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Abstract 

Berlin is a city famous for its artistic culture and uniquely inspired history, building a hotbed of 

creativity to draw talent from across the world. Our research problem is that, notwithstanding 

abundant creativity, Berlin’s economy struggles behind other capital cities, and indeed Germany’s 

national economy. We offer an explanation for this situation in the way entrepreneurship functions 

in Berlin’s artistic sectors. We apply a mixed embeddedness lens to find the key role of the 

intermediary driven by cultural agendas and the maintenance of artistic integrity. Thus, economic 

goals are deprioritised. Our findings have implications for understanding the creative industries in 

Berlin, and more broadly, they demonstrate the importance of social and spatial context in 

determining the nature of entrepreneurial activity. 
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1 Introduction 

Since German unification, and in many ways even before this, Berlin has garnered a reputation as 

a cultural petri dish. Historical concentrations of various cultural identities led to the city becoming 

a magnet for artists, musicians, designers, and all other forms of creative soul (Novy and Colomb, 

2013). Yet this creative milieu has not directly translated into the economic success which Florida 

(2014) would predict; a situation brutally pointed out by the Cologne Institute for Economic 

Research (2016) who show a depressant effect of Berlin’s economy on Germany’s income per 

capita. Thus, it seems that Berlin’s famously creative space does not foster creative 

entrepreneurship of the type to develop economic growth (Lee et al., 2004). In this regard, Berlin 

is a place of low economic rationale, which from an economic perspective can mean that 

entrepreneurial opportunity is restricted (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). However, instead of 

following this assumption, we take inspiration from Johnstone and Lionais (2004) by suggesting 

that creative entrepreneurship will still take place in such a context, but it will take on more novel 

responses to the environment, where interactions of noneconomic forces may be more useful in 

understanding the entrepreneurial phenomenon than outcome-derived explanations (Anderson, 

2015; Baker and Nelson, 2005; Pret et al., 2016). 

Lange et al. (2008) draw attention to the unique ‘scene’ of Berlin’s creative entrepreneurship. A 

high proportion of rent-controlled properties couple with a relatively young and international 

population, making Berlin attractive for artists and creative types looking for institutional support 

and inspirational nourishment. This has led to the emergence of an industry based on combining 

cultural expression with tradable goods (Montgomery, 2005), with one in five of the city’s 

enterprises attributed to the cultural industries - over 28,000 businesses and growing 

(Senatsverwaltung für Wirtschaft und Technologie, 2014). Ertel (2006) suggests that such 

‘culturalpreneurs’ are often micro in scale and therefore depend almost entirely on localised 

knowledge and non-declared exchanges of services amongst peers, thus making the contextual 

space important in providing sustenance to the ‘business’. A closer look at formal data of Berlin’s 

Kunstmarkt shows over 74% of enterprises here declared as freelance/sole traders 

(Senatsverwaltung für Wirtschaft und Technologie, 2014), suggesting that the arts sectors are 

particularly characterised by independent individuals, and thus rely on peer networks and 

knowledge exchange.  

However, this mostly informal artistic spark in collective entrepreneurial endeavour operates 

within a unique context of economic malfunction, where Berlin’s artistic sectors often relish in 

their resistance to growth and economic performance (Novy & Colomb, 2013). Artists are rooted 

to their scene in order to survive, but in this localisation of creativity they are often seen as the 

“groundbreakers of gentrification”, a process credited to the destruction of the vitality in which 

artistic individuals thrive (Atkinson, 2003, p.2348). It seems that artistic scenes struggle with a 

paradoxical challenge, where success in economic development breeds cultural regeneration, and 

in turn the destruction of the space which supports them (Tironi, 2009). Harvey (2001) 

characterized these ‘creatives’ as socially antagonistic, playing a role in the growing contestation 

of neoliberal agendas in urban locales. This charactarisation may help explain why 

entrepreneurship research has traditionally neglected such areas, preferring instead to focus on 

entrepreneurial activity more easily explained in economic terms. In this article, we address this 

neglect, and investigate the character of entrepreneurial activity in Berlin’s artistic scene. 

Specifically, we wonder how entrepreneurship functions in such a context, and is maintained under 

a resistance to economic growth.  
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In order to explore this, we examine the roles of various cultural producers in the city’s artistic 

sectors. These include artists, musicians, independent designers, gallery owners, and other 

enterprises engaged with artistic endeavour. The research design adopts a two-stage approach: 

first, an ethnographical account is presented, which seeks to identify key actors of the city’s arts 

scene, and second, a more specifically targeted approach is taken towards conceptualising how the 

scene functions at an interactionist level. The socially constructed identities of individual actors 

are assessed in order to build a picture of how they see themselves in relation to their environment. 

A mixed-embeddedness framework is used to help understand how the various positons interact, 

and the role and nature of entrepreneurship. As such, this article moves away from 

entrepreneurship as an individualised activity, and instead looks to the co-creation of an 

entrepreneurial phenomenon (Anderson et al., 2010).  

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. First, the nature of the artist as a cultural 

producer is explored. Second, the importance of social and spatial place is highlighted as a 

contextually informative element in understanding entrepreneurship. Then, the notion of social 

embeddedness is introduced as an explanatory framework for the nature of entrepreneurial activity. 

The two-stage methodology is discussed, along with the epistemological assumptions made to 

apply this conceptual framework. Finally, key findings are presented and integrated in the 

surrounding literature to illuminate entrepreneurial functioning in Berlin’s artistic scene, with view 

to shedding light on the economic curiosity of high levels of cultural creativity, yet low economic 

development. 

2  The artist and entrepreneurship 

There is an oft-cited tension between artists and the economic management of their creative talent 

(Eikhof & Haunschild, 2006). Creative entrepreneurs in the artistic spheres are said to have to 

straddle and reconcile two conflicting identities, one of the artist, and one of the small business 

owner (Menger, 1999). Following Swedberg (2006), entrepreneurship in such a context can be 

seen as a mechanism relating the artistic, which in the contemporary form often takes responsibility 

for offering existential explanations, to the economic, in the wages and profits generated from 

some unique combination of resources. Artists care deeply about their ‘product’, as Caves (2000) 

suggests, they will be willing to invest more time and energy in producing a piece than any 

expected ‘reward’ for its economic sale. This, therefore, limits traditional accounts of an economic 

explanation to entrepreneurship. Moreover, the infinite variety of artistic production makes the 

evaluation of opportunity structure very difficult, with divergent tastes and unpredictable trends 

making casual rationality a near impossibility (Sarasvathy, 2001). Thus, the nature of 

entrepreneurship in the artist sectors can be expected to be very different to what is found in the 

more traditionally researched industries (Phillips, 2010), as greater emphasis on entrepreneurial 

contingency can be expected, and the product emanates directly from the imagination of the 

individual, as opposed to any market-based forces.  

Much of the current research on the arts-entrepreneurship interface focuses on entrepreneurially 

orientating the artist towards market opportunities. For example, Fillis and Rentschler (2010) 

discuss how the variety and uniqueness of creative offerings can be weaponised in the 

competitively strategic arena through effective marketing. As part of this strategic differentiation, 

reputation based on how individual producers value and believe in the craft of their artistic 

endeavour becomes key is establishing their image and identity (Fillis, 2003). Tregear (2003) also 

suggest that, as opposed to resisting economic and market-based agendas, small craftspersons 
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prioritise lifestyle goals and adherence to ‘craft principles’ as a way of demonstrating the market 

value of the offering (Colbert, 2003). As such, much of this work looks to ways of commercialising 

the individual artistic producer. Where we used to consider art for art’s sake, artists are now 

transitioned into forms of self-employed entrepreneurialism in order to assert their art on society, 

and indeed the economy (Ellmeier, 2003). However, Hausmann (2010) contends that this is 

inappropriate, as an artist’s logic will look to protect their non-economic aims and what they see 

as their artistic integrity. Thus, artists may purposefully delimit the influence of classically 

entrepreneurial mind-sets, particularly around building a market orientation which they see as 

unconnected to their raison d’être (Colbert, 2006). In this study we seek to extend these 

individualised views on the artistic entrepreneur by taking inspiration form recent literature on 

context.  

3  Entrepreneurship in the social context 

Examining the complexities of entrepreneurship in the arts sectors from an individualised 

perspective is problematic, particularly as it is the interaction with a surrounding context of peers 

which appears important. In order to accommodate this, we follow Welter (2011) and use the social 

context of the Berlin art scene as a lens to inform our study of entrepreneurial behaviour and further 

what is already known of internalised existential crises in artistic entrepreneurs (Novy and 

Colomb, 2013). We look to the lived experiences of those engaged in artistic entrepreneurial 

endeavour as a way of understanding how the scene works, with particular emphasis on the drivers 

of entrepreneurship, as many of the opportunities presented for artists would appear less than 

lucrative, or economically non-rational (Baker & Powell, 2016).  

Berlin provides us with a setting rich in potentially influential context. A vast history of artistic 

and creative endeavour combines with a unique geopolitical background to offer the inspirational 

attributes so important for creativity (Drake, 2003). Our intention, however, is not to objectify this 

context, but instead look to examine how aspects of the social and spatial, in the Berlin creative 

scene, impact on entrepreneurial activity (Fletcher & Selden, 2016). Thus, we take inspiration from 

Van Gelderen et al. (2012), by looking to the relationships between individual parts and the 

ultimate whole. A situational and context-specific approach to the examination of entrepreneurship 

implicates a lot of what is known on the importance of networks (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003) and 

localised social capital (Westlund & Bolton, 2003; Gedajlovic et al., 2013). However, instead of 

focusing on what helps to build successful entrepreneurial endeavour, we look to use these 

concepts to offer a more useful understanding of entrepreneurship in a context where market 

conditions are less established, but the environment is ostensibly creative (Smallbone & Welter, 

2006). As such, we look to contribute to the growing research on context specificity and the 

embeddedness of entrepreneurial phenomena (Schmude et al., 2008). 

4  Mixed embeddedness 

Entrepreneurship exists by the interactions that take place between and within the structure and 

context of the individual entrepreneur’s surroundings (McKeever et al., 2014). The relationships 

between the entrepreneur and her surroundings can be explained to some extent by the 

embeddedness metaphor (Granovetter, 1985). By seeing entrepreneurial creativity as a 

phenomenon nested in localised patterns of social and institutional relations, an embeddedness 

perspective allows us to look to the interactions of these elements (Peltoniemi, 2009; Tamasy, 

2010). 
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Kloosterman et al. (1999) suggest that there are at least two aspects of an entrepreneur’s 

embeddedness related to commercialisation and economic growth, termed mixed embeddedness. 

Frist, the founding entrepreneur’s social context has the ability to provide a resource base upon 

which the enterprise can be built. For instance, entrepreneurs in ethnic minority groups may find 

that as they are embedded structurally in family relations or socially with co-ethnic associates, they 

are offered a sympathetic and patient support for the business (Barrett et al., 2001), allowing the 

business to develop a sustainable and often distinct offering. The second aspect of mixed 

embeddedness relates to awareness of, and access to, the market opportunity structures available 

for a business to serve (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). Again referring to ethnic minority 

entrepreneurship, Kloosterman and Van der Leun (1999) note that ethnic capital, as well as 

offering a sustainable resource base, may also provide a naturally understanding market for dealing 

in co-ethnic goods and services. Thus the entrepreneur becomes sufficiently embedded in their 

own social and relational surroundings to provide resource for the firm, but also is embedded in a 

market-based opportunity structure to sufficiently commercialise the offering (Kloosterman, 

2010). However, many authors who have applied this framework to ethnic minority entrepreneurs 

have found the weighting of embeddedness to be skewed towards the social context and culture as 

opposed to the market-based opportunity culture (Ram & Jones, 2008; Masurel et al., 2002), 

prompting calls for ethnic minority entrepreneurs to break out of their ethnic enclaves in order to 

achieve economic growth (Rusinovic, 2008).  

While this conceptualisation has evolved from an understanding of ethnic minority entrepreneurs 

(Ganzaroli et al., 2013), many of the ideas resonate with entrepreneurship in the artistic sphere. 

For instance, the tension between artistic and commercial cultures (Eikhof & Haunschild, 2006) is 

reminiscent of the tension between ethnic and mainstream cultures. Moreover, issues of artistic 

self-image and a reluctance to subscribe to economic processes of entrepreneurial growth 

(Hausmann, 2010), mean that legitimacy is gained (Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001) and success 

measured (Colbert & Courchesne, 2012) through intra-sector acknowledgment and networking 

(Konrad, 2013). This echoes much of the co-ethnic enclave arguments, where the worry is 

entrepreneurs become entrenched in their ethnic cultures to such an extent that it becomes difficult 

to break out, and may ultimately result in the bounding of creative enterprise. We therefore see 

great benefit in ‘borrowing’ the concept of mixed embeddedness from the ethnic minority literature 

and applying it as a potentially explanatory framework to the creative sectors of Berlin. 

5 Methodology 

We use a two–stage methodological approach in order to examine the embeddedness of 

entrepreneurship in Berlin’s artistic scene. Frist, we build an ethnographic account of those 

engaging in artistic activities. Such an approach allows us to examine the various actors and their 

role in the entrepreneurial process, thus uncovering the interconnectedness of the individual in 

context (Calás et al., 2009; Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Data were collected through a combination 

of planned observations and semi-structured narrative interviews (Dana & Dana, 2005). These data 

are analysed using inductive techniques rooted in the grounded theory approach (Corbin and 

Strauss, 1990; Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and looks to establish the constructed identities of the 

individual actors of the artist scene. The aim of this first stage is to uncover the various roles played 

by individuals (akin to that seen in Bruni et al., 2004), allowing us to consider their positions using 

the mixed embeddedness framework. Thus, we can sketch the various individuals of the scene 

according to the extent of their embeddedness in artistic or market-based cultures. From this 
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sketch, we are able to highlight the key area of importance in addressing our research problem in 

stage two of the study.  

In stage two, we specifically target those individuals found to be at the nexus of the artistic and 

market-based cultures, and seek to understand the scene’s limited economic development. In this 

second stage, we again take a semi-grounded approach to uncover the identity and role of these 

individuals in further detail and develop an explanation on the nature of their entrepreneurial 

activity. We follow Anderson and Jack (2002) by utilising Silverman’s (2013) constant 

comparison method to first identify exploratory themes from stage one of the study, along with the 

surrounding literature, and then supplement these with further, more targeted, interviews looking 

to observe the role of entrepreneurship as embedded in both the artistic and market-based cultures. 

The two-stage approach to data collection and analysis allows us to interact with different 

contextual dimensions (Chlosta, 2016), using the framework of mixed embeddedness as an 

explanatory guide. 

5.1  Data collection and sampling 

In order to provide an ethnographic account of the artistic scene in Berlin, the first author travelled 

with a non-academic companion to investigate the various aspects of art and cultural production 

in the city. This included participating in the ‘48 Stunden Neukölln’ Kunstfestival – a 48 hour 

event for artists in the Neuköln area of the city to open the doors of their studios, galleries, etc. and 

engage with visitors and surrounding community. We took time to interview one of the artists prior 

to the festival and also a more detailed interview a few days after. During the event itself, the first 

author, with non-academic companion (herself a designer and native of Berlin), explored the 

broader event and spoke to a number of artists, photographers, designers, on their art, intentions 

for the event and their enterprise. These discussions though not full research interviews, allowed 

us to observe the variety of cultural production evident in the area. An entire afternoon was spent 

inside one studio, which was home to a designer of contemporary wall hangings (our pre- and 

post-event research participant), a portrait painter, a fashion designer, and a musician. The 

extended time spent in this studio was vital as it allowed for active observation of the artists 

interacting with each other and with the broader public/customers, it also allowed for more 

structured and extended interviews with the artists than was possible in the broader exploration of 

the event. The remainder of the first stage data collection entailed semi-structured interviews with 

other cultural producers in the city. These were initially identified by touring the known artistic 

areas of Berlin, and subsequent snowball sampling. In-depth interviews with a total of 6 individual 

participants took place at this stage of the study, combined with immersive observations, shorter 

discussions and researcher case notes. 

In the second stage of the study, a more purposeful sampling approach was taken, whereby those 

individuals found to be at the intersection of the artistic and market-based cultures became our 

focal point of interest. The second author travelled to Berlin after the initial analysis of stage one 

data and sought to examine in more detail the nature of entrepreneurs dually embedded in both the 

artistic and commercial cultures. Participants at this stage of the work had to meet certain criteria. 

First, they should be engaged in selling artefacts of cultural production from the Berlin area. This 

should be original artistic production from Berlin-based artists, such as: painting, photography, 

literature, design work, sculpture and furniture of bespoke design. Second, these cultural artefacts 

should be actively sold to the broader commercial market, whether in a physical location, such as 
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a gallery, or through some other way of engaging with the commercial market. From this stage of 

the data collection, 9 in-depth semi-structured interviews took place.  

The two-stage approach to data collection led to a total of 15 in-depth interviews with individuals 

engaged in cultural production in Berlin, and many case notes from observations both during the 

Kunstfestival and more broadly from informal discussions during stage one. The use of a non-

academic companion, who was aware of the artistic process and the intricacies of the Berlin area, 

was vital in providing a sounding-board during the collection of case notes and in gauging the 

validity of observations. Also, the use of a second researcher in stage two allows for a second 

interpretation of findings, thus providing some confidence on the reliability of results.  

The following findings present a summary of the inductive themes from both stages of the study. 

Also, we look to integrate findings with the extant literature following constant comparative 

analytical techniques. Ultimately, we look to provide some understanding of how entrepreneurship 

functions in the creative scene of Berlin, and aim to shed light on our research problem of high 

cultural capital yet low economic success.  

6  Findings: Stage one 

In order to uncover the role of entrepreneurship, an initial ethnography of the cultural scene in 

Berlin is presented. Three forms of cultural producers are proposed from this first stage of the 

study: the artist; the intermediary; and the commercialised business. This ethnography is mostly 

presented in raw data form, with qualitative excerpts from participants and reflective field notes 

from the researcher. However, some engagement with theoretical concepts is also presented in 

order to explain the conceptual development. After introducing the three protagonists of Berlin’s 

cultural scene, these will be viewed through the lens of mixed embeddedness, in order to position 

and help understand the role of entrepreneurship. 

6.1  The Artists 

‘Artists come to Berlin because it’s cheap and there’s lots of free space, that’s why I came here, 

but I don’t know anyone that’s made a living through creative arts’, Casandra tells me as she 

explains the two days a week she devotes to her wall-hangings, when she is not working as an 

office manager for an IT start-up. ‘I’ll go into the wall-hangings as my main job but I don’t really 

have a plan for the future, I’m just waiting to see what happens just now’. She shares a rented 

studio space with Joe, a portrait artist from Australia, and Steve, a musician and also from 

Australia. ‘It’s the cultural as well’, Steve explains as we drink beer on the street outside of the 

studio. ‘I like how inspiring it is. I’m not doing art, I’m doing music here so it’s creative. Just 

walking through the streets, seeing graffiti everywhere and just cool spaces like parks and 

everything, it’s just inspiring’. Joe adds to the importance of Berlin, but sees a more structured 

connection to the events that take place in the rest of the city. He suggests, ‘the thing with art is 

that it’s really accessible here, you can just get a bus really cheap and go and see a really good 

show – that said, there’s also a lot of really bad art here… It’s the wall. The wall created this 

environment and it became a mecca for anti-establishment creativity’. ‘That’s it!’, Steve exclaims, 

‘it’s what happens to you in the time when you’re not painting, it’s just inspiring... Everyone’s like 

stick it to the man. It snowballs from the initial resistance, people see that and feed off it’. Our 

artists see themselves as part of this movement of resistance.  
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Many studies have commented on the local ‘buzz’ of an area, the undefinable feel that generates 

an identification and inspires creativity (Storper & Venables, 2004; Helbrecht, 2004). But there 

seems to be more than simple inspiration. The studio co-habitants, although pursuing very different 

art-forms, appear to take energy from each other and the broader locale. ‘I reckon its being around 

a lot of creative people doing really creative things, like it gets you amped to do your own creative 

thing as well… with here, the normal thing is to be creative’, Joe explains. Casandra echoes this 

idea when she suggests that other sewers, or fabric workers, with the skills she requires, would do 

nothing for her, she sees herself as an artist, and needs artists around her. Grabher (2002) may see 

this as a form of temporary collaboration (particularly in the case of the Australian artists on work 

visas) and socialisation within creative clusters (Heebels & Van Aalst, 2010), the artists are 

becoming encultured, as they learn how to behave as artists in a place where they ‘don’t feel locked 

away’. 

This learning, however, does not translate into developing their craft in a commercial sense. For 

example, Casandra explains that she does not know how to price her art by retelling a story of 

being overwhelmed by a customer asking for price. After a fluster and much embarrassment, the 

customer ultimately left the studio without Casandra’s piece. Joe suggests that selling is in no way 

a priority, ‘I haven’t tried selling from here. People often come in and ask how much, and I think 

what I tell them is often way out of their price range’. Instead, he sees the artist’s network as the 

important channel of distribution (Anderson & Jack, 2002), particularly in terms of the commercial 

activity of pricing, ‘the best way to sell is through a gallery, because galleries have contacts, 

people that will pay what I want for it’. 

However, an awareness of commercial skills seems far from the artists’ minds as they focus on 

personal over market opportunities. Steve clarifies he is, ‘not trying to work for something stable, 

or an income, I’m going to do what I want to do’. While Joe is a little more reflective, by saying, 

‘I’ve got a fear of regret of not trying… you can always find a way to survive’, and therefore 

commercial activity is not required. ‘I’m not down to do something in art that I don’t want to do 

[off-the-street sales] to fund something that I do want to do. If it’s going to create bad art, art that 

I’m not proud of, then I wouldn’t [do it]’. The artists explain their desire for success, but admit that 

they are unsure what would have to develop to make them successful. ‘I‘ve always wanted to come 

here and do what I’m doing’, says Steve, who previously ran his own successful tennis coaching 

business. ‘If I done well out of Berlin, I’d stay here and do it’.  

6.2  The Intermediary  

‘The majority of my friends and artists who I really admired… were suddenly declining in their 

career. They were failing and this was harming me – my self-definition - as an artist, so I thought, 

since I’m able to communicate and also to sell, I’ll take over’. Lars explains why he felt he had to 

start an instillation art gallery to help the other artists maintain their careers in a squeezed middle 

of the market. In doing so, he sacrificed his own art production. He rationalises that his business 

will survive or fail on his ability to build the careers of the artists he ‘represents’, echoing Anderson 

et al.’s (2010) ideas on the co-creation of entrepreneurship through networked practices. At the 

photography gallery across the street, in the residentially plush area of Berlin’s Mitte, Natalia 

offers a similar sentiment as she helps the artists ‘where they’re not very good. Sometimes they’re 

not very good communicating with the people who have the money, or the institutions. I help with 

money, with contacts, I see myself as their networker’. Though she seems to find it clichéd to 

present it as a familial relationship with the photographers, she does emphasise the personal 



  

9 
 

connection that is needed to mentor and help with all sorts of issues, such as money and career, 

over and above what is going on in the gallery. A ‘community of interests’, as she puts it, ‘bringing 

people together… you can find creativity here, but it is easy to get lost. Partying and going to 

openings, you know, you can end up not concentrating on what you wanted to do. The artists don’t 

want to talk about business, but I have to, otherwise it’s not going to happen’.  

There seems to be something of ‘the artist’s saviour’ in how both these galleries go about their 

business. Lars is especially reflective on this, suggesting that while ‘Germany is a land of 

philosophers and poets, the contemporary scene is not necessarily endorsed’. Though there is 

cultural interest in the arts, this is only economically viable if that artist can ‘breakthrough’ into 

known success and be taken seriously. For Lars and Natalia, they appear to position themselves so 

as to facilitate this ‘breakthrough’, reminiscent of ‘breaking-out’ of social enclaves in the 

embeddedness literature (Ram & Hillin, 1994). ‘It’s more cooperation than competition… as a 

photographer it can be very lonely’, Natalia proclaims as she recounts the story of an international 

magazine who used a Munich-based gallery in an attempt to engage with the Berlin market and 

was met with fierce resistance. Thus, ‘coopetition’ within the scene seems more orientated towards 

a protection of territory, than to the creation of opportunities (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014). In 

fact, the notion of resistance echoes when discussing other aspects of the creative scene. Lars 

claims, ‘the authorities don’t really know what’s going on…we have this crisis in the art market, 

but because I’m leidensfäig (masochistic), I can survive it’, pointing specifically to the rise of VAT 

on works of art. While Natalia points to a cultural negativity, saying some see it ‘[as if] there is 

nothing else you could do. People in Germany don’t like it, they want you all to be the same… 

others, they have a picture of something creative, and they don’t know that it’s hard work to make 

that happen. They consider me as an artist, because I work with artists, but you know, I’m the 

organising person’. 

Both are rooted in the city and consider it the main cultural driver of what they do, mostly down 

to the in-expense of the city as a pull factor for creativity. But also, Lars considers Berlin the ‘freest 

city in the world, where you can do what you want, there is no limitation’. Natalia suggests it is 

unlike the many other ‘closed’ cities she has worked in since leaving East Germany, as it’s so 

‘easy to meet people, there are so many cultural events, so many exhibitions’. The importance of 

place is accentuated here (Johnstone & Lionais, 2004), where ‘Berlin has the energy’, in terms of 

money, the galleries are struggling. Lars explains that while there may be support for artists to 

produce, there is no support for selling, nothing to make the cultural production economically 

viable. ‘It is a long and painful process’ to sell art in a cash-strapped Berlin, Lars laments. 

However, both feel an admiration and support from those involved in the creative scene as they 

‘know how difficult it is’, according to Lars. Specifically, Natalia, connects the support for creative 

photography with an East Germany tradition for capturing social life, suggesting that her main 

investor did not need convincing in this regard as he ‘got it’.  Lars also sees a lot of influence from 

history, in the destruction of the fashion industry after World War II, meaning that a new creative 

scene had to be built from the grassroots level. It is perhaps because of this collective building of 

the scene that Natalia claims ‘it is very easy to fit in a creative network, it immediately feels like 

friends and family. There was so much freedom and love and creativity, I just… I’ll always 

remember how much love and fun and luckiness I felt [coming from East Germany]. I had no 

money and a daughter… worst case scenario in a way… but Berlin was really like a soft cushion’. 

Lars and Natalia are quick to explain the organisation and business skills it has taken to position 

their enterprises. ‘It’s a lot of work… it’s a very risky undertaking, and it still is’, Lars convincingly 



  

10 
 

argues as he tells of the training seminars and hours it took to provide an investment-worthy 

business plan. ‘It’s crazy bureaucracy [to start a business in Germany]… and people don’t want 

to do it, because it’s very easy to be employed’, states Natalia as she thinks of her own motivations. 

‘This is a very long term business, most people fail… across the street, there was a gallery, they 

went bankrupt… I am still here’, says Lars as he considers the sustainability of the business.  

6.3  The Commercialised Business 

Sonya and Toni have a studio/store on the same street as Lars’ and Natalia’s galleries, however 

the way the run their enterprise seems a long way from being embedded in the Berlin scene. The 

bespoke statement blankets they design are produced in South Africa, and represent an 

international supply chain more in common with multi-national corporations than the creative 

locale. In fact, they purposeful deny the Berlin aspects of their work, ‘when we are in other cities, 

we don’t really tell them we are from Berlin, or they think… a lot of things are just blah, blah’. 

They find the relationship with Berlin a difficult one to reconcile, ‘everybody does something cool 

here, when you walk down the street, everybody does something creative… it’s kind of difficult to 

get a reputation that you are in fact beyond that, where people really take you seriously. That’s 

what I think. The Berlin thing is not really in our focus, we hope to be taken seriously’. 

Commercial skills dominate the discussions for these two: from the initial identification of market 

opportunity for individually designed blankets, to realising ‘there are not very many really nice 

ones, or not many nice ones of very good quality… We are selling a moment’. The conversation 

focuses a lot on seeking skills from other places. ‘Our connections are everywhere, it’s not 

important to be part of a Berlin community at all. I think it’s more important to know who you can 

ask for what kind of questions, where he is, it doesn’t matter, it’s just important that he knows the 

answer’. But also, they seem very concerned with professionalising the way things are run, ‘we 

have a very detailed contract [with best friend business partner], what happens if somebody dies, 

or somebody gets pregnant, or whatever, yeah, we plan to do it really long term, if we can’. And 

importantly, how things sell, ‘we have an online shop, it doesn’t work very well yet, it just takes a 

bit of time for people to go on the website and look for it and buy it’. Developing a competence 

portfolio is important for this business (Mietzner & Kamprath, 2013), affording them the 

confidence to move beyond the Berlin market and into broader growth areas. 

As with Lars and Natalia, Sonya and Toni stress the difficulties of starting and sustaining the 

business. However, in this case, there is more emphasis on maintaining growth, rather than 

surviving to benefit their surroundings. ‘We started two years ago, but we needed almost a year to 

produce first prototypes and look for producers, and of course all the legal trademark things. We 

started selling to shops last year… My father comes from a family company, he was very 

encouraging. He’s always the one saying you have to take risks’. The view is to expand as quickly 

as is sustainably possible, using international networks to gain knowledge, but also as a vehicle 

for market growth (Naldi & Davidsson, 2014). The art in this business is seen as the key 

differentiator in the market, but there is flexibility more typically associated with small firms in 

the traditional sectors, Sonya explained, ‘I was scared that nobody would buy the blankets in the 

store… I was always worried, if people don’t like it, then how could I do it better’. Sonya, providing 

the artistic direction, and Toni providing a certain level of business acumen, focus solely on 

commercial growth and combining resources in the most efficient way possible. While Sonya has 

a background in design, the work with textiles is new, as was the perceived market want, this shift 
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away from the intrinsic artist to a market pull orientation is sharp in its contrast to others in Berlin’s 

creative scene. 

6.4  Mapping the scene 

We use the three forms of cultural producer found through this small ethnography, to apply a 

mixed embeddedness lens and begin to sketch out how each individual is socially embedded in the 

creative context of Berlin. This sketch is then used to identify the role entrepreneurship plays in 

the creative scene, and allows us to focus in a more targeted fashion on those entrepreneurs who 

link the artistic and the commercial cultures.  

First, it would seem that the artists themselves are firmly embedded in the artistic and creative 

culture, to such an extent that for many it is the reason they are in Berlin, to soak up artistic 

inspiration. Lack of priority in selling, or the absence of any ability to engage with interested 

parties, clearly shows that the commercialisation of their art is far from their mind. Therefore, our 

artists seem to occupy a creative enclave, supporting one another, but often far from the market 

which can economically sustain them. Second, the intermediary (in the form of galleries in this 

case) seems to purposefully break out of the creative enclave in order to engage with the more 

commercially oriented culture. While they may be more embedded in the artistic world than the 

commercial, and value the creative process rather than the business, they consider themselves to 

be the defenders of Berlin’s vulnerable artistic soul. Finally, the commercially creative business 

appears as fully focused on market needs and is willing to use their individual creativity to satisfy 

said needs. There is limited, if any, engagement with the surrounding creative scene and, in fact, 

seems troubled by the idea of being shackled to creative cultures. This sketch of the scene may be 

visualised in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1: Sketch of Berlin's embedded artists 

 

For the purposes of this study, and in order to investigate the role entrepreneurship plays in the 

functioning of Berlin’s creative scene, the second stage of the investigation looks to examine 

further the identity of those intermediary entrepreneurs, positioned at the nexus of the creative and 

the commercial worlds. Thus, we look to explore those entrepreneurial entities dually embedded 

in both artistic and commercial cultures as helping us understand the limited economic success of 

Berlin’s abundant creative industries. 
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7  Findings: Stage two 

After identifying the intermediary as a key entity to understand entrepreneurial embeddedness in 

Berlin’s artistic scene, we specifically focus on this character. We attempt to uncover how their 

identity is constructed, and what they see as their role. The themes we find are summarised in 

Figure 2, these are discussed against the backdrop of our stage one findings and the extant literature 

on entrepreneurship in context.  

The first aspect worthy of attention is that the vast majority of entrepreneurs represented in our 

sample function as a form of hybrid-business, in the same way that Ebrahim et al. (2014) and 

Doherty et al. (2014) describe the dual agendas of social enterprises. They integrate the creative 

elements of their surroundings, for instance, the sale of art, photography, original music and 

literature, with a more traditional commercial arena, such as a café or events venue. As such, there 

is immediately a tension between the cultural and market logic of their business goals (Battilana 

et al., 2012). While these enterprises may not be in the service of the disadvantaged, as with social 

enterprise, they do appear to service the artistic, often at the de-prioritisation of financial outcomes 

(Zahra et al., 2009). So, far from Jones’s (2007) worry of mission drift, as the commercial features 

of the enterprise bully out the social in non-profits, these profit-seeking entities appear to 

emphasise the creative as their main value, allowing the commercial to wane. This cultural agenda 

takes form as a desire to bring people together through the integration of creative arts in their 

enterprise, the entrepreneurs view this as their main contribution. 

You can use capitalistic entrepreneurial investment to have greater goals that go beyond 

making money. It’s this compassionate capitalism or capitalism with a cause… have we 

contributed to the creative scene? Yes, by seeing the fruit of it… we can give them the 

opportunity to do that, even though it doesn’t make financial sense for us, but it covers 

the things we care about (E8) 

 

We could claim that our intermediary entrepreneurs follow artistic logic by putting in more effort 

to bring together people through art, than they will receive economic reward (Caves, 2000). While 

this clearly aligns our entrepreneurs with the creative enclave, it also holds the potential to, often 

purposefully, limit the enterprise in terms of growth ambition (Colbert, 2006). Rich cultural capital 

then, instead of providing resource of economic value, can be seen to isolate and ‘protect’ the 

enterprises from more commercial societies (Light & Dana, 2013). For example, it seems that our 

entrepreneurs look to protect their cultural impact by not moving beyond certain boundaries, even 

geographical in nature.  

In one sense, the gentrification here, we are part of it because we are changing… on the 

other hand, I think we are contributing [locally] to Neuköln itself to develop and to 

change, maybe not to change to a high-class, posh, or whatever, but to a creative, for 

young people, area (E6) 

There are many people coming in who want to do something that they believe would 

actually keep the culture and create some kind of cultural value in Wedding… we want to 

create some kind of organisation which would be able to help new spaces, independent 

spaces (E2) 
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Figure 2: Stage two data structure 

- Our motivation is to make an impact in a more societal way… about 

creating space… creating a safe place for the community. It’s more about 

these values, the soul of the business (E8) 

- I always liked the idea to have a place where I enjoy myself and maybe 

other people can also enjoy their time… I always thought this is one of the 

most important parts of the city (E9) 

- We want to bring together also differences, like young and old, East and 

West, and all kinds of possibilities (E2) 

- We have a café, and it’s a platform… [that was] something that we wanted 

to do… bring people together, and do things together (E6) 

- I don’t have a specific target of quests because everybody should feel 

comfortable here (E7) 

- We do not want to earn money to have anything. We would like less 

money, and things we really like (E2) 

- We are very local, we are for Berliners, or people who are based in Berlin. 

It’s not easy to find, [if you are] not interested in the place (E2)  

- You create your own little bubble (E9) 

- I’m working alone because this is my passion… I just wanted to do 

something different… [but] that’s a disadvantage in Berlin, there are so 

many options (E1) 

- If you’re looking to come to Berlin and really make it big, then don’t. If 

you want to come along and be sloppy like the rest of us, then yeah. (E4). 

Bringing people 

together 

Bounded 

enterprise 

- I had a designer who started this thing, I just trusted him and tried it (E3) 

- First I started with a friend of mine, she has a creative background, I’m 

creative, I have the skills for bar management… I have the space… why 

not use it ? (E7) 

- I just studied management, so I cannot describe myself as an artist, or an 

art expert (E1) 

- It was a hobby for both of us, so it was very clear that we could make 

something in this area (E5) 

- Because it’s a bit designy, it attracts a certain kind of people that like or 

understand it (E9) 

- That was really where my heart was, to see development in cities, tackling 

poverty while also incorporating creativity…we wanted to create the space 

for art (E8) 

- You don’t have to have a special form.  In other cities when you have 

something cultural, it has to be in a very certain way [but not here] (E6) 

- It was obviously a very creative time (1990s), everything was possible, it 

still is, in some ways… making the right progress (E9) 

- It’s the mentality of the city, it’s more free will, but it is getting more 

restricted, unfortunately (E7)  

- Sometimes you should invest a little bit to be more active in some political 

questions, we do art not politics, but we do believe that art could really 

answer some questions (E2) 

- I have to like it, otherwise I won’t be able to sell it, I have to sell it with a 

smile (E3) 

- Every art that is kind of discriminating, we would not show here (E6) 

- Berlin can be hyper-tolerant, [but] a lot of stuff that’s offensive or 

grotesque is also not good quality, so we can cut it out by the quality line. 

We [also] book artistic events over any corporate events (E8) 
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Importantly, many of our entrepreneurs stress the importance of their role in the diversity of Berlin, 

and running a ‘safe place’ for the many peoples of the area to come and participate. One 

perspective may be to see their entrepreneurship as a form of subservience against social resistance 

to new and integrative ideas (Berglund & Gaddefors, 2010; Bureau & Zander, 2014). The form of 

innovative creativity in the minds of these entrepreneurs is not the sort to disrupt industries or 

advance technical ability, but instead focuses on a form of social innovation (Lisetchi & Brancu, 

2014), by bringing together different elements of society. Critically, there are no explicit social 

objectives here, as in a conceptualisation of social entrepreneurship (Peredo & McLean, 2006), 

but our entrepreneurs have the idea that they “want to make it special” (E7), as if realising a higher 

purpose, from the political to the humanitarian. 

Once a month there’s a queer creations evening, there are a couple of trans events… 

there’s a set of shared values around queer events… we also have occasional refugee 

events, it’s just hard to see it as a separate process (E2) 

 

Economic rationale is thus quite distant from our entrepreneurs’ constructed identity. In this 

context, entrepreneurship is very unlike that implied by Shane and Venkataraman’s (2000) views 

on economic opportunity. A novel, more culturally-led entrepreneurship comes to the fore, one 

which responds directly to the perceived needs of the local community, and adopts the behavioural 

norms and expectations of this community appropriately (Welter, 2006).   

As part of their context-specific entrepreneurial agenda, our entrepreneurs’ role in the creative 

scene is also examined. There appears to be an initial ‘induction’ to artistic cultures, via hobby or 

creative partners and connections. Our entrepreneurs think of themselves as bringing this creative 

character of Berlin out. In this sense, they may act as cultural gatekeepers, determining the value 

of cultural production, allowing exposure to commercial markets (Currid, 2007). Individuals at the 

genesis of artistic production are able to exchange ideas, via the platform our entrepreneurs create, 

to build reputation and impact in the cultural community (Heebels & Van Aalst, 2010). As 

gatekeepers, they represent the field to the wider community, in an interactive process of cultural 

production (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). However, some support is found for Fillis and Rentschler’s 

(2010) notion that this process is not always liner. Our entrepreneurs also feel that they are part of 

the creativity of the scene as they rationalise their role, not as an artist, but in the production and 

consumption of the final output (Neff et al., 2005). 

These people (customers attracted to the store) have open minds and they come to the 

shop and they buy the furniture, most are looking and are fascinated (E5) 

I wouldn’t call myself an artist… we are not the artists ourselves, but we have the 

space… I think artists should have the idea themselves, I’m more reproducing (E6) 

 

However, there is also a sense that these intermediary actors in the creative process have more of 

an active impact than simply transmitting the intentions of the cultural producers. Our 

entrepreneurs filter which creative ideas are permitted to pass through their enterprise, not on lines 

of usefulness or value, as seen with technology entrepreneurs (Gemmell et al., 2012), but instead, 

seem to accept or decline cultural production against their own innate beliefs, even ideologies. 

From a mixed embeddedness perspective, it seems our entrepreneurs do indeed see the artist 
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enclave as a resource of “very interesting people” (E2), however, it could be suggested that they 

also see their role as one of control over what is accepted for consumption by the broader 

community. Perhaps this is connected to the saturation of artistic Berlin, a point raised by many of 

our entrepreneurs. The intermediary figure may act as a quality control on what would otherwise 

be a creative free-for-all, some form of structure and consistency in an otherwise transient and 

purposefully unstructured artistic community.  

Every place [has become] replaceable, there are too many artists here. There is a vibe, 

but there’s also too many of them here (E7) 

8 Conclusions 

We borrow from the literature on ethnic minority entrepreneurship and apply a mixed 

embeddedness lens to our research problem, the limited economic growth of Berlin’s vibrant and 

well-regarded creative industries. Economic theory on the development of urban areas through 

creative clustering does not explain such a situation. However, by answering Lange et al.’s (2008) 

call to greater understand how the creative scene in Berlin functions, we uncover various 

interactions and roles to provide us with an alternative explanation for this economic puzzle. We 

find a key role in the commercialisation and growth of cultural producers in the Berlin scene to be 

that of the intermediary. These firms, often hybrid in nature, grapple with a dual purpose, to 

maintain a commercially viable enterprise, while also achieving their goals of artistic and cultural 

inclusion. We find entrepreneurs in these businesses to exist at the nexus of the artistic and market-

based cultures. However, as opposed to providing a necessary translation of creative artefact to 

commercial product, they appear to interact greatly with their social and spatial context and as 

such take on a somewhat novel approach to entrepreneurial behavior.  

The cultural agenda of these crucial enterprises looms large in how they conduct their business, 

the cultural needs of ‘place’ identity dominant any individualised economic goals (Dana et al., 

2014). This is manifest in the decisions they take, for instance: on which cultural productions to 

include in their offering; which types of people they cater for; and the often politicised ideas on 

which causes should be represented. As a result, the key enablers of Berlin’s creative industries 

de-prioritize economic goals in order to focus on what they see as their responsibility for 

maintaining the quality and direction of Berlin’s creative soul. 

Our key contribution here lies in the use of mixed embeddedness to uncover an entrepreneurial 

character ill-explained by traditional economic theory. Our creative entrepreneurs are driven by a 

multitude of often conflicting issues, many of which appear as a direct reaction to what they 

interpret as cultural, even societal issues. Thus we advance our understanding of entrepreneurship 

in the creative industries beyond that of the commercialised individual artist, or even that of a 

network of value-adding processes, to something that is more ideologically determined. A 

phenomenon that reacts to its surrounding, and in doing so, plays an active role in shaping it.  

Any work of this nature has many limitations, foremost of these is that we cannot claim to have 

represented all aspects of Berlin’s artistic scene. However, with the staged approach to research 

design, we have been able to uncover a curiosity of entrepreneurial behaviour at what we see as a 

crucial point of the creative process. Future works, however, may wish to look more closely at 

those cultural producers firmly embedded in artistic enclaves. From our ethnographical sketch 

there are suggestions that these individuals actively avoid engaging with commercial structures, 

however, more investigation is needed here, particularly in terms of what this means for the 

creative scene as a whole. Moreover, there are many suggestions in our data and the extant 
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literature that Berlin’s creative scene is unique, but it would be interesting to examine how the 

nature of creative entrepreneurship differs with setting. Would other seemingly creative cities 

harbour the same entrepreneurial mix in terms of embeddedness?  

While our findings cannot be generalized to other areas, we have highlighted the role of context, 

and of social embeddedness, lending to calls to move beyond universalistic economic 

understandings of entrepreneurship (Anderson, 2015). This aspect of our findings is likely to be 

replicated elsewhere, but the results for entrepreneurship will depend entirely on the specificities 

of context.  
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