along the spectrum by acquiring skills and knowledge through practice, and 

when they become óexpertô at something, it is evident in a fluid and embodied 

performance, where the expert is able to respond quickly and intuitively to a variety 

of problems. These everyday experts óknow howô rather than óknow whatô (Ryle, 

1984), or in other words, expertise is primarily about knowing how to do something, 

which is common in most conceptions of expertise I discuss in this chapter and 

informs my own understanding.  

Selinger and Crease (2006) criticise this phenomenological model, arguing 

that it equates all forms of practical expertise, with no regard for the value socially 

attributed to it. This is an important point, particularly as scientific expertise has 

been regarded as the ultimate authority on various issues (Williams et al, 1998; 

Wynne, 1991). This is because scientific expertise has long been associated with 

ideas of power over others, as demonstrated in Michel Foucaultôs Madness and 

Civilization (1988). Foucault described how doctors in mental asylums were 
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assumed to be in power over the patient due to their position as a doctor, 

regardless of any competence or knowledge they may or may not have. He calls 

this the ñmedical personageò (or personality) with ñpowers borrowed from science 

only in their disguiseò (1988:258). Foucault suggests that science as a field is 

powerful, and thus has legitimacy because its authority is widely accepted. 

Because of the authority of science, ñpeople often have no choice but to consult 

óexpertsôò (Code, 1991:182) especially in relation to medical matters. Williams, 

Faulkner and Fleck (1998) point out that the years of training and qualifications 

undertaken by doctors gives them an óexpertô status and authority which we are 

expected to rely on.  

Despite its perceived power and authority, the legitimacy of scientific 

expertise has been under question by the public for decades. This is argued to 

stem from high profile scientific misjudgements and mistakes during the 1980s 

and early 90s such as the Chernobyl disaster and the BSE/mad cow disease 

epidemic in the UK (Wynne, 1991). Yet the fact that scientific expertise continues 

to be routinely challenged and dismissed publically by politicians such as Donald 

Trump reaffirms the field of science as the authoritative field of expertise, above, 

say, aesthetic expertise. In this sense, it is worth remembering there is a 

hierarchy of expertise in society, which the Dreyfus and Dreyfus model of 

óexpertise-in-contextô obscures. Their approach remains useful however for 

acknowledging individual agency in working on expertise in a practical sense.  

Fleck (1998) provides a useful general understanding of expertise which 

considers both individual agency and social influences, as well as power relations: 

ñOn the one hand it clearly has something to do with knowledge of some 

sort, coupled with a facility for deploying and exploiting that knowledge - 
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that is, some sort of skill or competence. However, there is also an element 

of power involved. This enables certain practitioners, rather than others, to 

defend a claim to particular forms of expertise.ò 

Fleck (1998:145) 

This conception of expertise is not fixed; it appreciates that knowledge is involved, 

deployed through practical skill, which is pertinent to ideas of aesthetic expertise in 

creative work.  

Fleck also acknowledges competence as a part of expertise. Competence is 

being able to exhibit ñrequisite skillsò (Jones, 2002:213) in oneôs occupation, a part of 

the signalling expertise framework by Candace Jones (2002) which I develop as a 

method for analysing expertise on social media, discussed in much greater depth in 

Chapter 2. According to Jones, signalling is conveying information to others, and 

examples of signals include education, experience and appearance. Jones argues 

that signals are multidimensional, ñfor example, education conveys information about 

status by the institution attended, personal interest by the major chosen, and 

intelligence by the ranking achievedò (2002:210). The context in which signals are 

used are important for deciphering their meaning and thus their applicability and 

value in that particular context.  

 Jonesô signalling expertise framework is partly based on a set of 

competencies for expert performance identified by DeFillipi and Arthur (1994). Their 

competencies are based on knowledge ï know-why, know-how and know-whom. 

Know-why competencies ñanswer the question ówhy?ô as it relates to career 

motivation, personal meaning and identificationò (1994:308). To use the example of 

this research, why is someone an artist? What is their story and background, which 

led them to being an artist? Being able to exhibit why one is doing what they do ï the 
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back story ï helps to formulate an identity, and according to Jones, signalling identity 

is a part of signalling expertise. Also a part of signalling expertise are know-how 

competencies which ñreflect career relevant skills and job-related knowledgeò 

(DeFillipi and Arthur, 1994:309) and are related to what one can actually do and the 

skills they have. Finally there are know-whom competencies which ñreflect career-

relevant networksò (ibid.). Drawing on DeFillippi and Arthurôs competencies, Jones 

(2002) suggests that being able to convey oneôs identity, career relevant 

relationships and skills are fundamental to signalling expertise. She illustrates this in 

her analysis of the TV industry, however she applies her framework conceptually 

rather than empirically. I develop this framework to analyse how aesthetic expertise 

is signalled on social media platforms. The idea of competencies and how these are 

communicated to signal expertise is useful for thinking about how individuals could 

do the same on social media. For cultural work, specific abilities and competencies 

are required in order to be considered an expert in this domain - an aesthetic expert. 

My research also suggests that additional forms of expertise are required for cultural 

workers. 

Forms of expertise in this research 

My understanding of aesthetic expertise in cultural work involves knowledge, skill 

and mastery in the production of the primary cultural products which are judged. Skill 

and mastery are also a feature of other occupations, such as sport or cooking. These 

occupations are argued by some to be cultural industries too (Mato, 2009). What is 

different about cultural work? A work of art or a cultural product is argued to possess 

ñaesthetic, expressive or symbolic valueò (Banks, 2017:10) which differentiates it 

from other products, according to David Hesmondhalgh (2013):  
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ñThere is something distinctive about that area of human creativity often 

called óartô. The invention and/or performance of stories, songs, images, 

poems, jokes and so on, in no matter what technological form, involves a 

particular type of creativity - the manipulation of symbols for the purposes of 

entertainment, information and perhaps enlightenment.ò  

Hesmondhalgh, (2013:6).  

Here Hesmondhalgh draws attention to the symbolic function of cultural work which 

seems to differentiate it from other forms of production, and thus, I argue, require a 

specific type of expertise ï aesthetic expertise. This aesthetic expertise is in the 

primary creation of a cultural product and not aesthetic judgement as it is commonly 

known, for example in Bourdieu (1996), and such assumptions will be questioned in 

the next section. 

As well as aesthetic expertise, other forms of expertise could also be required 

by cultural workers using social media, as the participants in this research do. 

Bassett, Fotopolou and Howland (2015) point out: 

ñToday a politics of expertise pertaining to work spheres more obviously 

bleeds into other realms. This is so, at least, in relation to computational 

technologies and is thus relevant to forms of critical practice developed 

around questions of use and expertise.ò 

Bassett, Fotopolou and Howland (2015:4) 

In this quote the authors highlight how digital technologies could play a part in work-

related expertise bleeding into other spheres, such as home life. I highlight this 

specifically in relation to the cultural workers in this research, whom I suggest require 

social media and entrepreneurial expertise in order to effectively signal their aesthetic 
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expertise on social media platforms. Furthermore, I argue that the use of social 

media is becoming a necessary element of cultural labour around which individual 

routines are shaped, for signalling expertise and selling work. 

Menger (1999) identifies key similarities between self-employed artists and 

entrepreneurs, including:  

ñThe capacity to create valued output through the production of works for 

sale, the motivation for deep commitment and high productivity 

associated with their occupational independence-control over their own 

work, a strong sense of personal achievement through the production of 

tangible outputs, the ability to set their own pace, but also a high degree 

of risk-taking, as shown by the highly skewed distribution and high 

variability of earnings, as well as the low amount of time allocated on 

average to their primary creative activityò  

Menger (1999:552) 

In this sense, the expertise for cultural workers in this thesis involves maintaining the 

balance between their óprimary creative activityô ï or mastering their aesthetic 

expertise - and other aspects of entrepreneurialism. The demanding requirements to 

self-manage, self-market and be highly productive as Menger describes requires 

some practice and mastery in itself, so with this in mind I understand entrepreneurial 

expertise as skill and knowledge in entrepreneurial activities, which are effectively 

managed alongside the primary creative activity.  

  An understanding of social media expertise could be gleaned from my own 

experience as a social media practitioner, or óexpertô. I could reel off a list of 

conventions - things to do and not do on social media in order to gain recognition and 
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maximise engagement. However a more succinct way of putting it is again related to 

knowledge and skill, but this time in the mastery of the use of platforms, which I 

characterise as ósignalling as expertiseô, elaborated from Candace Jonesô (2002) 

framework. Signalling as expertise is being able to signal expertise effectively, in the 

case of this thesis, on social media platforms. So in the context of cultural work, 

social media expertise is defined as mastering the knowledge and skills for signalling 

as expertise, and effectively managing this alongside aesthetic and entrepreneurial 

activities, for the benefit of an online presence.  

 The understandings of aesthetic, social media and entrepreneurial expertise I 

have outlined in this section are not intended to be fixed or standard definitions. They 

are based on my appraisal of the literature on expertise and my own empirical 

understandings in this thesis which will be elaborated throughout. Expertise cannot 

be generalised as a fixed entity which is possessed or not possessed; it is worked on, 

gained, signalled and mediated, and in this mediation, the signal can change, be 

enhanced or potentially be damaged. It was important to state at the outset my 

primary understandings of expertise to ground the remainder of the discussion in this 

chapter. Next, I focus on aesthetic expertise in cultural work, including its origins and 

normative perceptions which are challenged in this research. 

Perceptions of expertise in cultural work 

I described in the Introduction to this thesis how the idea of aesthetic expertise is 

commonly associated with the judgement of aesthetic work, and somewhat linked to 

this is the notion that artists are geniuses, bestowed with special creative gifts, 

enabling them to create extraordinary work to be judged by the aesthetic experts. 

These understandings - of expertise in judgement as learned, and genius as an 

innate gift, have some roots in the work of scholars such as Immanuel Kant, who is 
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one of the most influential writers on aesthetics. In The Critique of Judgement (1790) 

Kant argued that the judgement of art is an individual, subjective experience based 

on how a work of art makes a person feel. He believed that humans can enjoy art 

purely for its beauty without any need to find a use for it ï or what he called 

ódisinterested enjoymentô. A factor in the judgement of beauty, for Kant, is how 

genius, or the ñtalent (natural endowment) that gives the rule to artò (1790:175) is 

manifest in the work. He argued that genius is an innate talent which enables the 

artist to produce exemplary original works which do not arise from imitation of nature, 

for example. The process of genius is not one which can be recalled by the artist and 

it does not arise from any planning, and genius cannot be taught because that is a 

form of imitation. Kantôs work helped to substantiate the idea that great art is created 

by geniuses.  

In addition, Kant affirmed the aesthetic expertise of critics of beauty, otherwise 

known as ñcritics of tasteò (1790:148), who had the power to attribute óbeautyô to 

works as if beauty is an objective property of art which is universally understood, and 

he offers an example here of how his subjective enjoyment of a work cannot be 

influenced by critics: 

ñIf someone reads me his poem, or takes me to a play that in the end I 

simply cannot find to my taste, then let him adduce Batteux or Lessing to 

prove that his poem is beautiful, or [bring in] still older and more famous 

critics of taste with all the rules they have laid down moreover, let certain 

passages that I happen to dislike conform quite well to rules of beauty (as 

laid down by these critics and universally recognized): I shall stop my ears, 

shall refuse to listen to reasons and arguments, and shall sooner assume 

that those rules of the critics are false, or at least do not apply in the 
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present case, than allow my judgment to be determined by a priori bases 

of proof; for it is meant to be a judgment of taste, and not one of the 

understanding or of reason.ò 

Kant (1790:148) 

In this passage Kant is challenging the authority and aesthetic expertise of critics, by 

instead asserting his own subjective judgements of taste with regards to cultural 

forms he enjoys (or does not enjoy). Yet in his challenge, Kant is simultaneously 

reaffirming the power of the ñcritics of tasteò who are experts in judgement, who have 

laid down the rules which determine which work should be considered beautiful. The 

notion of the aesthetic expert in judgement, with the power to elevate artists and art 

above others persists in most literature on art production since, not least in the work 

of Bourdieu (1996).  

The idea of the genius artist as purported by Kant persisted in much aesthetic 

scholarship according to Paul Oskar Kristeller (1951; 1952) who challenged Kantôs 

notion of genius in his two volumes of The modern system of the arts. Within this 

work, Kristeller critiqued the widely used notion of the five basic categorisations of art 

ï painting, sculpture, architecture, music and poetry. He argued that these 

categorisations did not seem to have existed before the eighteenth century and their 

origins had been taken for granted by scholars in aesthetics. Kristeller demonstrates 

evidence in the work of Ancient Greek writers such as Aristotle and Hippocrates how 

the arts have not always been considered a separate practice from other forms of 

human activity, such as the sciences, and involve skill and technique which is not the 

product of genius, but is learned:  

ñWhereas modern aesthetics stresses the fact that Art cannot be learned, 

and thus often becomes involved in the curious endeavour to teach the 
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unteachable, the ancients always understood by Art something that can be 

taught and learnedò  

Kristeller (1951:498).   

Here Kristeller acknowledges that the creation of art is not innate or an outcome of 

genius. He also points out that during the ancient times of Aristotle and through the 

Middle Ages (approximately between the fifth and fifteenth century), the activities 

associated with art were not considered a separate realm or category from other 

activities which were regarded as functional, such as carpentry. This understanding 

of creation as learned, not innate, is important for my understanding of aesthetic 

expertise in creation.  

Drawing on the work of Kristeller, Martha Woodmansee (1994) describes how 

during the Renaissance (between the fourteenth and seventeenth century) the artist 

was believed to be first and foremost a craftsman who was also said to receive some 

inspiration from a muse or even God. Woodmansee importantly highlights the 

masculinised perceptions of craftsmanship during that time, which continue to persist 

(McRobbie, 2016). She describes the craftsman as a ñmaster of a body of rules, or 

techniques, preserved and handed down in rhetoric and poeticsò (1994:36).  Here 

Woodmansee hints at the mastery of techniques required ï what we could regard as 

the expertise ï of creation. She also acknowledges the role of the audience in the 

ólivelihoodô and ósocial statusô of artists, because the audiences in the Renaissance 

usually comprised patrons who bought the work and commissioned the artists. 

These patrons were crucial for the consecration of artists during this time, which is 

highlighted by Pierre Bourdieu (1996) in his work on art and artists, however 

Bourdieu does not pay sufficient attention to the individual learning and mastery of 

artistic creation as described by Kristeller and Woodmansee. 
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 Bourdieu did however reject the idea that the artist is a ógeniusô, stating in 

The Rules of Art (1996) that the act of creation is a social process, rather than an 

act of inspiration by a gifted individual. He asked: ñWhat makes a work of art a work 

of art and not a mundane thing or simple utensil? What makes an artist an artist, as 

opposed to a craftsman or Sunday painter?ò He then goes on to wonder if an artistôs 

signature has some bearing on what makes them an artist, the fact that their 

signature is recognised. In considering that, he asks ñwho, in other words, has 

created the ócreatorô as a recognized producer of fetishes? And what confers its 

magic efficacy on his name, whose celebrity is the measure of his pretension to 

exist as an artist?ò (1996:290). Bourdieu argued that the artist is not known as an 

artist, and their art not known as art, until recognised. Bourdieu demonstrates how 

the role of the powerful is particularly important in the art world, describing how 

great artists were only considered great when they were consecrated by those in 

power, such as the Bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century. The powerful could 

permit artists to be consecrated, and this happened when a consensus was 

reached about an artistôs credentials and artistic ability.  

The Illusio is fundamental to consecration ï it is an acceptance and 

adherence to the rules of the field, or ñThe collective belief in the gameò. Belief in 

the game ñand in the sacred value of its stakes is simultaneously the precondition 

and product of the game; it is fundamental to the power of consecration, permitting 

consecrated artists to constitute certain products, by the miracle of their signature 

(or brand name) as sacred objects.ò (1996:230). Consecration is a result of a 

recognition of artistic competence, or expertise, and recognition is vital for symbolic 

capital ï which Bourdieu describes as honour and prestige. So the Illusio is the rule 

which maintains a belief and consensus about the legitimacy of an artistôs aesthetic 
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expertise, even though Bourdieu never uses the word óexpertiseô to describe it. He 

reinforces the notion that aesthetic experts in judgement are powerful, part of an 

elite who had the power to consecrate artists through the process of naming - ñan 

authorisation of an individualôs credentials where qualifications are not availableò 

(1991:239).  

According to Bourdieu, the criticsô knowledge of art and aesthetic codes is 

superior to that of artists, and therefore the critics are the authority because they 

determine the artistsô career trajectory. What Bourdieu fails to adequately address is 

what makes artists great - his theories of cultural production and emphasis on ówho 

created the creator?ô (1993b) while crucial, focus on the óalready greatô artists, and 

reinforce normative assumptions about who the experts are in cultural work ï the 

powerful, supposedly knowledgeable judges of taste, and not the creators.  

A useful aspect of Bourdieuôs work in relation to aesthetic expertise in 

judgement is that he acknowledges what it entails, namely the concept of artistic 

competence, which is useful for understanding aesthetic expertise in creation too. In 

The Field of Cultural Production (1993a) Bourdieu observes that the act of 

judgement is a social process, rather than individual and subjective as Kant 

suggested. He argues that ñany art perception involves a conscious or unconscious 

deciphering operationò (1993a:215) where the deciphering of meaning is dependent 

on the observerôs familiarity with cultural codes and rules, which are historically 

constituted, and concurrently, the artistôs ability to master those cultural codes and 

classifications. Both the observer and artist therefore require a degree of ñartistic 

competenceò which for artists, Bourdieu defines as:  

ñThe previous knowledge of the strictly artistic principles of division which 

enable a representation to be located, through the classification of the 
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stylistic indications which it contains, among the possibilities of 

representation constituting the universe of artò 

Bourdieu (1993a:221-222) 

Here Bourdieu highlights how knowledge of artistic principles is important in order to 

create art, and the degree of art competence possessed by an agent can be 

measured by ñthe degree to which he or she masters the set of instruments for the 

appropriation of the work of art, available at a given timeò (1993a:220). Here there is 

an acknowledgement of mastery, and the practical knowledge and skill which 

defined aesthetic expertise in creation before the eighteenth century, which 

continues to be relevant for understanding it today.  

It is important to note that Bourdieu believed oneôs ability to both observe and 

create art according to aesthetic codes and classifications is determined by their 

social class, evinced by the dispositions and taste developed during their upbringing 

(Bourdieu, 1984). Again this calls to attention the power relations of expertise ï who 

is able to develop expertise, and who is perceived to be expert, in cultural 

production.  

In this section I have discussed how ideas about expertise in cultural work 

have been dealt with in scholarship, and how they inform my understanding of 

aesthetic expertise. Primarily these ideas include the critics as experts, the artist as 

genius, who is able to be elevated above others by the powerful. We can see that 

by and large these accounts do not pay due attention to the expertise of artists and 

creators ï the people mastering the cultural codes and skills to produce the work 

which is judged by critics. Bourdieuôs theories on cultural production are important 

for understanding the power dynamics of aesthetic expertise in both judgement and 

production. 
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Politics of expertise in cultural work 

For Bourdieu, works of art fundamentally emerge from what he terms the ófieldô of 

cultural production. According to Bourdieu fields consist of objective relations 

between subjects, who take up positions within those fields, such as the political 

field, the cultural field, and so on. The literary or artistic field is ña field of forces, but it 

is also a field of struggles tending to transform or conserve this field of forces. The 

network of objective relations between positions subtends and orients the strategies 

which the occupants of the different positions implement in their struggles to defend 

or improve their positionsò (1993a:30, emphasis in original). Here Bourdieu is 

highlighting the power struggles in the artistic field, as agents strategise to improve 

their own position. An agentôs ability to take up positions is determined by their 

access to resources, or capital.  

Bourdieu defines capital as ñaccumulated labor (in its materialized form or its 

incorporated, óembodiedô form) which, when appropriated on a private, i.e. exclusive 

basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in 

the form of reified or living laborò (2011[1986]:83). According to Bourdieu, capital 

exists, transforms and accumulates within fields as agents struggle to take positions 

of power. He describes three fundamental forms of capital, which I mentioned in the 

Introduction to this thesis: economic capital, which includes money and property and 

is the primary form of capital because all other forms of capital can be exchanged for 

it; cultural capital which exists as embodied dispositions, cultural goods and 

educational qualifications; and social capital, which refers to the resources which are 

accumulated through social relationships and connections. Symbolic capital is the 

form that various other forms of capital take when they are recognised as legitimate, 

such as honour and prestige (Bourdieu, 1991). Aesthetic expertise could be 
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considered a form of cultural capital because it comprises embodied dispositions and 

tastes, which allow cultural workers to appropriate knowledge of cultural codes to a 

work of art. When aesthetic expertise is recognised as legitimate by others in the 

field of a higher status, it can then operate as symbolic capital. Therefore, aesthetic 

expertise as I understand it here is bound up in power relations, and I argue that 

access to resources can have implications for cultural workersô ability to develop, 

mobilise and signal aesthetic expertise, which is discussed further in Chapter 3. 

It is worth devoting some thought here to taste, which has been mentioned 

several times so far particularly in relation to aesthetic judgement and the tastes of 

critics, whose authority and expertise was affirmed by scholars such as Kant. 

Bourdieu (1984) argues that taste, particularly the tastes of the ruling upper classes, 

places intrinsic value on the aesthetic experience and forms the legitimate basis for 

what is considered ñgood tasteò (1984:260). For the middle classes, taste was 

related to a desire to compete for social status ï they engage in ócultural goodwillô, 

investing and engaging in elements of legitimate culture as they aspire to a better 

social status. While Kant argued that taste is subjective and beyond reasoning, 

Bourdieu contended that taste is a form of social distinction between classes ï 

legitimate taste is determined by the ruling classes, and popular taste is determined 

by the necessity of the working classes ï i.e. popular taste is designed to serve a 

need, rather than enjoyed disinterestedly. Taste is important for our understanding of 

expertise because legitimate taste is related to aesthetic judgement, as affirmed by 

Bourdieu and Kant, and if we expand this to more general terms, expertise is 

possessed by the powerful, because the powerful get to determine what should be 

considered good art. In the work of Bourdieu the artist is not powerful. They are 

subject to forces within the field of cultural production, are enabled or inhibited by 
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their access to capital resources, and they rely on the powerful to legitimise and 

consecrate their work. Even so, the artist is privileged in some ways, and this can be 

said of many of the participants in this thesis as I will show throughout.  

Antoine Hennion argues that taste is a pragmatic, reflexive activity rather than 

a social disposition. He asserts that taste depends on ñits situations and material 

devices: time and space frame, tools, circumstances, rules, ways of doing thingsò 

(2004:136). This is a useful perspective on taste which accounts for the qualities of 

the cultural object, which Hennion argues is in itself a ñdeployment, a response, an 

infinite reservoir of differences that can be apprehended and brought into being.ò 

(2007:101). The idea of the object in use as generative of taste is important for 

thinking about expertise and the mediation of cultural products on social media, 

which I focus on in the next section. Hennion criticises Bourdieu for his passive 

treatment of the creator as an agent subject to external forces. For Bourdieu the 

creator is unable to assert any major change, instead struggling to take up positions, 

while the powerful determine tastes and cultural codes to be adhered to. While I 

acknowledge that access to resources and capital indeed play a part in cultural 

workersô ability to develop their aesthetic expertise in creation, it does not mean they 

are passive in power relations. In fact, certain groups of cultural workers play some 

part in reproducing power relations themselves. For example, cultural intermediaries, 

which I will expand upon shortly, and even some of the participants in this thesis 

through their online activity and communication of taste, as I demonstrate in 

Chapters 3 and 6.  

Howard Beckerôs (2008) Art Worlds is a conception of cultural production which 

acknowledges the agency of individuals, and highlights collaboration and 

cooperation between people. Art worlds is a term used by Becker to describe ñthe 
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network of people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of 

conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art works that art world is 

noted for.ò (2008:xxiv). Becker focuses on the specificities of cultural production, 

arguing that the production of art involves a large division of labour, and, like 

Bourdieu, is critical of the myth of the ógeniusô artist. Becker emphasises how 

reputation is crucial for artists to succeed, and reputations are forged from value 

judgements of their work, by critics. He recognises, like Kant and Bourdieu, that 

critics have a degree of power ï they are ñmore entitled to speak on behalf of the art 

world than othersò (2008:150) but for Becker this entitlement comes from recognition 

by peers of a criticôs knowledge and experience. The expertise in judgement, for him, 

is legitimised through a consensus about that criticôs abilities. This has some relation 

to Bourdieuôs idea of the illusio and the consecration of artists ï which Bourdieu 

describes as a social process, of the powerful coming to a consensus about the 

value of an artistôs work. In Beckerôs conception however, the people involved in the 

process of consensus are cooperating, not necessarily strategising to better 

themselves or to gain power. 

Though Becker stresses that art production is a networked, cooperative activity, 

he also acknowledges the individual skills and knowledge of creation. His description 

of this is useful for thinking about the aesthetic expertise of creation: 

 ñWhile much of what artists do is conventional, it is not therefore easily 

changed. They experience conventional knowledge as a resource at a 

very primitive level, so deeply ingrained that they can think and act in 

conventional terms without hesitation or forethought.ò 

(Becker, 2008:204) 

Becker mentions artistic knowledge, and how that knowledge is learned so it 
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becomes deeply ingrained, a fluid and embodied performance in a similar way that 

Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) described their conception of expertise. In this sense, 

aesthetic expertise can be learned and practiced to the point where it can become 

conventional and seems instinctive, enabling the creator to respond to situations 

almost intuitively, and for cultural workers this includes both the aesthetic codes and 

conventions of their field, in the Bourdieusian sense, and the practical appropriation 

of that knowledge. Beckerôs conception of cultural production is focused on the 

people and processes of cooperation and collective activity. He argues that his 

approach is entirely different from Bourdieuôs field, which he perceives as a spatial 

metaphor which reduces people to their minimal capacities, preoccupied with 

domination and strategising (2008:374). Becker argues that in Bourdieuôs idea of a 

field, cooperative activity cannot really happen because not everyone can participate 

in a field, they need to be accepted into it on the basis of their capital resources. 

Beckerôs idea of art worlds is cooperative and open, allowing possibilities for 

resistance and social change, which Bourdieuôs field does not account for 

(McRobbie, 2004).   

 There are examples in this thesis of such cooperative activity occurring, 

particularly in Chapter 6 where I demonstrate how the women participants engage in 

online forms of reciprocal sharing, which I characterise as ómutual aidô. However, 

even these activities are geared towards self-promotion and a wider individual 

strategy towards signalling expertise. While Becker raises some valid points about 

Bourdieuôs field, power relations, strategizing and inequalities all still play some part 

in an individualôs ability to work on their aesthetic expertise and progress in their 

career. We need to know more about individual expertise in creation to understand 

what could be done to make cultural production more accessible to everyone, 
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whether it be for work or individual flourishing and expression.      

In literature on cultural labour there has been little investigation into what 

individuals actually do to develop their practical expertise. Richard Sennettôs The 

Craftsman (2008) gives an indication of the time and effort it takes to work on skills in 

craft, which he argues does not need to fulfil any function or purpose, because the art 

of craft is doing things well for their own sake. Sennett claims that the principles of 

craft can not only apply to craftspeople, but to doctors, computer programmers, 

parents, as well as artists.  

Sennettôs emphasis is on the material, the act of creating by hand, and the 

thought which goes into craftsmanship of any kind. He points out that a common 

touchstone for one to become an expert in creation is ñten thousand hoursò dedicated 

to practice and/or knowledge, a claim made by psychologist Daniel Levitin (2006). 

This is apparently how long it takes for skills to become deeply ingrained so they 

become second nature. Angela McRobbie (2016) argues that Sennettôs idea of the 

obsessive craftsperson is far removed from the women crafters of today selling their 

products online, as do a few of the artists in this research. She argues: ñWith the rise 

of digital media, the realm of craft has opened up far beyond the realms of 

concentration and attention to detail described by Sennett. This raises questions 

about gender and new hierarchies within the óarts and craftsô of the present-day 

cultural economyò (2016:147).  

Indeed this raises questions too about masculinised ideas of the expert and 

the digital ï the craftsman as Sennett describes is quite different from the women 

who create and sell work online, who will be appropriating possibly just as much skill 

and knowledge in their creation as Sennettôs ócraftsmenô but are not necessarily 

regarded as óexpertô. Instead they are widely referred to as ómakersô, óEtsypreneursô 



33 
 

or ómumpreneursô (Ekinsmyth, 2014; Luckman, 2015), gendered descriptions which 

obfuscate womenôs expertise and foreground their domestic location or status as 

mothers. I unpack this issue in relation to media coverage of one of my own 

participants, Gillian, in Chapter 3.  

Oneôs ability to spend possibly ten thousand hours developing their expertise 

in creation is, I argue, determined by a number of factors. These include their home 

situation such as family responsibilities, which can be a gendered issue, access to a 

comfortable space to work, access to materials, having the time to dedicate to their 

practice, particularly if they have other non-art jobs to pay the bills, and whether they 

have the basic education, knowledge and skills needed to develop a practice. These 

factors do depend on access to capital resources - economic and cultural in 

particular. Though the cultural field is not a completely closed space only open to 

people with certain credentials, it can be exclusive, within which resources and 

rewards are unevenly distributed (Banks, 2017; Caves, 2000). As a result, the 

majority work in precarious conditions (Gill and Pratt, 2008; Hesmondhalgh and 

Baker, 2011). I will finish this section with an overview of this precarious cultural work 

context within which my participants are operating, albeit to varying extents.  

Precarious work refers to generally flexible, freelance and insecure work, 

relying mostly on project or piecemeal assignments, and can also refer to casual and 

temporary employment. Some scholars point out that precarity has been happening 

in work for centuries, and particularly in womenôs work, such as domestic work 

(Fantone, 2007; Jarrett, 2015). Though often perceived as a negative condition, 

scholars warn against the idea that cultural workers are óvictimsô of precarity. Banks, 

Gill and Taylor (2013) point out that cultural workers are well aware of the precarity of 

their work, and that we ñneed to avoid the various caricatures of either the cultural 
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dupe or the rational maximizer of information or (economic) benefitsò (2013:7). Many 

cultural workers may even enjoy such working conditions and use them as 

opportunities for creative freedom and expression (Banks, 2007; Hesmondhalgh and 

Baker, 2011). Some may refuse work, as a form of óbohemianô resistance to the 

market (OôConnor, 2010). McRobbie discusses the refusal of work among young 

women in Western countries, who are increasingly refusing mundane work and 

instead choosing independent, precarious work as an opportunity for self-realisation 

(McRobbie, 2016).  

The concept of the refusal of work derives from the autonomous Marxist 

tradition, which has its origins in labour movements and protests in Italy during the 

1960s and 1970s. Activists and writers such as Antonio Negri (see Hardt and Negri, 

2000) and Paolo Virno (2004) stressed the possibilities of labour autonomy, 

developing the Marxist critique of work beyond its fundamental idea that workers are 

subject to capitalist structures. The movement was concerned with better labour 

conditions and pay for workers, and the idea that workers can bring about change. 

The refusal of work is an important element of the movement, as it helps to construct 

a vision of life which is no longer organised around work (Hardt and Negri, 2000). 

McRobbie (2016) argues however that such radical politics have potentially 

exacerbated individual labour anxieties, creating tension and individualised 

contestation, which is ñrefracted through ideas of creativity and self-organised workò 

(2016:93).  

Some scholars do acknowledge some of the positive possibilities of self-

organised, precarious work, which could include ñthe potential for new 

understandings, new forms of socialisation and new kinds of politicsò (Oakley, 

2009:42). There is some evidence to suggest that the shared experience of 
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precarious labour conditions could bring about collective solidarity. For example, De 

Peuter and Cohen (2015) who discuss collective action by creative industries workers 

in response to poor labour conditions, which they label ómutual aidô. For them, mutual 

aid ñestablishes the social bonds necessary to contest labour precarity and affirms 

the self-organization necessary for alternative economies.ò (2015:309). So within the 

unequal, precarious conditions of cultural work, there are possibilities for collective 

activity which could benefit all parties involved, and such activity, I suggest, can be 

facilitated through social media.  

The political context to precarious work, in the UK at least, has origins in 

neoliberal policies (Hesmondhalgh, 2013). Neolberalism is defined by David Harvey 

as: 

ñA theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-

being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial 

freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by 

strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade.ò  

(Harvey, 2005:2) 

Here Harvey notes the individualisation of work and entrepreneurial ethos which is 

characteristic of neoliberalism, and increasingly pervasive in contemporary society 

(Brouillette, 2013; McRobbie, 2016). Neoliberalism is also a term often used to 

describe the contemporary political values which are associated with ñanti-

democratic or pro-corporate powerò (Davies, 2014:310). William Davies notes that 

the political characteristics of neoliberalism include the privatisation of activities 

which traditionally lie outside the market and the encouragement of competition 

leading to inequalities (Davies, 2014:310).  
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In relation to cultural work, government shifts towards neoliberal policies 

during the 1970s and 80s in the UK and USA had a significant impact on the cultural 

industries. In reference to this, Hesmondhalgh uses the term óinformation societyô to 

acknowledge the thinking behind these policies, where ñinformation and knowledge 

are now central, as never before, to the way that modern societies operateò 

(2013:100). For the cultural industries, the rise of óinformation societyô based policies 

meant an increased emphasis on intellectual property exploitation, entrepreneurship, 

ócreativityô and óinnovationô. These were buzzwords of the New Labour cultural 

policies during the late 1990s and 2000s which included the birth of the ócreative 

industriesô construct. The ócreative industriesô was an umbrella term created by the 

UK Governmentôs Department for Culture, Media and Sport or DCMS (now the 

Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport), as a means to place culture at the 

centre of public and economic policy. The ócreative industriesô in the DCMS typology 

consisted of the arts, design, games, advertising and marketing, publishing, 

journalism and ICT.   

Why are such policies relevant for independent cultural workers? The 

emphasis on intellectual property exploitation and by implication, entrepreneurship, 

means that cultural workers face increasing pressure to find new ways to make 

money from their work ï not only does work need to be original, it needs to be 

creative, innovative and therefore exploitable. In order to keep up, they need to 

embrace marketing and business principles in order to be successful. For the 

participants in this thesis, social media enables them to market themselves and 

make money from their work. Some of them must keep up to date with the latest 

opportunities for projects and funding because the process is so competitive, and 

therefore need to work on and signal their expertise effectively to stand out from the 
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rest. This situation demands an óalways onô (Gregg, 2014) worker subjectivity, where 

the pressures from work are constant and pervade all areas of life. Melissa Gregg 

describes this condition as ópresence bleedô which is exacerbated by the presence of 

mobile technology in the home. She says that in the age of presence bleed, people 

take responsibility for their work ñat all hours, crafting a professional habitus fitting 

the always-on networks of communication.ò (2014:126). 

New Labourôs policies shared some traits with the neoliberal regimes of the 

Conservative government which preceded them, including the emphasis on 

individual entrepreneurship and the preference for commercial privatisation over 

public approaches and state subsidy (Hesmondhalgh, Nisbett, Oakley et al, 2014; 

Oakley, 2006). Since then however, neoliberal ideals and policies have almost 

certainly gathered momentum under the Coalition government in 2010 and the 

current Conservative leadership. Naidoo (2015) notes that the years since the 

Coalition government have seen an ñintensification of the idea that the cultural sector 

must meet the shortfall in state funding by attracting more private investmentò 

(2015:62). Nadioo argues that this neoliberal economic model is increasingly the 

only option for policy, ñmaking many who work in the arts, culture and heritage, fear 

that they have no alternative but to get on board or be left behindò (ibid.) Being able 

to secure funding and opportunities in this context also requires economic 

justification (Belfiore, 2002) and this applies to a number of participants in this thesis 

who are involved in publicly funded arts work.  

It is important to note that such conditions are not unique to cultural work, as 

pointed out by Brouillette (2013) who argues that the ethos of the cultural worker as 

being flexible, self-managing and able to ñto turn an innate capacity for ñinnovationò 

into saleable propertiesò encapsulates the ideal neoliberal working subject. Mark 



38 
 

Banks (2014) argues that the principles of neoliberalism obscure the realities of 

independent work as ñworkers are willingly seduced and entrained to self-produce, 

uphold and refine the productive interplays of power and knowledge that ensure their 

subjection to the prevailing logic.ò As a result, ñthe worker-subjectôs desire becomes 

seamlessly enjoined to the accumulation imperativeò (2014:249). Here Banks 

highlights the entrepreneurial imperative which pervades cultural work ï promising 

independence and freedom from the constraints of working within an institution, yet 

obscuring its harsh realities (Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2011).  

Angela McRobbie (2016) draws on the governmentality theories of Michel 

Foucault to highlight how neoliberal ideals have extended into the realm of everyday 

life to encourage the kind of activities that enhance the place of the market in 

society, and in turn govern how people live their lives. She links the neoliberalism of 

the 1970s and 80s to the entrepreneurial spirit of today ï where work pervades all 

aspects of everyday life, and in the cultural industries the idea of ñpassionate workò 

becomes a normative requirement, where: 

ñThe cheerful, upbeat, passionate, entrepreneurial person who is 

constantly vigilant in regard to opportunities for projects or contracts must 

display a persona that mobilizes the need to be at all times oneôs own 

press and publicity agentò (McRobbie, 2016:74).  

According to McRobbie, people are increasingly required to be self-managing and 

óproductiveô subjects in contemporary work contexts, less reliant on institutional 

support and the safety net of welfare, and instead constantly working towards 

bettering themselves, their working situation, and their lives. This is the context for 

the cultural workers in this thesis ï where the need to be known as expert in what 
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you do and effectively promote yourself is crucial in order to make a living, and social 

media platforms can be one way to do that. 

 In this section I have shown how in much of the literature about cultural work, 

the cultural worker is often depicted as a victim of external forces ï power, 

precariousness, the value judgements of others. This characterisation of cultural 

workers is partially why their skills and knowledge are not commonly referred to as 

óexpertiseô. It is also partially because of the popular notions of genius, and also 

ótalentô (Banks, 2017), which obfuscate the skills, knowledge and dedication in 

building expertise in creation, which this thesis brings into focus. I argue that cultural 

workers do need to be able to develop and effectively signal their expertise in order 

to survive and potentially thrive in the precarity of cultural work, but opportunities for 

cultural workers to do this are dependent on their access to capital resources.  

The next section acknowledges other groups commonly referred to as experts 

in cultural work ï cultural policy makers and cultural intermediaries. This leads into a 

discussion in the final section about how expertise itself can be mediated when 

signalled online.  

Expertise, intermediation, and mediation  

The literature on the role of expertise in UK cultural policymaking is useful for 

illustrating how policy experts are thought to have the power to make decisions 

which affect cultural workers, whilst knowing relatively little about the conditions of 

cultural work (Banks and Hesmondhalgh, 2009; Cohen, 2012; Oakley, 2006). 

Russell Prince (2010) provides a useful analysis of the nature of expertise in UK 

cultural policy making, identifying an óemerging expert systemô where ña small 

community of actors have realigned their practices and cast themselves as creative 

industries expertsò (2010:2). According to Prince these actors are already situated 
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within particular epistemic communities for which cultural policies have important 

ramifications, and they have the ability to reshape government policy to favour their 

own ideas. He understands expertise as a social relation based on an actorôs access 

to knowledge, which gives them authority over others.  

Prince conceptualises such actors as active subjects who are deliberately and 

strategically seeking to gain power, however his account could have benefitted from 

an acknowledgement of the barriers to access and inequalities in cultural work, as it 

is the privileged who are able to access such opportunities in the first place. Indeed 

this is highlighted by Phillip Schlesinger (2009) in his research on óthink tanksô in UK 

cultural policy. He defines think tanks as: 

ñOrganisations that describe themselves as such and which are engaged 

in the production of policy discourses that make claims to knowledge. 

Those who work in think tanks, as policy advisers or consultants, are a tiny 

and select segment of the university-educated intelligentsia. They operate 

within elite circles where the costs of entry to knowledgeable policy 

discussion are highò 

(Schlesinger, 2009:3) 

Schlesingerôs description affirms the elite, educated and select nature of common 

claims to expertise. He notes that there are particular barriers to entry for experts 

which are based on class and education, which I find parallel reported barriers to 

cultural work and contribute to persisting inequalities (Oakley and OôBrien, 2016). 

Schlesinger presents a case study of how certain people have worked their way to 

prominence in government, most of them from the media and communication 

industries. For think tanks this skillset is useful because the ñpublic face of 

thinktankery is concerned with airing ideas, in particular through media coverageò 
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(Schlesinger, 2009:14). Schlesingerôs case demonstrates how social and economic 

background and access to resources plays a part in enabling or constraining the 

development of, and claims to, expertise.  

Another group which are associated with claims to expertise in cultural work 

are cultural intermediaries. Smith Maguire and Matthews (2014) provide a useful 

working definition of cultural intermediaries as: ñmarket actors who construct value 

by mediating how goods (or services, practices, people) are perceived and engaged 

with by othersò who are also defined by ñtheir claims to professional expertise in 

taste and value within specific cultural fieldsò (2014:2). In this sense there are some 

linkages between the cultural intermediary and the idea of the aesthetic experts in 

judgement described earlier in this chapter, in that they judge culture and are 

believed to be experts in taste, however cultural intermediaries deal in aspects of 

both óhighô and ólowô culture and package it for the market, whereas aesthetic experts 

as traditionally known are said to deal with óhighô culture only (Bourdieu, 1984).  

 The term ócultural intermediaryô has some origins in the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu (1984), who discusses the ónew cultural intermediariesô as a subset of the 

relatively privileged ónew petit bourgeoisieô. The aesthetic experts in the arts as 

conventionally known - the art dealers and critics ï were considered the óoldô cultural 

intermediaries. The ónewô cultural intermediaries, which in Bourdieuôs conception 

included TV and radio producers, newspaper critics and journalists, were able to 

bridge the gap between high and low culture ñto produce, through the mixture of 

'genres', 'styles' and 'levels', those objectified images of petit-bourgeois culture, 

juxtaposing 'easy' or 'old-fashioned' (i.e., devalued) legitimate products with the most 

ambitious products of the field of mass productionò (Bourdieu, 1984:326).  

The expertise of the cultural intermediaries in Bourdieuôs conception lay in 
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their ability to negotiate high and low culture and package it for wider consumption, 

and this particular role of the intermediary has spurred much debate in the 

academic field about the relationship between cultural production and consumption, 

and a subsequent critique of Bourdieuôs concept of cultural intermediaries. Calvin 

Taylor (2015) argues that the nature of intermediation in the creative economy 

encompasses three modalities: the transactional, which is relating and connecting 

between social and economic agents; the regulatory, the social and political norms 

and rules; and the strategic, the structure through which relations and subjectivities 

are produced (2015:364). Taylor proposes that there are a wider network of actors 

in intermediary processes than merely the ónew petit bourgeoisieô which Bourdieu 

describes. He uses the term óassociational economyô to place primacy on the 

importance of associations and networks in cultural intermediation, whilst also 

acknowledging its market orientation. The acknowledgement of associations is 

paralleled in Beckerôs (2008) conception of óArt Worldsô, where cultural production 

consists of networked, social processes. Cultural intermediaries, however, are 

cultural workers with claims to expertise because of their perceived knowledge of 

taste and of the market.  

Other work on cultural intermediaries tends to take their status as experts for 

granted. For example, Nixon and du Gay (2002) take issue with what they claim to 

be the all-encompassing nature of Bourdieuôs use of intermediaries, which ñtends to 

cut across distinct occupational formations, cultures and forms of expertise, as well 

as the rather different social compositions of discrete cultural intermediary 

occupations.ò (2002:498) yet they never elaborate on what they understand as 

expertise. The authors call for further empirical work on the nature of cultural 

intermediation; claiming that by focusing on the óexpertiseô of intermediaries and 
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their practices, the relationship between production and consumption can be better 

understood.  

David Wright (2005) builds on the work of Nixon and du Gay with his 

empirical work on bookshop workers. He mentions óexpertsô and expertise many 

times in his account, and like Nixon and du Gay, does not define exactly what he 

means by those terms, or how cultural intermediaries seemingly come to embody 

expertise (2005:115). Wrightôs work is useful for highlighting potential inequalities in 

cultural work that are also prevalent in intermediary occupations, which could 

exclude the working classes ñfrom so much of óculturalô lifeò (2005:118). Negus 

(2002) highlights inequalities of access too, and also claims that intermediaries also 

serve to reproduce the distance between production and consumption, rather than 

bridge it as in Bourdieuôs conception.  

The debates about the ógapô between production and consumption bridged or 

reproduced by cultural intermediaries seem outdated when considered in light of 

more recent work on consumer co-production (see Arvidsson & Colleoni, 2012; 

Banks & Deuze, 2009). So who, or what are the intermediaries in modes of cultural 

production which include social media and digital platforms? Candace Jones et al 

(2015) argue that digital devices are the ónew intermediariesô between artists and 

consumers, as they explain: ñdownload services like Appleôs iTunes now dominate 

music CD sales. Google provides access to music (Google Play), video (YouTube) 

and publishing (Google Books). Spotify shares music. Netflix not only distributes but 

produces content-first episodes, and now movies, that can be rented, streamed and 

even watched all at once (rather than weekly)ò (2015:20). Jones et al show that the 

nature of intermediation requires more scrutiny in relation to the digital, and also in 

relation to claims to expertise and taste. The platforms described by Jones et al are 
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designed to curate and give people access to cultural forms ï they appear to perform 

some kind of intermediary function, but what about the role of digital platforms in 

cultural production processes? I argue that social media platforms mediate expertise 

signals and I explore how this occurs throughout the thesis. Social media platforms, 

in their structure, algorithms and affordances (such as likes and shares) do 

something to cultural forms when they are shared online and form a part of an artistôs 

aesthetic expertise signals. Mediation requires some serious consideration with 

regards to the nature of expertise when it is signalled online, and by extension the 

character of aesthetic expertise in contemporary cultural production. To clarify, 

algorithms refer to the functions of social media platforms to achieve certain 

outcomes, they are ñencoded procedures for transforming input data into a desired 

output, based on specified calculationsò (Gillespie, 2014:167). 

All media should be understood in terms of their processes of mediation, 

according to Kember and Zylinska (2012). For them such an understanding is 

essential to move past the ónewnessô of so-called ónew mediaô and digital 

technologies. Their definition of mediation is ña complex and hybrid process that is 

simultaneously economic, social, cultural, psychological, and technicalò (2012:xv). 

Kember and Zylinskaôs approach to mediation appreciates the ñliveness (or rather, 

lifeness)ò (ibid.) of media, with ólifenessô referring to ñthe possibility of the emergence 

of forms always new, or its potentiality to generate unprecedented connections and 

unexpected eventsò (2012:xvii). Thought they insist that we have moved beyond ónew 

mediaô and the ónewnessô of social media we still do not know enough about it in 

some respects, and I argue this is true with regards to the role of social media in 

cultural labour. We do not know enough about what cultural workers do with social 

media and what they post on there. This thesis will demonstrate in particular how 
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posts can be mediated by the platforms, changing the nature of expertise signalling 

and contributing to our knowledge of expertise in the ósocial media ageô.  

Couldry and Hepp (2016) argue that social life is constructed through 

mediated communications, and our ñnecessarily mediated interdependence as 

human beings ï is therefore not based on some internal mental reality ï but on the 

material processes (objects, linkages, infrastructures, platforms) through which 

communication, and the construction of meaning, take placeò (2016:4). When we 

think about expertise signalling on social media in this way, it means that the very 

architecture of social media, and its algorithms, are as much a part of, for example, 

the painting being posted as the painting itself. Couldry and Hepp purport that 

mediation has a bearing on how social life is constructed ï for this thesis this 

includes how art is presented and judged on social media, and how cultural workers 

present themselves, as cultural workers.  

Georgina Born (2010) argues that studies of cultural work should consider 

not only the cultural field and its agents (in the Bourdieusian sense) but also the 

objective and aesthetic properties of cultural products in use, in a similar way to 

Latour and Woolgarôs conception of laboratory practices, but with a focus on the 

aesthetic properties of cultural objects. According to Born, objects exist as ñan 

assemblage of mediationsò (2010:183) which I find to be a resonant point in relation 

to social media platforms and their role in mediating the presentation of cultural 

objects online, as opposed to them hanging in a gallery. Mediating factors could 

include platform features such as shares, likes and comments which potentially 

affect the circulation and reception of a cultural product online, and the very 

character of the expertise signalled by the cultural worker. 
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When a cultural worker decides to create and maintain a presence on social 

media, they are exposing themselves to a number of risks, and the degree of risk 

can vary, I argue disproportionately, depending on a personôs gender, race or social 

background. Social media can also help enhance reputation, which is a key element 

of signalling expertise as highlighted earlier in this chapter. In the following section I 

discuss current literature on the dynamics of reputation on social media and what 

this could mean for signalling expertise. 

Social media, reputational value and risk 

Howard Becker (2008) believes that reputation is key for artists to build a successful 

career: 

ñThe reputation of the artist and the work reinforce one another: we value 

more a work done by an artist we respect, just as we respect more an artist 

whose work we have admired. When the distribution of art involves the 

exchange of money, reputational value can be translated into financial 

value, so that the decision that a well-known and respected artist did not do 

a painting once attributed to him means that the painting loses value.ò 

Becker (2008:23) 

Here Becker talks about reputation in relation to respect and value. The value of a 

work, and the cultural workerôs desirability for potential commission hinge on 

reputation, which, for Becker, is built through a social process of consensus as 

described earlier in this chapter. For Becker, the art worlds as he conceptualises 

them ñroutinely create and use reputations, because they have an interest in 

individuals and what they have done and can doò (2008:351). This is important 

because it acknowledges the individual in cultural production ï the person who 
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creates the cultural product to be judged by others, the person who works on their 

aesthetic expertise to produce work of value. When an individual decides to put 

themselves and their work out into the public domain, they could put their reputation 

at risk. This is particularly the case on social media, which provides a means to 

signal expertise and build a reputation, but also presents reputational challenges. 

I show in this thesis how reputation management is integral to signalling 

expertise, but only a part of it. There are other elements involved in signalling 

expertise too, such as providing the content or evidence of the expertise (such as 

the art work) and the appropriate associations and networks to enable that expertise 

to be recognised. Social media is an accessible, almost instant means by which to 

manage reputation and exchange work for financial value in the way Becker 

describes, but the way it could be done is complex, unpredictable and as potentially 

damaging as it could be beneficial.  

  Yet, social media is pushed as a potential solution for artists to gain visibility 

and promote themselves. For example, in Figure 1 is a screenshot of a blog post 

titled óHow to Promote Your Art on Instagramô by Agora, an art gallery in New York: 

 

Figure 1 Agora Gallery screenshot 
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The blog post begins as follows: 

 ñA successful artist in todayôs fast-paced world not only needs to create 

art but also should focus on promoting their art. Gone are the days of the 

ñstarving artistò and elite art dealers. Art is becoming more open for 

everyone to enjoy, and also forces artists to preserve quality both online 

and offlineò 

This quote, and indeed the whole blog post, is a demand to artists that they keep up 

with the rigours of the art world ï they need to promote themselves, make sure they 

stand out against the rest. The blog post affirms the well-worn perception of the 

óstarving artistô but more crucially, it uncritically treats social media platforms, namely 

Instagram in this case, as a solution to gaining exposure. While it is true that social 

media platforms present positive opportunities for cultural workers to promote 

themselves and signal their aesthetic expertise, they also present challenges.   

 One challenge in particular is online abuse; women especially are susceptible 

to online harassment, otherwise known as óGendertrollingô (Mantilla, 2013). 

Gendertrolling is described by Karla Mantilla as a particularly threatening online 

phenomenon characterised by gender-based insults, hate language, threats and 

online attacks towards women over a prolonged period of time, and negative 

reactions to women speaking out. In her article she presents many examples of 

incidents where women have experienced prolonged and serious abuse on blogs 

and on Twitter, especially when women have spoken out against sexism and 

misogyny, or campaigned for gender equality. Such discrimination goes beyond 

gender too - the autoethnographic accounts of Barlow and Awan (2016) highlight 

how women and people of the Muslim faith in academia experience online abuse 

and attempted óonline silencingô. The online rise of the óalt-rightô, a movement which 
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shares and promotes extreme racist, misogynistic and homophobic viewpoints is just 

one example of how the democratising potential of social media can produce 

unexpected and unwarranted effects, mobilising movements which aim to perpetrate 

online abuse.  

 The stories of abuse highlight the volatility of online spaces which is 

overlooked in Agora Galleryôs óadviceô for artists, but anyone can be a victim of online 

harassment, so what is the difference for cultural workers? Women artists are shown 

to routinely experience online abuse and some are using their art to campaign 

against it (Michael, 2016). As I will show in later chapters some male famous artists 

have also experienced online abuse, but it does relatively little to damage their 

reputation. Celebrities are trolled on social media on a daily basis and so their 

reputation, barring a scandal, is relatively safe from the influence of online abuse. 

Groshek and Cutino (2016) point out how the U.S. talk show Jimmy Kimmel Live 

invites celebrities to read out examples of online abuse they have received in a 

segment called óMean Tweetsô. Famous people are seen here to make light of online 

hostility. However, for the participants in this thesis and other cultural workers who 

are not so high profile, trolling, if not handled correctly, can be a threat to their 

reputation. This is because their networks are smaller and will consist of current and 

potential clients, customers and collaborators. The stakes are potentially much 

higher for them.  

 Online abuse is not the only reputational challenge for cultural workers using 

social media, as trolls can be dismissed as unreasonable or looking for attention. 

There are also risks around copyright, such as others potentially copying or 

amending work and passing it off as their own; or a scathing critique, or a bad 

review. In reference to the work of Howard Becker, judgements about art and 
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opinions about artists all contribute to reputation, and judgements and comments 

can be made almost instantly on social media, at any time regardless of whether the 

artist is online or not. Disparaging comments, damaging remarks or even 

modifications to work can proliferate in ways which the cultural worker cannot 

control. The risk to reputation, one could argue, is amplified when a presence is built 

on social media.  

 Risk is argued to be intrinsic to freelance, independent work (McRobbie, 

2016) and for cultural workers, risk is an accepted condition of cultural labour 

(Menger, 2006). Menger observes that in addition to the occupational risks of cultural 

work, such as piecemeal work, lack of institutional structures and support, ñthe risk of 

failure is a built-in characteristic of artistic undertakingsò (2006:29) where the creator 

must rely on the fact that other people must take an interest in their work in the first 

place, for it to have any chance of being successful. This resonates with the ideas by 

Becker and Bourdieu of the importance of recognition for creators. In order for 

aesthetic expertise to be recognised, it must be signalled first, and as Agora Gallery 

proclaim, social media seems to be one way to do it. 

 There is a growing body of work on reputation management on the internet 

and social media. In this context, Daniel Solove (2007) defines reputation as a 

collective perception about a person, which is ñforged when people make 

judgements based on the mosaic of information available about usò (2007:30). 

Solove highlights the precarious nature of reputation when one decides to build a 

presence on the internet, where information about us flows and proliferates. 

Literature on self-branding highlights how social media users create and manage 

their online profiles in an attempt to manage reputation and create a coherent online 

óbrandô (see Hearn, 2010; Marwick, 2013a; Duffy, 2016). Alice Marwick defines self-
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branding as ñThe strategic creation of identity to be promoted and sold to othersò 

(2013a:166). It is thus distinct from signalling expertise in that self-branding is 

primarily concerned with identity construction, whereas signalling expertise, while 

partially concerned with identity management online, largely involves communicating 

skills and credentials.  

Some websites attempt to quantify reputation in relation to individual 

credentials, such as Klout. When a user allows Klout to access their social media 

profiles, it provides an óinfluenceô score based on how often that user posts, what 

they post about, who they are connected with, and who shares their posts. Those 

with a high influence score are grouped into ótopic expertsô based on a specialist 

area they post about most often. The designation of óexpertsô, purely based on social 

media shares and interactions, could easily be manipulated by users, for example by 

asking friends and family to recommend them, or buying followers, and is therefore 

highly problematic. It is an example of the way in which the word óexpertô can be 

attributed freely online without qualification, and a reason why expertise requires 

further scrutiny in various contexts, including how it is signalled on social media.  

Gandini (2015) argues that the emergence of sites such as Klout are a part of 

an online óreputation economyô where reputation is important for helping independent 

freelancers to secure work, potentially more so than trust, skills or accreditation 

(2015:150). Gandini points out that sites like Klout do not generate any meaningful 

data about reputation, they only work on networks and interactions between users. 

However, he argues that the existence of the site points to the nature of reputation in 

the social media age, as likes, shares, and followers are increasingly becoming the 

measure of oneôs value as a potential employee, artist, and so on. In relation to this 
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research, such forms of reputation measurement could potentially reduce the value 

of a cultural work, or an artist, to social media metrics. 

 So while social media provide the means for signalling expertise, and 

potentially enhancing reputation, there are also a number of challenges pertaining to 

the volatile online space and the instrumental means through which reputation, 

expertise and potentially cultural value, could be calculated. The unpredictability of 

social media contributes to the fluid character of aesthetic expertise when it is 

signalled online. This thesis provides an empirical insight into how this works.  

Conclusion  

This chapter has laid out the contextual and conceptual framework for this thesis 

around the four main themes or lines of argument which are pursued throughout: 

1. Expertise in cultural work is taken for granted, and the aesthetic expertise of 

cultural creators under explored 

2. An individualôs ability to gain, build and signal expertise is enabled or 

constrained by their access to resources, or capital 

3. Expertise signals on social media are mediated, which has some bearing on the 

character of aesthetic expertise on social media 

4. Signalling expertise on social media presents both reputational risk and value 

for cultural workers 

In this contextual discussion I have highlighted some of the ideas about 

expertise which tend to be treated normatively in cultural work literature. These 

include the notion that expertise is the reserve of powerful and elite, that cultural 

workers are powerless with little influence on their career. In such work aesthetic 

expertise in cultural work is commonly associated with aesthetic judgement or 
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intermediation, not creation of the primary product which is judged, and there is little 

inquiry into why such assumptions have persisted in scholarship. My empirical 

insights in this thesis challenge these ideas and offer new questions in relation to the 

nature of expertise in the ósocial media ageô. In the next chapter I outline the 

methods used in my approach.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

Introduction 

In 2016, Facebook owner Mark Zuckerberg gave a speech at a ceremony where he 

received an award for entrepreneurship. In part of his speech (cited in Matyszczyk, 

2016), he described Facebookôs mission: 

"What we really focus on giving everyone, is the power to share all of the 

things that they care about, what they're thinking about, what they're 

experiencing on a day-to-day basis." 

Zuckerberg goes on to say that if people have the power to share more aspects of 

their lives, it can ñmake the world more understanding.ò Zuckerberg it seems did not 

anticipate the role his social networking site would have later that year in the US 

presidential elections - where the spread of ófake newsô through the site was said to 

have contributed to the election of Donald Trump. The criticism of Facebook was so 

widespread that Zuckerberg felt the need to óshareô some thoughts in an extended 

Facebook post on his own profile in November 2016, distancing his site from the 

spread of ófake newsô and stressing that above all, he wants Facebook to ñgive every 

person a voiceò (Zuckerberg, 2016).   

As discussed in the previous chapter, social media platforms can be volatile 

and potentially risky spaces. Zuckerbergôs utopian vision of users sharing everything 

about their lives on social media to better understand each other does not quite 

match up to the reality of online abuse and harassment. The unpredictable nature of 

social media means it can be tricky research terrain to navigate and so requires 

some reflection. The purpose of this chapter is to think through some of potential 

issues for researchers studying social media alongside discussion of my research 
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methods, which involve a combination of social media analysis and semi-structured 

interviews with 19 UK cultural workers. 

For this research I developed Candace Jonesô (2002) signalling expertise 

framework to qualitatively analyse social media posts, which is one of the major 

contributions to knowledge this thesis makes and which I have begun to utilise in 

other work (see Ashton and Patel, 2017; Naudin and Patel, forthcoming; Patel, 

2017). In the first section of this chapter I explain this framework and my overall 

research approach in greater depth, before a reflection on my methods in relation to 

wider issues about social media and cultural work research. I then explain the 

process of data analysis using Nvivo before a reflection on my own position as a 

practitioner and researcher. 

Research approach and methods 

The 19 cultural workers who are the primary focus of this research come from 

different areas of practice including visual fine art, craft art, composition and writing. 

These areas are known as the ócoreô arts, which involve producing cultural goods, or 

ñôaesthetic or ósymbolicô goods and servicesò with a ñhigh design inputò (Banks, 

2007:2). The majority of participants were contacted through online directories 

including Arts Derbyshire, New Art West Midlands and Art in Liverpool, and some 

were approached directly after recommendations from participants and contacts of 

my own. The role of the art directories is significant here; these too are potential sites 

for cultural workers to signal expertise online, because they use the sites to self-

identify as cultural workers and signal their availability for projects and commissions. 

Arts Derbyshire and Art in Liverpool are designed to promote artists and events 

within the local area, and both contain a directory of artists to which practitioners 

submit their profiles. New Art West Midlands is slightly different in that it provides 
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features on art and artists from around the region, so the artists featured have not 

submitted a profile for the website as such, instead they have been highlighted by 

the site. There is a sense of gatekeeping and selection with New Art West Midlands 

in terms of the artists featured but it was a useful first port of call for finding 

participants. All three websites provide biographical and career information of the 

cultural workers, as well as links to relevant websites and social media, and so the 

directories helped me to locate the social media profiles of participants.  

I analysed samples of their social media posts using a signalling expertise 

framework I will discuss shortly. Interviews were also carried out over the phone, 

face to face or via Skype, with interviews lasting between 30 minutes and two hours. 

I also scoped the participantsô online presence, noting their self-presentation and 

self-written biographies on their websites and blogs. The social media posts of 

famous artists were also analysed, which was important for gaining a sense of how 

expert, world-renowned cultural workers signal their aesthetic expertise on social 

media.  

The signalling expertise framework 

Before outlining the methods of data collection, it is necessary to first discuss in 

greater detail my version of the signalling expertise framework, and the rationale for 

adapting it for social media analysis. My framework for analysing signals is 

developed from the work of Candace Jones (2002) who defines signalling as the 

process of communicating signals. She describes signals in cultural work as 

ñactivities that showcase one's Identity through prior projects [é] competencies in 

skills and genres [é] and relationshipsò (Jones, 2002:209). For the original signalling 

expertise framework which my research develops, Jones draws on the performance 

work of Erving Goffman (1959) to conceptualise how expertise is signalled in 



57 
 

creative industry careers, arguing that signals are important for conveying oneôs 

knowledge and expertise in the competitive creative industries job market.  

According to Jones, signals can help potential employers, collaborators, 

commissioners and so on to predict the behaviour, value or qualities of cultural 

workers before they meet them or are hired. Furthermore, signals contribute to 

the cultural workersô reputation. Jones uses the example of cultural industries 

workers in TV and film to demonstrate the importance of signalling expertise for 

their careers, as ñsignals can be used repeatedly to ease communication among 

parties, creating codes within an industry and reputation among playersò 

(2002:211). Reputation is a key part of signalling expertise for Jones, and as 

highlighted in the previous chapter, it is crucial for cultural workers looking to gain 

recognition for their work (Becker, 2008).  

 Jonesô framework consists of three major elements: institutional context, 

signalling content and signalling strategies, which I build on in my own framework 

for analysing social media signals. My framework consists of similar elements, 

with additional consideration for social media platforms: 

¶ Individual context ï which considers the context of the user, their 

background and career trajectory 

¶ Signalling content ï including the aesthetic style of social media text and 

images, exhibiting the requisite skills in both their social media posts and 

presentation of their art, and career relevant connections and interactions on 

social media 

¶ Signalling strategies ï such as using retweets, shares and other social 

media features to enhance status, the type of relationships pursued and how 
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they are manifest on social media, and strategic approaches to impression 

management on social media. 

 Institutional context is described by Jones as the ñrules of the gameò within an 

ñindustryôs macro-culture - widely shared norms and practices that guide actions 

and exchange relationsò (2002:212). This is similar to the ñcollective belief in the 

gameò described in Chapter 1 within Pierre Bourdieuôs concept of the illusio, in 

that it is a shared norm or understanding of how things should operate within a 

group, organisation or situation. For my social media analysis framework this 

element was adapted to refer to óindividual contextô, to consider the context of the 

user on social media, including their personal and work background, and their 

career history. Individual context can be gleaned from social media profiles, but a 

large portion of this information was gained from the interviews, demonstrating 

the value of getting to know the people behind the posts on social media in 

research. Much of this context for each participant in this thesis will be introduced 

in Chapter 3. 

The second element of Jonesô framework is signalling content, which she 

describes as particular cues about a cultural workerôs ñidentity, competency and 

relationshipsò (2002:213) drawing primarily on DeFillippi and Arthurôs (1994) 

career competencies of knowing-why, knowing-how and knowing-whom which 

were explained in Chapter 1. My adaptation of this element takes into account 

what is actually posted on social media, particularly the post content, the style of 

text and images and the aesthetic qualities of work posted, to gauge what the 

posts actually say about a cultural workerôs aesthetic expertise. Which artistic 

techniques are used? What skills are on show? How does the cultural worker 

describe their own work online? Signalling content helps to gauge what the 
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signalling strategies are, the third element of Jonesô framework, also present in 

my own.  

Signalling strategies for Jones include ñtactics of status enhancement, 

reputation building or impression managementò (2002:216) which I found relevant 

for analysing social media, and my amendment takes into account social media 

features such as retweets and replies, which are designed to facilitate interaction 

between users. I also consider the type of connections and associations 

participants made online ï who do they interact with? Whose work do they share 

and like? Who do the cultural workers associate with online? According to Jones, 

signalling expertise accumulates social capital which is crucial for creative 

careers. The higher the status of these associations, the higher the status of the 

individual signalling expertise, and she describes this affiliation as one of the 

strategies for status enhancement; the other being winning awards and status 

competitions. The status of associations is an important consideration for 

signalling expertise on social media, as I will show in Chapter 5. 

 Jonesô work on signalling expertise is significant in that it is an attempt to 

conceptualise expertise in cultural work as a practice ï as something done, by 

cultural workers, to show they are experts in what they do. The signalling 

expertise framework she offers is conceptual rather than empirical, and yet the 

consideration of reputation management, networking, communication of skills and 

status enhancement lends itself, I argue, to a qualitative analysis of self-

presentation on social media. It is for these reasons that I found it a useful 

framework to adapt for analysing expertise signals on social media. In the next 

section on social media data I describe in greater detail how I came to test and 

amend the framework for my own research. 
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The signalling approach of Jones is based on a combination of sociological, 

economic and organisational theory, to demonstrate how signalling is a form of 

strategic action which is ñespecially relevant in the creative industries where parties 

must solve problems, handle uncertainty, and fashion novel products during project 

engagementsò (2002:210). Her work has previously been drawn upon to examine the 

mechanisms of signalling in cultural work by Potts et al, (2008) and Potts (2011). 

Potts (2011) uses Jonesô approach to signalling expertise to show how signalling is a 

way for both individuals and organisations to accumulate value in cultural work. For 

Potts, this value is social capital, which ñis then fungible over future market and non-

market contextsò (2011:81). Potts approaches the study of cultural work from a 

market perspective, focusing on innovation within networks of agents in the ócreative 

industriesô (using the DCMS term), an approach known as social network markets. 

The social network markets approach is used by Potts to conceptualise creative 

work as highly networked and cooperative, utilising the opportunities afforded by 

digital technology and the internet for user co-creation of products (Banks, 2009). 

Hartley (2007) describes social network markets as a process where ñindividual 

choices are determined by the choices of others within the networkò (2007:21). 

Rather than conceptualising creative and cultural industries as an óindustryô, Hartley 

suggests they should be seen as a network market, where creative opportunities are 

accessible to citizens and consumers, and ñnot merely among industry or artistic 

expertsò (2007:17). What Hartley means by industry or artistic experts is unclear ï 

does he mean critics, intermediaries, or creators?  

During my initial working through of the signalling expertise framework 

methodologically, I also considered social network markets as a possible conceptual 

framework for my understanding of the cultural industries and cultural work, and my 
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thinking through this process is documented in my blog (Patel, 2015). This óthinking 

out loudô on my blog was important for crystallising my ideas, and I found that the 

social network markets approach was not suitable, because its application in relation 

to cultural work by Potts (2008) and Hartley (2007) overlooks inequalities, not just in 

cultural work, but in relation to digital literacy, and also glosses over the challenges 

of using social media and the internet for cultural workers.  

In the next section I discuss the process of data collection in this research, but 

first with an acknowledgement of some of the considerations for researchers using 

social media as an object of study. 

Working with social media data  

What makes social media platforms different from any other object of study? It is 

argued by some internet researchers that traditional sociological research models 

are ineffective for researching social media, for example Markham and Baym (2008) 

argue: 

ñThe sociological subject is powerful, shifting, and, in terms of qualitative 

research design, confusing. Our research models do not fit the multiphrenic 

subject very well.ò 

Markham and Baym (2008:x) 

Mutliphrenic means having multiple identities constructed from multiple mediated 

environments, óofflineô and óonlineô. Markham and Baym suggest that because of this, 

internet researchers should adapt their methods accordingly, rather than use 

traditional sociological methods for online research, because ñIt is hard to know how 

well older theoretical and methodological frameworks can be applied to understand 

contemporary social formationsò (2008:xiii). The authors point out that the ñnovel 
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research terrainò (ibid.) of the internet and social media offer new possibilities for 

creative research approaches, and I show in this thesis how the signalling expertise 

framework developed as a social media method for this research is an example of 

such an approach. 

Markham and Baymôs advice for researchers to be reflexive and adaptable 

when doing internet based research is not new. For example, Christine Hine (2000) 

produced a useful guide on qualitative internet research in Virtual Ethnography. 

Ethnography, according to Hine, involves the researcher: 

ñParticipating, overtly or covertly, in people's daily lives for an extended 

period of time. They are watching what happens, listening to what is said, 

asking questions ð in fact, collecting whatever data are available to throw 

light on the issues that are the focus of the researchò  

Hine (2000:41)  

When Virtual Ethnography was written, the primary object of study for internet 

researchers was forums and chat rooms, which provided a ósiteô ripe for the 

ethnographic participation and observation which Hine describes in the quote above. 

She argues that an ethnographic approach to studying the internet can ñdevelop an 

enriched sense of the meanings of the technology and the cultures which enable it 

and are enabled by itò (2000:8). Here Hine acknowledges the idea of the internet as 

a ócultureô to which I return later in this chapter. She also highlights some of the 

issues around online research that are still of concern today, such as participant 

privacy and the ethics of covert online research. Hine emphasises the importance of 

adaptability for dealing with such issues during the research process.  



63 
 

Adaptability in internet research is also highlighted by Markham (1998) in her 

reflexive research about internet use. Markham usefully reflects on her own role 

when researching internet chat rooms. She carried out online interviews in her 

research, which she found were limiting because she would often receive one-word 

answers or no response at all. She commented that ñethnography seems to have a 

life of its own - a life that is intimately connected with mine, yet inseparable from the 

dialogues that constitute the studyò (1998:61). The reflexivity required by internet 

researchers as discussed by Hine and Markham are important to acknowledge here, 

and the case of Markham is particularly illuminating for myself as a social media 

practitioner studying social media, as mentioned in the preface to this thesis. My 

negotiation of social media platforms as both a practitioner and researcher was 

iterative; at first I was not completely sure of my approach in both cases. As a 

practitioner, I learned techniques for gaining more followers, increasing engagement 

and different ways to post without any formal training, by experimenting with different 

posts and gauging the audience response. The same occurred when I began to 

research social media and expertise for this thesis ï as Markham and Baym point 

out, there is little to draw from when researching qualitative subjects on social media, 

so some testing was necessary in the initial stages of this research. 

Adapting the signalling expertise framework for a social media analysis was 

one such part of the iterative process; I explored the Candace Jones (2002) version 

as an analytical tool during a pilot study with an artist/academic whom I knew 

personally in March 2015. I collected one sample of her social media posts from one 

month, and carried out a short interview. After the initial social media analysis I 

adapted the framework, as I found additional elements or features of aesthetic work 
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when posted on social media should be considered. These included specific 

aesthetic and objective qualities of the post, and the art featured, where applicable.  

Once the main participants for the research were recruited I collected (via 

screenshot) between 5-10 daysô worth of posts from the social media sites they most 

frequently used; the most common being Twitter, Facebook (pages) and Instagram. 

To clarify, Twitter is a ómicrobloggingô service which allows users to post updates of 

up to 140 characters in length, as well as images, videos and animations 

(conventionally known as GIFs). Users can ófollowô each other on the site, however it 

is not necessary to follow people to interact with them. On Facebook users create a 

profile and connect with others (Facebook friends) who can also see their profile. 

Users can see updates from their friends, and Facebook pages they ólikeô on their 

ónews feedô. Instagram is owned by Facebook, and is primarily a smartphone 

application. Instagram allows users to upload photos, which they can edit with ófiltersô 

for the image. Like Twitter, users can follow each other and see recent photos from 

the people they follow in a news feed.  

Data was collected from the sites over four months, between December 2015 

and March 2016, in the middle of the month. The aim was to capture a general 

sense of the participantsô social media use at any given time, and not timed to 

coincide with certain events or periods when they may be busy or not busy. The 

amount of posts collected varied among users, ranging from over 100 posts from 

one participant to ten for another. I began by gathering ten days of posts for all 

participants, but some posted much more frequently than others, and on Twitter, 

some participants primarily retweeted the posts of others, while posting relatively 

little about themselves. Past the point of data collection I continued to follow the 

participants on Twitter and Facebook, not with any intention to include subsequent 
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observations in this research, but to gain further familiarity with their online presence, 

what Kate Crawford describes as ñlisteningò on social media. For Crawford, listening 

is where ñcommentary and conversations continue as a backdrop throughout the 

dayò (Crawford, 2009: 528) as one browses on social media without interacting. 

Even though there may not be any interaction with users or subjects, a sense of 

affinity can still be created for the observer, or ólistenerô. It is a version of the online 

ethnography Christine Hine refers to, because it involves a form of participant 

observation. However the participants knew I was following them, and I allowed them 

to follow me back. The ongoing óbackground listeningô enabled me to observe the 

participantsô online activities beyond the point of data collection, allowing me to 

familiarise myself with them outside of the interview situation, and they could do the 

same with me. It added to my knowledge of their óindividual contextô, to reference the 

signalling expertise framework. 

To collect the posts I took screenshots which were pasted into a Word 

document. This was useful for getting the posts óofflineô and also to present the full 

context of the post at the point of capture, such as the numbers of retweets and likes 

for each Tweet, Facebook and Instagram likes and comments, as well as the images 

contained within posts. My overall approach to social media data collection and 

analysis is primarily qualitative, and at the time of data collection there was a lack of 

methodological precedent to use as a benchmark or reference, so there was a 

degree of iteration in the process.  

The absence of a specific qualitative precedent is due to much existing social 

media research utilising quantitative methods. Quantitative approaches mostly 

involve extracting large amounts of social media data via ódata miningô. Data mining 

methods consist of collecting text-based data from social media posts on a large 
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scale. Danah boyd and Kate Crawford (2012) comment on this practice which 

generates what is often referred to as óBig Dataô, a ñcultural, technological and 

scholarly phenomenonò that relies on the ñinterplay between technology (e.g. 

computing power and algorithms), analysis (quantitative analysis, drawing patterns 

from large data sets) and mythology (belief that large data sets offer a higher form of 

intelligence and knowledge)ò (2012:663). This interplay highlights how problematic 

such approaches can be, and the authors argue that óBig Dataô could be a 

misleading term, because it ñenables the practice of apophenia: seeing patterns 

where none actually exist, simply because enormous quantities of data can offer 

connections that radiate in all directions.ò (2012:668). Farida Vis (2013) discusses 

similar issues for researchers working with óBig Dataô, and argues that new methods 

need to be developed for qualitative analysis, particularly with social media images.  

Alice Marwick (2013a) argues that qualitative approaches to social media 

research can ñProvide a rich source of data that allow us to go beyond descriptionò 

and ñcan help unpack user presumptions about individual technologies, 

distinguishing general communicative or social media behaviour from behaviour that 

is specific to a platform.ò (2013a:109). A qualitative approach, therefore, was suitable 

for this research, because I needed to analyse the individual practices of signalling 

expertise on social media, and consider what such an analysis could tell us about 

cultural work.  

Each participantôs posts were analysed in groups of 3 or 4 because a lot of 

posts exhibited similar forms of signalling content. Once all of the posts were 

analysed using the signalling content criteria, this helped to work out the userôs 

signalling strategy and institutional context. An example of the analysis is in Figure 2, 

with a full version in Appendix 4. 
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Figure 2 example of a signalling expertise analysis 

This process was repeated for each usersô posts collected over the four months, until 

a point was reached when the data was not revealing anything new. The participants 

tended to stick to the same evinced posting habits and patterns with little deviation, 

which I discuss in Chapter 5 in relation to cultural workers maintaining a coherent 

online presence. 

I also entered additional social media data for each participant into a 

spreadsheet. This included information such as followers, locations, self-description 

(or bio), and so on, and an example is included in Appendix 2. When each collection 

period came round, changes in followers, any changes in self-description or bio, and 

numbers of posts were added so activity was tracked over the period of four months. 

Later on when writing about their careers, I visited the artistsô websites to check self-
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descriptions and career biographies. The additional data collection assisted my 

knowledge of the wider online context of each individual cultural worker. 

It was also important to gain some knowledge of the wider online context of 

cultural work in general, such as the social media accounts of well-known artists in 

comparison to those primarily featured in this thesis. The well-known artists analysed 

were:  

¶ David Lachapelle 

¶ Grayson Perry 

¶ Damien Hirst 

¶ Tracey Emin 

¶ Themostfamousartist (Instagram) 

I also looked at the Instagram account of Palais de Tokyo, which was recommended 

by a participant. They told me that Palais de Tokyo used Instagram in a rather novel 

way; uploading parts of a picture individually to create a larger picture on the main 

profile view. This was useful to give me an idea of some of the creative ways that 

social media can be used that I had not become aware of in my experience as a 

social media practitioner. 

The analysis of the well-known artists and their accounts was useful for 

providing a benchmark for how seemingly óexpertô artists - who are well-known and 

whose aesthetic expertise has been legitimised - signal their expertise on social 

media. The analysis was particularly valuable for assessing risk, reputation and 

conflict on social media. As mentioned in the previous chapter, famous people 

receive a lot of online abuse and criticism compared to non-famous people simply 

because of their public visibility, and this also applies to famous artists. The case of 

óthemostfamousartistô which I came across via online news site Buzzfeed, provides 
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an illuminating case study of how social media can be used to enhance aesthetic 

expertise signals, and particularly how social media knowledge can be 

advantageous for those looking to gain exposure for their work. It is also a useful 

example of the reputational challenges social media can present for artists. I focus 

on this and the online presence of other famous artists in Chapters 4 and 5.  

I also looked at art-based Instagram accounts and Twitter hashtags as part of 

the wider scoping. A hashtag is a word or phrase used on social media posts which 

is preceded by a #. The use of the hashtag # before a word or phrase aggregates it 

with other Tweets with that hashtag. An example of a popular hashtag on Twitter is 

#FollowFriday, when users can recommend other people to follow. Hashtags can 

also be related to breaking news stories, interest groups, popular topics, campaigns, 

and people also use them to express feelings and opinions. The hashtags and 

communities on social media analysed were mentioned or used by participants and 

mostly used by women, such as #Tuesdaybookblog and #handmadeuk. These are 

examples of the participantsô activity informing my own approach, which was a 

feature of the interview process which I explain in greater depth later in this chapter. 

An open source social media analysis tool called Node XL was used to collect 

Tweets from those hashtags. The sample collected was over 800 for each hashtag, 

and 50 were selected from those. This was also used to generate a relationship map 

of those Tweets, which provide a visual representation of the users within that 

hashtag. See the example from #Tuesdaybookblog in Figure 3: 
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Figure 3 NodeXL network map of #Tuesdaybookblog hashtag 
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The maps demonstrate the Twitter connections between the most frequent users of 

this hashtag, and the avatars suggest that the majority of users within these 

networks appear to be women. However that is only from looking at the avatars 

(which are the profile pictures), which may not necessarily be of that person. 

Because Twitter data does not include gender, the profile pictures and biographies of 

the user profiles are the only way to gauge the possible gender of users. Maps such 

as these provide a useful general overview of the structure of a particular Twitter 

group or community. The network maps were important for getting a general sense 

of some of the gendered online communities, as gender emerged as an important 

theme in the research. 

The nature of social media and its prevalence in peopleôs everyday lives 

mean that the boundaries between óofflineô and óonlineô life are often blurred (Orgad, 

2008). According to Shani Orgad, the same consideration should apply to online and 

offline research methods. She argues that distinctions between online and offline 

have never been made in research of older communication media, and ñMore 

generally, beyond the methodological context, we do not tend to talk about the 

ótelevision worldô versus the óoffline worldô or about óradio contextsô versus óoffline 

contextsô in the same way as we refer to óonlineô and óofflineô in relation to the 

internet.ò (2008:36). Orgad notes that the tendency for researchers to separate the 

óofflineô from the óonlineô is related to what Hine (2000) calls a distinction between a 

view of the internet as a ócultural artefactô and as a ócultureô ï Hine argues that the 

internet can be both. First, she states that the internet can be seen as a site for 

culture ï where meanings are produced socially, through social interactions within 

and between spaces. Second, she argues that the internet is also a cultural artefact 

ñwhich is socially shaped in production and useò (2000:14).  
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Considering Hineôs argument, and what we know about social media, the 

internet and social media have different qualities to television and radio, in particular 

enabling widespread communication and dissemination of content between people 

on a global scale. However, if we focus on social media platforms we can think of 

them as a medium because while they facilitate such interactions, the platforms also 

mediate these interactions (Couldry and Hepp, 2016; Ruppert, Law and Savage, 

2013). Following this, and the work of Hine, social media can be seen in terms of a 

culture, with its own norms, conventions and ways of working, which are informed 

and driven by the individuals using social media. Interactions between individuals are 

mediated by the platform architecture, which is an artefact that is also socially 

shaped, and the posts on there are also artefacts in themselves.  

So while the signalling expertise analysis primarily considers the online 

presence of the individual cultural workers, it is also important to understand their 

social context to inform an account of aesthetic expertise. The interviews were 

important in this regard. 

Interviews 

In the interviews participants were able to describe their use of social media in some 

detail, and the situation gave me chance to prompt and ask for further explanation 

about their work and social media use. The interviews were semi-structured, 

meaning that while I had some general themes in mind (such as their background, 

career progression, social media use on a daily basis), the interview was 

conversational rather than a question-and-answer format, and allowed room for 

some reflection from the artists on their careers and their social media use as part of 

daily routines and practices. 
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While research on social media and the internet has received much attention 

in the literature, some of which has been mentioned so far in this chapter, research 

methods on cultural work seem to warrant much less reflexivity. Hesmondhalgh and 

Baker (2011) reflect on research methods in their exploration of creative labour in 

television, the recording industry and the magazine industry. They describe 

interviews as ñevents in which people are asked to reflect in language on processes 

that they may, for most of the time, take for grantedò (2011:15) and given the nature 

of interviews, they acknowledge that there are aspects of individual practice which 

ñpeople will simply be unable to account for even when prompted: the 

unacknowledged conditions, unconscious motivations and unintended 

consequences of what we doò (2011:16). The authors describe how they addressed 

this by ensuring they kept guidance during the interviews to a minimum, and 

obtained as much additional information as they could about their participants, as I 

did with mine.  

Hesmondhalgh and Baker combined their interviews with participant 

observation, which they admitted was a time consuming method but valuable for 

tracing the experiences of workers over a period of time, and to ñgo beyond 

language and discourse ï the primary product of interviews ï to observe much more 

fully other aspects of creative workersô lives and subjectivities, such as their 

comportment, demeanour, behaviour and attitudesò (2011:16). My research is similar 

in the sense of the óparticipant observationô, which took place on social media 

platforms and over an extended period of time, beyond the interview and formal data 

collection period. I found the combination of both interviews and the social media 

analysis valuable for understanding the cultural workers in my research ï the people 

behind the online signals of aesthetic expertise.  
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Interviews were either carried out in person, on the phone or via Skype 

between October 2015 and February 2016. In all cases the interviews were recorded 

on my phone, using a call recorder app for phone calls and the voice recorder app 

for the Skype and face-to-face interviews. All recordings were saved on my own 

computer hard drive and backed up on to an external hard drive, and transcribed by 

both myself and a transcription service. A sample transcribed interview from this 

research is included in Appendix 3. It was important to transcribe at least some of 

the interviews myself, so I could get a sense of some of the possible themes 

emerging from the interviews while I waited for the remainder to be transcribed by 

the agency. It also allowed me to closely engage with the interviews, which can be 

an important part of the research process as Ann Gray (2003) observes. She argues 

that even though transcription can be arduous, it allows the researcher to engage 

with the research material, and identify participant idiosyncrasies such as hesitations 

or voice inflections which may be significant for the researcherôs interpretation of the 

interview. I also found that ñactive listeningò during the interviews is equally valuable, 

which involves ñengaging people in conversation and being responsive to what 

people are (or not) telling youò (Gray, 2003:86-87). Active listening helped my 

interpretation of interviews in that even where I did not transcribe them myself, I 

could remember aspects of the conversation and any participant hesitations or other 

nuances from the interview.  

The interviews were structured around a discussion of the cultural workerôs 

background, including where they are from, their education, how they began their 

practice and how their career has developed. Often I found that participants would 

start talking about their work and career, then immediately start talking about their 

social media use without any prompt. This may be because on initial approach, I 
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informed them that the interview would primarily be about their social media use, so 

this may have pre-empted the interview somewhat. Furthermore when the cultural 

workers were initially contacted, I did not define exactly to them what I meant by 

social media; I assumed they would know what it is, i.e. platform based applications 

such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. When it came to the interview, it was 

interesting to hear how the cultural workers defined social media, especially when 

some asked whether I was considering websites, blogs or private messaging 

applications such as WhatsApp in my research. I decided not to say ónoô and restrict 

them, especially as for some of them, websites were very important for their work, 

and how people defined social media themselves was interesting to find from the 

interview process.  

Of the participants interviewed in person, some referred to their phones during 

the conversation, to bring up relevant social media profiles to demonstrate. Over the 

phone, this practice of óshowingô was manifest in how some of the cultural workers 

regularly referred to certain social media posts, or projects or events they had done. 

This suggests that the interview situation in itself could also be an opportunity for 

them to signal expertise, to me at least.  

After the first five interviews, I began sharing aspects of emerging themes from 

the research, particularly if a participant mentioned that particular theme or trend I 

had identified. This often led to participants offering suggestions of other artists to 

approach. It made the participants integral to not only the research process, but also 

the development of the research design. They also had a degree of influence on 

different avenues taken in the research and this would not have come about if I 

hadnôt shared aspects of emerging themes and findings. For example, an interview 

with an artist named Clare led to my further investigation into women and expertise. 
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In interview, I mentioned that I had noticed how women artists in my research 

appeared to primarily share the work of others on social media, more so than the 

men, and how it often seemed that they were sharing the work of other women. 

Claire told me that she went to a talk about the history of women printmakers, which 

highlighted how women used print ñas an alternative form of dissemination at a time 

when all the galleries were taking big paintings by men.ò This conversation led me to 

think about women artists and visibility, and consider seriously the gendered 

dynamics of expertise in cultural work as an area of attention for this thesis.  

It was not planned, but I did this iterative sharing during interviews because I 

did not perceive myself as a scholar studying participants, and this was because of 

my status as a social media practitioner. I felt I could approach them as a fellow 

practitioner, looking to find out more about what they do, and they were interested in 

my situation as a practitioner/researcher too. The cultural workers in this research 

are embedded in their networks and are likely to have more knowledge of the sector 

they are operating in than I do, so it made sense to draw on their knowledge to help 

in the research. In return, I sometimes offered my own social media tips and help if 

they needed it, imparting my own knowledge and enabling me to reflect on my own 

expertise. For the most part however, the majority of the participants appeared to 

have a good knowledge of social media and how to use it most suitably for their own 

purposes.  

While interviews can help provide a rich insight and valuable exchange of 

knowledge, the reality presented by participants is only their reality at that time, and 

whatever they can recall in that particular situation. Additionally, my own position as 

a social media practitioner also had some influence on the type of questions asked 

and the way the interviews were conducted. For the first three interviews, I asked 



77 
 

primarily óleadingô questions about social media, such as óhow often do you visit 

social media per day?ô and ówhat do you like/donôt like about using social media?ô 

While this was useful, I felt that the questions were too prescriptive. Remembering 

that participants were already pre-empted when initially approached, in the 

remaining interviews I asked participants more questions about their art and their 

practice, their aesthetic interests and ambitions. They were never asked about 

expertise specifically, again because I did not want to pre-empt them, but also 

because I wasnôt sure at the time of interviews what my own understanding of 

expertise was. As discussed in the previous chapter, expertise is a complex term 

which is often used to simplistically label people who are perceived to be óexpertô. 

Artists themselves may not consider themselves expert because of the long standing 

perceptions of expertise in cultural work as involving judgement rather than creation, 

and so raising the subject of expertise in interview, when I did not know what it 

entailed myself, would not have been helpful at the time.  

My own experiences with social media were often relayed during the interview 

too, and this was useful for building understanding with the participants, encouraging 

them to talk further about a particular issue, but also, rather than an academic 

óresearchingô a participant in an imposing way, I was a fellow social media user and 

practitioner, sharing my own experiences, feelings and frustrations.  

No matter what approach is taken to interviews or any methods, the ówhole 

truthô of the situation is difficult to present, but, as Gray (2003) argues: ñwe can, from 

our specific vantage point, produce a version of the truth, but one which we present 

modestly for others to considerò (2003:21). The methods themselves are crucial in 

this and are inherently a part of the world they are designed to study (Hammersley 

and Atkinson, 2007). In turn, as argued by Law, Ruppert and Savage (2011) 
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methods also help to construct reality and the social world we research. This is a 

particularly important consideration for this research, as the órealityô presented online 

by the participants in this thesis is a reality constructed by them, which is mediated 

by the platform, and then my own analysis of their posts using the method I devised, 

all contribute to a particular construction of signalling expertise on social media. The 

framework was designed by myself for a systematic qualitative analysis of social 

media, yet fundamentally the analysis is still my interpretation, which may differ from 

someone elseôs.  

In later work, Ruppert, Law and Savage (2013) highlight the challenges 

presented by digital devices, including social media, for methodologies. They argue 

that social worlds are ñbeing done by digital devicesò (2013:23), i.e., social worlds 

are being constructed and mediated through digital devices, an argument similar to 

Couldry and Hepp (2016) on the mediated construction of social reality mentioned in 

Chapter 1. Ruppert, Law and Savage claim that digital devices are reworking, 

mediating and mobilising social relations, and ask what it means for the methods we 

use. The authors propose that methods need to take into account the ólivelinessô of 

digital devices and their unique properties, because ñdigital devices and the data 

they generate are both the material of social lives and form part of many of the 

apparatuses for knowing those livesò (2013:24).  

While Ruppert, Law and Savage make a useful argument for the 

methodological significance of óthe digitalô in social methods, they place too much 

emphasis on the properties of digital technologies, for example, social media 

platform architectures. The authors do not consider that these platforms are created 

by individuals, owned by individuals within corporations with their own ideologies and 

capitalistic aims (Skeggs and Yuill, 2015) and are used and often shaped by 
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individuals who use them as part of their everyday lives. Such practices, by 

individuals, help to shape the ócultureô of social media to use Christine Hineôs 

expression, and use it in ways which platform owners such as Mark Zuckerberg 

cannot always anticipate. 

Ethical considerations  

Analysing individual social media profiles presents a number of ethical 

considerations which throw into question some of the assumptions about information 

on the internet and social media being ópublicô (Rosenberg, 2010). As Markham and 

Buchanan (2012) point out: ñIndividual and cultural definitions and expectations of 

privacy are ambiguous, contested, and changingò (2012:6). Even before the 

widespread popularity of social media, Ess (2002) describes the difficulty for 

researchers to protect participantsô privacy when using data from the internet: 

ñEven experienced and conscientious researchers, for example, can make a 

significant blunder when they write up their research: even if they seek to 

protect privacy by ensuring the anonymity of their research subjects ï if they 

nonetheless include a direct quote from an archive that is publicly available and 

thus easily found through a search engine such as Google, they thereby make 

it trivially easy for anyone to determine the authorôs identity.ò 

Ess (2002:494)  

On social media sites such as Twitter, data is freely available and open to the public, 

and easily searchable. Yet the same debates and concerns about privacy and 

anonymity remain (Henderson et al, 2013). As argued by boyd and Crawford (2012) 

in reference to using social media data for research: ñjust because it is accessible 

doesnôt make it ethicalò (2012:671). People may be aware they are using a public 
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forum but users sometimes do not fully understand the implications of what they 

post, or how far it could reach (Byron 2008; Marwick and boyd, 2010). Widespread 

sharing is advocated by Zuckerberg and other platform owners, and with that comes 

increased visibility of individuals and most aspects of their lives ï for others to look 

at. Calvey (2017) points out that ñwe are typically invited, indeed expected, to ópeepô 

into the lives of others without their permissionò (2017:13). However, people may be 

sharing with their friends and family in mind, and not necessarily academic 

researchers.  

Nevertheless, if some people are signalling expertise online and fully 

intending for it to be public, does anonymity really matter? Buchanan and Ess (2008) 

argue that sometimes redacting (concealing) online identifiers such as screen names 

ñmay detract from the ñrealityò or ñreputationò of the participant.ò (2008:279). On 

Twitter, Weller (2015) states that sometimes the methods used to protect usersô 

privacy by amending or anonymising Tweets can affect the quality of the data. For 

example, if an author of a Tweet is anonymised, what about people or users 

mentioned in that Tweet? Should it all be anonymised too? If so, how usable will that 

Tweet be for research?  

Highfield and Leaver (2016) propose that when researching social media, ñit 

may be more useful to move away from the binaries of public or private, and 

consider whether the act of researching surfaces material that would otherwise have 

received little attention and whether amplifying that material through research and 

research reporting has the potential to do any harm.ò (2016:57). The potential of 

harm through using or revealing peopleôs posts for research is a useful ethical 

benchmark and one which I bore in mind during data collection and analysis. In 

addition, Buchanan and Ess (2008) argue that informed consent or giving 
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participants the option on whether to be anonymised or not can address some 

ethical concerns. However, that comes with its own considerations, because ñtext 

searches can reveal more contexts than a researcher may in her reportingò which 

raises potential challenges. They suggest that ñAs part of the informed consent 

process, researchers could present options for participants to consider, and 

participants could be provided the opportunity to review the research report prior to 

publication.ò (2008:279). Williams, Burnap and Sloan (2017) suggest that informed 

consent should always be obtained from individual participants to use their social 

media posts in research, even if their profiles are ópublicô. For this research I allowed 

participants the flexibility to choose which level of anonymity they prefer, which 

reduces some of the ethical concerns about the ópublicnessô of their social media 

data. A copy of the participant consent form for this research is included in Appendix 

5.  

Fabian and de Rooij (2008) advise against anonymising participants in 

research, claiming that it ñdenies their contributions as well as their status as 

historical actorsò (2008:624). Because I had also interviewed the participants, I 

created a connection with them and some basis of trust, and this approach meant 

that only two of the 19 participants chose to be fully anonymised in my final write up. 

In order to get the most out of the data, keeping the participantsô identities public 

meant that none of the context or their reputation was taken away and it added 

richness to the told experiences of these individuals. For those participants who 

wanted to remain anonymous, while their screenshots were collected, their screen 

names were redacted when included in the analysis and pseudonyms used in 

reference to their interview material.  
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In the final write up I also redacted the online identities of any other users who 

commented on posts, because other users are not participants in this research and I 

did not ask their permission. Even though many of the cultural workers gave me 

permission to use their real name and online profiles in my write up, I found that 

other users commenting, particularly on Facebook which is essentially óprivateô, was 

a grey area and I felt it best to just redact their screen names to avoid any potential 

ethical issues. 

Analysing the data 

Once all of the social media data from the cultural workers was analysed using the 

signalling expertise framework, it was transferred, along with the interview 

transcriptions, into Nvivo for further analysis. Nvivo is a qualitative data analysis tool 

which can help aggregate interviews, social media data, video, audio and other data 

forms, and help the researcher to organise material into themes. While at the very 

beginning of the process the aim was to analyse the interviews separately from the 

social media posts, I felt the approach was too divisive because it implies an óofflineô 

and óonlineô separation which can be detrimental to a study. As Hine argues: ñSocial 

phenomena are not uniquely confined to online or offline sites, and it would be a 

mistake to allow these notions automatically to provide boundaries for our studiesò 

(2008:18). So, Nvivo was a suitable solution to bring everything together.  

First a series of nodes (or themes) were set up which emerged from my initial 

observations of listening during the interviews and transcribing them, and the initial 

social media analysis. I went through the interviews and social media analysis and 

coded them according to the themes identified, and as the process went on further 

themes emerged. During the coding phase I used Nvivo tools to identify the most 

prominent themes, as shown in the area chart in Figure 4: 
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Figure 4 Nvivo chart of nodes compared by number of coding references, March 2016 

In the chart it is apparent that óPlatformô was the most prominent theme at this stage, 

which was near the beginning of the coding process. óPlatformô referred to any 

mentions of platform features in interviews which were used by participants, and in 

the signalling expertise analysis to any posts which appeared to be created or 

amended specifically for the platform, for example if a special description was written 

for Facebook, or specific hashtag. Of course the initial themes were relatively vague, 

and as the process went on I was able to refine the themes and add sub-themes.  

The data interpretation and analysis was a ñrecursive processò (Bazeley, 

2013:12) where I often revisited the data to code, review and re-code. In Table 1 are 

the ten most prominent themes and their sub themes after three phases of coding:  

Primary theme Sub-theme(s) 

1. Presencing ï anything related 

to maintaining a presence online 

Showing their work ï on social media 

Associations with institutions, places & events 

Displaying endorsements from others 
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Associations with people online 

Busyness ï appearing busy 

Iôm not doing enough - feeling as if they should be 

doing more on social media 

2. Business ï anything related to 

business or entrepreneurial 

tasks 

Promotion and marketing 

Sales 

Strategy ï marketing strategy, social media strategy 

Managing people or events 

Admin 

3. Social media and artistic 

labour 

Social media as a part of artistic labour 

Direct benefits from social media 

What other artists do 

Social media as integral ï to their practice 

Social media influencing art 

Social media as extra, not integral to their practice 

4. Mutual aid ï sharing, 

community, artists helping each 

other 

 

5. Locality and space ï their 

work space, talk about working 
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from home, mentions of 

geographical location 

6. Personal and professional ï 

blurring between personal and 

professional life 

Involvement of family 

Working from home 

No difference between personal and professional 

7. Other jobs and money ï 

additional, non-art jobs, talk 

about individual financial issues 

 

8. Devices ï using phones, 

tablets, computers 

 

9. Me sharing my findings with 

them 

 

10. Gender ï any gendered 

issues or particularly gendered 

themes emerging from analysis 

 

Table 1 Nvivo coding themes and sub-themes 

Some of the terms used as themes are worth clarifying here in advance of 

further discussion later in the thesis. First, ópresencingô is a term Nick Couldry (2012) 

uses to describe the need to keep oneôs online presence up to date, and this is a 

particularly significant theme which emerged from both the interviews and signalling 

expertise analysis, which is discussed in Chapter 5. I grouped any mentions of 

marketing, sales, or administration into óbusinessô which also refers to aspects of 

entrepreneurial expertise required by cultural workers as mentioned in Chapter 1. 

Any mentions or elements of the role that social media played in cultural work and 
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artistic practice is collated under theme 3 ï ósocial media and artistic labourô - and 

further discussed in Chapter 5. Category 4 ï óMutual aidô, which I have already 

mentioned in Chapter 1, is a term used by de Peuter and Cohen (2015) to refer to 

cultural workersô collective, activist response to poor labour conditions. I draw on this 

term for different circumstances, to refer to women cultural workersô evidence of 

collective activity on social media, to help collectively raise visibility in light of 

unfavourable conditions for women cultural workers, which I discuss in greater depth 

in Chapter 6.  

óLocality and spaceô refers to whenever participants talked about their work 

environment and/or featured in on social media. Theme 6 on ópersonal and 

professionalô refers to discussions about work and leisure/personal time divisions, or 

absence of, which I discuss in Chapter 4. óDevicesô refers to mentions of the 

electronic devices the participants used to access social media, such as mobile 

phones and computers. óGenderô referred to any mentions in interview by the women 

participants about working at home, looking after family, and anything else which 

resonated with the themes I was finding in the literature about women artists, such 

as collective efforts to raise awareness of their work, any reference to feminist 

issues, or working from home and juggling domestic responsibilities.  

Nvivo was useful for making sense of the themes coded, particularly for 

generating charts such as Figure 4 which helped me get an idea of prominent 

themes early on in the process. The ease with which I could re-code in Nvivo was 

also important for when I came to analyse expertise in the artistic career in Chapter 

3, as I could go back through the interviews and group responses to see when 

participants were referring to particular stages of their career. This was an example 
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of the iterative and recursive process I went through as I navigated multiple methods, 

adapted new methods and made sense of the research material. 

My position as a researcher and practitioner 

As mentioned in the preface to this thesis, I am a social media practitioner myself. I 

have several years of experience managing social media accounts for various 

companies in sectors as diverse as the hair and beauty industry, amateur dramatics, 

sports, employability, publishing and higher education. This experience, combined 

with using social media on a personal level for more than 10 years, had some 

influence on my position as a researcher and my interpretations of peopleôs social 

media use. Ann Gray (2003:27) suggests that as researchers, our own experience 

should be employed and acknowledged in research. In turn, it is important to 

remember that any accounts of experience, whether they be from ourselves or from 

participants, put into play ña repertoire of knowledges, positions, discourses and 

codes through which the óindividualô articulates or expresses their óownô experience.ò 

(2003:28). Therefore, Gray argues, being aware of our own subjectivity and 

acknowledging the experience of others, can be valuable ontologically and 

epistemologically. 

As a practitioner, I understand what is ógoodô and óbadô practice in terms of 

using social media for self-promotion or marketing purposes, and I am familiar with 

some of the unwritten órulesô and etiquette of social media that only regular users will 

know about. For example, not to bombard followers with self-promotional Tweets, 

not to use too many hashtags on Twitter but lots on Instagram, to post a link to 

something relevant or interesting whenever possible, and so on. This may have 

meant that I carried some assumptions about social media practice into my analysis. 

A similar dilemma was identified by Annette Markham (1998) in her account of online 
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ethnography; she found that the interview questions she asked were influenced by 

her own experiences online. Utilising a framework such as the signalling expertise 

framework in this research may not necessarily negate these assumptions but it 

provided a means of analysis through which I could examine how forms of aesthetic 

expertise are signalled online. 

When analysing social media posts, it can also be difficult to interpret what is 

posted without knowing the person and their culture ï sarcasm and humour for 

example, could be misinterpreted as serious in intent. This is where carrying out 

interviews with the individual participants helped. While one interview does not mean 

that I know them well and will know exactly the context of everything they say on 

social media, it helped me to gain some idea of their cultural background, their sense 

of humour, and any other factors which might add to the context of a social media 

post. 

I also thought that my knowledge and experience of social media may have 

implications for my position as a researcher in relation to my participants. In other 

words, I would be the social media óexpertô studying how other people used it, but 

this was far from the case. Participants were reflexive about their social media use 

and well aware of potential challenges and opportunities. From using social media 

on a personal level, I found that I shared many of the same frustrations as the 

participants, and often found myself agreeing with them on certain things. For 

example, many of the cultural workers commented on what they found annoying 

about Facebook, such as privacy concerns, and I agreed with them on some of 

these points from a personal point of view. I also found that I experience similar 

pressures to them in terms of needing to maintain a coherent online presence, and 

how mixing personal and professional interests on social media can be difficult to 
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manage, and potentially exacerbated by the instant accessibility of social media on 

smart phones. Being able to share these concerns helped in the interview situation, 

making the participants feel more at ease and able to talk in more detail about their 

practice and their careers.  

Conclusion 

The unqualified emphasis on ósharingô on social media, spearheaded by Facebook 

owner Mark Zuckerberg, raises questions about the relationship between the user 

and researcher when researching social media platforms. This research is unique in 

that it is an empirical study of cultural workersô use of social media, through the lens 

of expertise as a conceptual framework and method of qualitative analysis online. 

There is a relative lack of previous research for me to draw from methodologically, 

which led to an adaptation of Candace Jonesô (2002) signalling expertise framework 

which can be used for a social media analysis of expertise, and is one of the key 

contributions of this thesis. 

The existing reflective work on social media research is useful for navigating 

some of the tricky ethical challenges when working with participants presenting 

themselves online, but there is a relative lack of reflexivity on research methods in 

cultural work. We need to start thinking more seriously about the challenges social 

media present for cultural workers using platforms as part of their online presence, 

and how they could affect our research approach. In the next chapter I introduce the 

main participants in this thesis - the people behind the social media posts analysed.  
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Chapter 3: Expertise and the career of the cultural worker 

Introduction 

 

Figure 5 óColinô Facebook post of artwork 

Figure 5 above is a Facebook post by Colin1, a relatively well-established cultural 

worker compared to the other participants in this research. He is a visual artist who 

paints using a variety of materials including tea and alcohol. In this Facebook post 

Colin signals his aesthetic expertise by describing the materials he has used in his 

painting, óNight Flightô which include ógraphik line paintersô and óblack somerset velvet 

paperô. He is able to demonstrate his mastery of these materials in the final painting 

displayed, which signals both his aesthetic knowledge and skill in deploying the 

                                            
1 óColinô wanted his identity to be anonymous in this thesis, hence the use of an alternative name and 
redaction of his social media posts. 
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materials he has chosen. Colin mentions on the post that the work is going to be 

shown at a gallery ï demonstrating that his work has been recognised by a gallery 

as worthy of display, appearing to be a legitimation of his aesthetic expertise.    

A signalling expertise analysis by itself, demonstrated here with Colinôs post, 

can tell us what the individual cultural worker says about their work and how the 

online audience respond to it. The analysis can also help us to appreciate the 

objective qualities of the art, as well as the features of the social media platform 

which enable different social dynamics compared to when a piece of art is hanging in 

a gallery ï the artwork can be commented on, appreciated, shared, liked, saved ï 

without the audience having to leave their homes. However, a signalling expertise 

analysis on social media does not tell us much about the background of the 

individual behind the posts. What leads to the person to be able to signal aesthetic 

expertise online? While the majority of this thesis focuses on signalling expertise on 

social media, this chapter is primarily about the individual cultural workers behind the 

signals; it offers a way of introducing them and providing some background to their 

careers. It also gives some indication of their approach to signalling aesthetic 

expertise on social media, to set up the discussions in the three chapters which 

follow.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, one of my arguments for this thesis is that an 

individualôs ability to accumulate, mobilise and signal aesthetic expertise is enabled 

or constrained by their access to particular resources, or capital to use Bourdieuôs 

terms. To illustrate this point in this chapter I draw on Bourdieuôs ideas of field and 

capital to analyse the background and career progression of each of the participants 

in this research. Each participant will be introduced in turn and they are grouped by 

career stage, to illustrate how expertise builds over the course of an individual 



92 
 

career, and the factors which enable or inhibit opportunities to develop and signal 

expertise. Seven of them (including Colin) are relatively well established, six are 

either retired or worked in a previous non-art job before pursuing cultural work full-

time, and the final six to be introduced in the chapter are in a relatively precarious 

position, working on establishing themselves in their field but needing to work in non-

art jobs to supplement their income. Key information about each participant is 

summarised in tabular form in Appendix 1 for ease of reference.  

Established in the field 

The first seven participants to be introduced here are relatively established in their 

field, and are full-time cultural workers in their primary area of practice. The first is 

Colin, featured at the beginning of this chapter. 

óColinô, visual artist  

óColinô is from Liverpool but lives in London with his wife and young child. He works 

in his own art studio which he established in 2010. Colin attended art school and 

graduated in the mid-1990s, after which he undertook a one-year art fellowship. After 

the fellowship Colin then moved to London to serve an apprenticeship at an 

embroidery firm, where he worked for twelve years to eventually become creative 

director at the company. His embroidery designs were used in many high profile 

films and West End theatre shows, so during his employment Colin built an 

impressive portfolio of designs and clients, and gained some useful connections 

which enabled him to take the step towards becoming an independent artist and 

establishing his own studio. His career highlights include solo exhibitions in galleries 

in Hong Kong, Milan and Hamburg and a collaboration with celebrity photographer 
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Rankin. During the period of this research he posted a piece of his online which was 

commissioned by Hollywood actress Kate Beckinsale.  

One of Colinôs first projects after he left the embroidery company was a large 

scale collaborative exhibition. The project started out on a website, and he invited 

artists from all over the world to contribute to the piece by paying a small fee, to add 

a piece of their art to a grid on the website. When he received 100 contributions, he 

worked with the collaborating artists to recreate the piece óofflineô which was 

exhibited at a small gallery in London. Colin was asked by collaborators to do the 

same again, and he did so five more times, and the final piece was exhibited in New 

Orleans. Colin said in interview that the project received positive reviews and good 

press coverage, and after that he had his work taken on by a well-known gallery, 

which he describes as the big break from which his career then ñsnowballedò.  

If we consider Colinôs career progression using Bourdieuôs ideas of field and 

capital, we could say that Colin has negotiated a relatively strong positon for himself 

in the field, because he receives regular and high profile commissions. As mentioned 

in Chapter 1, Bourdieu describes the field as a ñfield of forcesò within which agents 

struggle to ñdefend or improve their positionsò (1993a:30). Positioning within the field 

is determined by an agentôs access to resources, or capital, and positions tend to be 

pre-defined; it is rare that an agent can create a position for themselves in the field.  

For Colin, his art school education allowed him to build cultural capital, which 

involves ña process of embodiment, incorporation, which, insofar as it implies a labor 

of inculcation and assimilation, costs time, time which must be invested personally 

by the investor.ò (Bourdieu, 2011[1986]:85). This description shares some similarities 

with my explication of aesthetic expertise in Chapter 1, as requiring personal 

investment in the development of knowledge and skills. Cultural capital can be 
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embodied in the form of dispositions, as can aesthetic expertise, which is the 

mastery of skills and knowledge in cultural creation. In this sense aesthetic expertise 

could be considered a form of cultural capital.  

However, aesthetic expertise can only be known as such once it is recognised 

and legitimated, after which aesthetic expertise then functions as symbolic capital. 

According to Bourdieu, symbolic capital is recognition received from a group 

(1991:72) and can be in the form of honour, prestige, reputation, charisma or fame, 

for example (1991:128, 230). As mentioned in Chapter 1, symbolic capital is the form 

assumed by other types of capital, such as economic, social or cultural, ñwhen they 

are perceived and recognised as legitimateò (1991:230). Colinôs work being taken on 

by a well-known gallery is an example of aesthetic expertise being legitimated, 

because it has been appropriately recognised. His apprenticeship and employment 

in the embroidery firm was important for building his aesthetic expertise and social 

capital ï which are the resources derived from connections with others. The 

economic, social and cultural capital gained from education and employment over 

many years allowed Colin to eventually take the step to becoming an independent 

artist.    

Having been able to build his aesthetic expertise through education and 

experience in an organisation, and subsequently establish himself in a relatively 

good position in his field with a degree of symbolic capital, Colin signals it on social 

media primarily by posting examples of his work, either completed or in progress. As 

illustrated at the beginning of this chapter, Colin describes the materials and 

techniques he uses to evidence his aesthetic knowledge and skills in appropriating 

that knowledge to create a work of art. To reference the work of DeFillippi and Arthur 

(1994) and Candace Jones (2002) on signalling career competencies, Colin is 
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demonstrating know-how competencies ï he is showing he knows what to do to 

create a piece of art, worthy of being shown in a gallery. On social media Colin 

regularly acknowledges galleries showing his work or companies he works with, 

enhancing his status as an artist in demand, whose aesthetic expertise is being 

recognised by others in his field of visual art, as well as signalling his know-whom 

competencies, or career relevant networks. The ñsnowballò effect of Colinôs career 

from his first collaborative project continues, and for him it is potentially enhanced by 

his online presence, which he feels is crucial to maintaining his reputation.  

The next relatively well-established cultural worker I introduce in this research 

did not evince the same level of social media engagement as Colin. 

Phil, composer 

Philip Guyler is a composer living in Nottingham, and I came across him via a 

contact I made at an academic poster conference, at which I presented during the 

first year of this research. The person I met who put me in touch with Phil told me he 

was trying to use social media to promote his composition work more. This came 

through in interview when Phil mentioned how he wished he had an assistant to do 

his social media, because he did not enjoy it, but felt it was necessary. Phil is in his 

30s and has been working full time as a film and TV music composer for about eight 

years, and did it part time for seven years before that, during which he also had 

other, non-creative jobs. He is fairly successful with a number of high profile 

commissions, such as BBC Masterchef.  

I will show in this chapter that for most participants in this research, higher 

education has been key for providing a platform to build aesthetic expertise, helping 

cultural workers to gain aesthetic knowledge and develop practical skills to further 
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their practice. Phil, however, insists that in his field of TV and film composition, 

ñqualifications do not matterò. Instead, Phil sent demos out on a regular basis to 

different companies over a number of years, to build his portfolio, contacts and 

reputation in his field. Producing regular demos would have enabled him to build 

aesthetic expertise, as he would have been able to learn from the feedback and 

experiences over the years. It would have also enabled him to develop know-how 

and know-whom competencies which enable him to signal aesthetic expertise. 

Creating the demos requires a significant investment of time and economic capital, 

hence why Phil needed to work part-time in non-creative jobs for so long to 

supplement his income. Now the status of his clients, including large media 

companies, is an indicator of Philôs level of aesthetic expertise in his area and 

relatively strong position in the field, with some degree of symbolic capital. This took 

many years to work towards, or to put it another way, Phil has ópaid his duesô. One 

wonders if someone starting out in TV and music composition now would be able to 

succeed in the same way that Phil has, in the current, increasingly unequal and 

increasingly precarious cultural work context as outlined in Chapter 1.  

Philôs attitude towards social media was less positive than the others in this 

research, but this might be because of the nature of his cultural product ï audio. 

Social media platforms, particularly the popular ones such as Instagram, are very 

visual. For visual artists it can present an opportunity to experiment and use social 

media to really signal their aesthetic expertise, as Colin does with his posts about his 

paintings and his descriptions of his techniques. Mixed media and digital art also 

lend themselves to presentation on social media to some extent, but for Phil it is 

more difficult because his work cannot be óseenô, it needs to be heard. It is an 

example of how social media platforms too could enable or constrain opportunities to 
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signal aesthetic expertise, depending on the nature of the final cultural product. 

Social media timelines and streams move so quickly and because of this, online 

attention is increasingly valuable yet increasingly elusive (Lanham, 2006). For those 

who do not specialise in visual output, signalling aesthetic expertise in the crowded 

online space could be even more difficult.  

Another established cultural worker in this research whose work does lend 

itself to sharing on social media platforms is digital artist Anthony.  

óAnthonyô, digital artist/curator 

Anthony2 is from Birmingham, and has a BA in Multimedia Graphics and a Masterôs 

in Digital Arts Performance, studied in the Midlands. During his degree he 

experimented with illustration and graphic design, and his Masterôs enabled him to 

explore his preferred area of practice ï digital art. Anthony had always enjoyed 

computer programming and was interested in the performative aspects of digital art. 

After his Masterôs he began running óhackerspaceô events with a friend in 

Birmingham, allowing him to network and share knowledge on computer coding, and 

it was through these events that he became interested in óglitch artô. Anthony 

describes glitch art as ñart made from errorsò in digital technology, and is his 

specialist area of digital art practice. After visiting a conference on glitch art in 

Chicago in 2010 he offered to curate and host the same conference in Birmingham 

the following year, from which he began to gain recognition in the city ñfor being an 

artistò, to use his words. This has led to some high-profile exhibitions at galleries in 

San Francisco, Rio de Janiero and Brussels. Anthony has also worked on projects 

with the Tate Gallery in London. Being able to participate in and attend international 

                                            
2Anthony asked for his real name not to be used.  
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exhibitions and conferences is expensive, and so Anthony does not appear to be 

struggling for money. His ability to attend events and raise his profile abroad has of 

course been advantageous for his career development, and he has been able to 

access opportunities that many could not afford to.  

Unlike Phil and Colin who are independent cultural workers, Anthony currently 

holds a curator role with a publicly funded arts organisation in Birmingham. This 

curator role is his permanent job alongside various art projects and commissions, 

some of which have been publicly funded also. During the data collection period for 

this research Anthony shared an article on Twitter about arts funding cuts in 

Birmingham, accompanied with his comment ñF*ck this shit Iôm outò. Having known 

Anthony for some time personally, and being familiar with what he does on social 

media, I knew he was not entirely serious in this Tweet about quitting his career. 

However, the Tweet expresses some anger at cuts in arts funding in his area. Such 

funding cuts could affect his future opportunities to apply for project funding and 

access the opportunities which have helped his career so far. His use of expletives 

would probably not be seen on the profile of someone such as Colin, for example, 

but is it a risk to his signals of expertise? The nature of the story he shared means 

possibly not, it received two likes and one retweet on Twitter at the time of capture, 

and artists following him are likely to have shared his anger at the story. Some of his 

audience may, however, interpret it differently.  

As well as the projects and events he has been involved in, Anthony said that 

he owes his success to constantly talking about his practice on the internet ï sharing 

tips and tricks, creating video tutorials, and Tweeting about his work ï signalling his 

know-how (Jones, 2002). This sharing of knowledge is the primary way in which 

Anthony signals his aesthetic expertise online, and he also used the interview 
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situation to signal his expertise to me too. During the interview he took a photo of me 

on his phone, and used coding to óglitchô it, as in Figure 6: 

 

Figure 6 'Anthony' glitch art 

I felt this was an example of fluid and embodied expertise as described by Dreyfus 

and Dreyfus (1986) and Becker (2008). Anthony demonstrated in a matter of minutes 

his knowledge of computer codes, and skills in appropriating that knowledge to 

create a piece of glitch art from a simple photograph. This is a different type of 

aesthetic expertise compared to, say, a painter who takes years to finish a piece.  

 The cultural codes and classifications of glitch art are different from painting, 

in the same way that writing and composition are also different areas entirely. Yet it 

still requires knowledge and skills in a particular creative form, which take training 

and practice to perfect. Anthony said in interview that collaboration is important in 

digital art, because ñit still sits on the fringes of contemporary artò, and it is difficult to 

make the same kind of money as, say, painters can. The status of glitch art in 
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comparison to other forms as Anthony mentions may be a matter of taste. Glitch art 

is a relatively new form of art which is not held in as high regard as other art forms. 

However when ópop artô emerged as a movement in the 1960s and 70s, that was 

considered by critics to be a form of ólowô art because of its re-appropriation of 

popular culture, yet it endures today as one of the most important art movements of 

the previous century. Again the aesthetic expertise involved in pop art may not 

require meticulous brush work but required other forms of aesthetic knowledge and 

skill, exhibited by the likes of Andy Warhol and Eduardo Paolozzi, two important 

proponents of pop art. Glitch art, as a form of computerised digital arts performance, 

is a niche form with a relatively small but collaborative community of practitioners 

according to Anthony, and so it is yet to be widely recognised.  

 I argue throughout this thesis that expertise requires recognition and 

legitimation by others of status. Though glitch art is not as widely known as an art 

form compared to painting, for example, Anthony has been recognised more 

generally ñas an artistò, as he said in interview, and this is evinced by his 

international exhibitions. Furthermore, in 2017 he was commissioned by a world-

renowned television music channel to create a logo design. Operating within an 

emerging field and self-describing as an ñearly adopterò of new technologies and 

techniques, Anthony has developed and secured his particular form of aesthetic 

expertise and his position in the field. His expertise is evident in his sharing of video 

tutorials online and his óglitchingô of my picture during the interview ï signalling know-

how competencies (DeFillippi and Arthur, 1994; Jones, 2002). Anthony would not 

necessarily have gained these skills without his university education, as it involves 

specialist computer knowledge combined with aesthetic knowledge gained from his 

undergraduate degree.  
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As with Colin, the case of Anthony demonstrates the role of a university 

education in forming a basis for developing aesthetic expertise, which when 

signalled effectively and thus recognised, can lead to success in the form of high 

profile commissions and regular work. Put another way, in his field of glitch art, 

Anthony has some degree of symbolic capital. The challenge when aesthetic 

expertise is recognised is that in signalling it online, it is also put at risk. For example, 

when Anthony reveals his process in online tutorials, anyone could copy his work 

and pass it off as their own. When I asked Anthony about this in interview, he said he 

hoped people would copy him. This is because even if others used exactly the same 

techniques as Anthony the nature of glitch art ï derived from mistakes - means that 

the final outcome can rarely be repeated. He maintained that the uniqueness of 

artists in his field lies in how people talk about their work, and the ósignature moveô 

they have developed which makes their work unique. Anthonyôs confidence in 

sharing his work and techniques online, while risky, also signals and affirms his 

aesthetic expertise, which includes his embodied knowledge and dispositions.  

Though Anthonyôs area of practice, by his admission, sits ñon the fringesò of 

contemporary art, on social media he signals his know-how and embodied 

dispositions, including an eye for the artistic in digital form, which is also a matter of 

taste. Dispositions and taste form a part of what Pierre Bourdieu refers to as the 

habitus, which is ñcharacteristic of different classes and class fractionsò (1984:6). 

Anthonyôs habitus of an artist working with the digital enables him to create and 

appreciate digital art as art ï an appreciation shared by his peers who recognise him 

ñas an artistò. Access to relevant education to develop aesthetic expertise certainly 

helped Anthony in this regard, and enabled him to establish a strong position in his 

field.     
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Another established cultural worker in her field is Robyn, who like Colin and 

Phil works on a freelance basis, but like Anthony also applies for publicly funded arts 

projects.  

Robyn, visual artist 

Robyn Woolston is a visual artist from and living in Liverpool. She is in her 40s and 

has been doing visual art for about 20 years. Robyn has a degree in film and moving 

image, and shortly after graduating she was commissioned by ITV to produce a short 

film, which Robyn described in interview as a ñbig breakò. However, she did not want 

to restrict herself to filmmaking as a practice, so she studied a second degree in fine 

art, and now combines both moving image and fine art in her work. In 2012 Robyn 

won the Liverpool Art Prize, which provided recognition of her aesthetic expertise, 

and led to a solo show at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool. Candace Jones (2002) 

identifies that for signalling expertise, winning awards is one of the status-enhancing 

strategies (2002:217) which helps cultural workers to build their reputation and gain 

further recognition. Since winning the award Robyn has exhibited in galleries across 

the UK and Europe, and also in Australia, and had her work featured in various 

publications including the National Geographic Traveller magazine. This widespread 

recognition legitimates Robynôs aesthetic expertise and earns her a degree of 

symbolic capital. Like Colin and Anthony, Robyn developed aesthetic expertise 

through higher education in both film and fine art, and the subsequent recognition 

has allowed her to establish a position in the field as a mixed media artist with the 

ability to utilise both moving image and fine art in her work.  

Robyn spends part of her time applying for funding and looking for 

opportunities such as projects, installations and artist residencies, which provide 
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exposure and potential for further development. Robyn was on a residency during 

the social media data collection period, so she did not post any of her own work to 

signal expertise, instead posting about the residency and her experiences. In 

interview Robyn used the analogy of a coffee shop to describe how she operates as 

an artist and how she promotes herself: 

ñCoffee shops are incredibly popular now, and when you go into a coffee 

shop coffee isnôt the only thing they sell. They sell cakes, crisps, water and 

biscuits, they sell lots of different things and I think your Twitter feed is 

exactly the same, meaning that I donôt talk about just my work because 

that would be really boring for people. I do know people that do that and 

that is fine, but I think you lose a certain number of people so I am kind of 

aware.ò 

(Robyn)   

In this quote Robyn is demonstrating some evidence of her social media and 

entrepreneurial expertise ï she is aware of how best to relate to her audience and 

engage them on social media. She is also aware of what she is offering as an artist, 

which is more than just her art. This resonates with the suggestion by Gerber and 

Childress (2017) that artists are increasingly valuing their labour based on ñservice 

provision across contextsò (2017:235) rather than the final cultural product alone.  

Robyn appears to be the type of artist Gerber and Childress refer to, 

positioning herself as someone who gets involved with projects and commissions. 

Her involvement with such projects forms a part of her expertise signalling on social 

media. She ensures projects are somehow related to her practice so she can 

continue building and mobilising her aesthetic expertise, for which she primarily 

wants to gain recognition from potential funders and commissioners.  
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Another mixed media artist who to some degree also relies on funded 

opportunities is Katriona.  

Katriona, mixed media artist/researcher 

Katriona Beales was born in Liverpool and is based in London. She specialises in 

sculpture, video and installation for her art practice. Katriona studied an 

undergraduate degree at the Liverpool School of Art, and after she graduated in 

2005 she became part of some artist-led spaces in the city. Then in 2010 she and 

her husband decided to move to London, where she studied a postgraduate diploma 

and Masterôs at Chelsea College of Arts. Since then she has been running artist-led 

projects with children, young people and galleries, to earn a regular income 

alongside her practice. A few weeks before the interview with me Katriona had won 

funding from the Wellcome Trust to work on her practice. Winning funding for 

individual projects is extremely competitive in any sector, so as with Robyn winning 

the Liverpool Art Prize, for Katriona securing this funding serves as a legitimation of 

her expertise. This is because others in a relatively powerful position - funding 

bodies who decide who should be allocated money for research/art - have deemed 

her work worthy of further funding. The funding will help Katriona to engage in 

research about her own practice; she says she is interested in the aesthetics of 

internet addiction, to which her work responds.  

As with Anthony and Robyn mentioned so far, it is unlikely that Katriona 

would have been able to develop her aesthetic expertise, reflexivity in her practice, 

or have the knowledge to put together a successful funding bid if she had not gone 

to university. Katrionaôs aesthetic and academic knowledge which was developed 

throughout higher education informed her successful funding bid, and is an important 
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next step in the securing and signalling of aesthetic expertise. Figure 7 features an 

example of Katrionaôs work on her Twitter cover page: 

 

Figure 7 Katriona Twitter profile 

Katriona utilises a variety of digital techniques in her work, which require knowledge 

of and skills in computer software. These technical skills are combined with her 

aesthetic óeyeô and knowledge, developed through arts education.  

During the data collection period Katriona signalled expertise on social 

media by posting a combination of her own work, the work of others and arts funding 

news. She demonstrated that she was producing work and in demand, but also that 

she is óin the knowô ï demonstrating know-whom competencies. She posted a link to 

a new video she had created, saying that she had been óplaying aroundô with a 

particular type of software, shown in the Tweet in Figure 8: 
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Figure 8 Katriona playing around Tweet 

The idea of óplaying aroundô provides a sense of Katriona óbeing an artistô because 

she is not working necessarily to a procedure or guidelines, she is experimenting 

and óplayingô with her practice, learning new things. óPlaying aroundô in this sense is 

not procrastinating or being distracted, but it involves trying something new and 

working on expertise, and this is what Katriona signals. Expertise for artists is not 

fixed or possessed like a property. It is worked on, played around with, and 

importantly, it requires legitimation, and Katrionaôs was legitimated in the form of the 

prestigious funding award.  

The next cultural worker to introduce is, like Robyn and Katriona, also based 

in Liverpool. 

Cherie, visual artist 

Cherie Grist is a visual artist and co-owner of an artist studio, 104 Duke Street, with 

Colette Lilley who is also a participant in this research. Cherie studied a degree in 

fashion style and photography at the London College of Fashion, before becoming a 

photographerôs assistant for two years in commercial and fashion editorial. During 

that time as a photographerôs assistant Cherie began painting, and decided she 

wanted to become an independent artist and get a studio. She could not afford to live 

and rent a studio in London, so she moved back to Liverpool. Cherie told me in 

interview she needed a studio because the large scale of her paintings meant she 






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































