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Designed for the job? An empirical study on the determinants
of design graduates’ work choices
Mariangela Lavanga a, Marco Ferdinando Martorana b, Ellen Loots a and
Esther Nieboera

aErasmus School of History, Culture and Communication, Department of Arts and Culture Studies, Erasmus
University Rotterdam, Rotterdam, The Netherlands; bDepartment of Economics and Business, University of
Catania, Catania, Italy

ABSTRACT
While there is a rich tradition of research into the labour market for
artists, studies of the labour market for designers have only recently
come on stream. This paper examines the factors affecting design
graduates’ work choices, and specifically the proportion of time
they are able or willing to spend working in the field they were
educated. Based on a survey of design graduates in the
Netherlands, we explore the relative importance of three types of
determinants (economic, work-related and socio-demographic)
that influence design graduates’ work choices. We find that next
to degree-related income, the application of creative skills outside
the field of study and job satisfaction play a role. Additionally,
younger and older design graduates combine work in different
ways and for different reasons.
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Portfolio career; designer;
multiple job holding; design
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Introduction

The role of design in society is increasing exponentially (Braun and Lavanga, 2007; Julier,
2017; Sunley et al., 2010; Vinodrai, 2015) and the application of design skills expanded
outside of the design field, mainly following swift technological developments from
the 1980s onward (Davey et al., 2005). Today, the skills of designers are far from being
restricted to the areas of graphic, interior, clothing and product design; instead, they
are being applied to an ever growing range of goods and services, including consultancy,
advertising and public relations (Julier, 2014). Regardless, many designers still aim at
building a career in the design field, as an employee, freelancer and/or entrepreneur.
Design, as other creative industries, has low entry barriers and a labour market character-
ised by oversupply. Work in the creative industries has two faces. On the one hand, it is
vocation-driven, meaning that making a living out of creative and autonomous work is
rewarding and enjoyable (i.e. Neff, 2012). On the other hand, the nature of creative
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work is precarious, implying uncertainty and threats to people’s mental health and well-
being (i.e. Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2013; McRobbie, 2016).

Evidence shows that in the concurrent design industry, designers gain a comparative
advantage when broadening their scope and skills towards a variety of sectors, acting as
knowledge brokers or intermediaries. Design in this sense is like other business services
where a constant interaction or co-creation happens between the designer and the
client (Julier, 2017; Sunley et al., 2011). In the industry, interpersonal communication, lea-
dership, and organisational skills (so called transferable skills from job to job) are progress-
ively more appreciated as opposed to skills specific to creativity (Comunian et al., 2011).
As an example, business skills appear a prerequisite for designers who run their
businesses; designers who lack those skills are less satisfied with the overall performance
of their ventures, despite their great devotion to the creative side of their jobs (Jacobs
et al., 2016a). In terms of career development and firm development, Jacobs et al.
(2016b) found that only those Belgian furniture designers who dedicate themselves full-
time and as a primary occupation to their businesses managed to have a thriving
business, in contrast with part-timers. While creatives’ focus on quality and survival
rather than on growing and becoming an employer has been explained (Loots & van Wit-
teloostuijn, 2018; Paris & Ben Mahmoud-Jouini, 2019) much scope remains for studies that
analyse designers’ labour markets and the position of designers in such markets.

While there is a rich tradition of research into the labour market for artists in cultural
economics (i.e. recent review by Bille, 2020), cultural sociology (i.e. Hesmondhalgh &
Baker, 2013) and related fields of study (i.e. McRobbie, 2016), studies of the labour
market for designers have only recently come on stream. For example, studies of “bohe-
mian graduates” compare designers with other graduates of artistic programmes in the
UK, and find parallels between the labour markets for designers and artists: (a) low
average salaries are commonplace and not dependent on the level of education, (b)
designers as well artists have multiple jobs within and outside the creative field (Comu-
nian et al., 2010, 2011; Faggian et al. 2013). Furthermore, scholars have analysed the tran-
sition from education to the labour market, and specifically the role of human capital in
that transition. For example, Towse (2010) highlights the importance of experience, repu-
tation and awards over certificates and diplomas and the fact that many artists are self-
taught. In a longitudinal study on artists’ income development and survival rate, Bille
and Jensen (2018) find that education matters differently across creative industries.

The aim of the paper is to empirically study the determinants that affect the proportion
of time that design graduates devote to work related to their field of study. We combine
descriptive statistics with an explanatory regression analysis using data drawn from a
survey conducted in 2015 among design graduates (graphic, fashion, interior, or
product design and architecture) in the Netherlands. Two notions are frequently used
throughout the paper. The first is “design”, which in our paper involves the fields of
fashion, graphic (including advertising), interior and product design, and architecture
(KEA, 2006). A second notion is that of a “designer”, who is a person graduated at one
of the design or architecture departments of an Art Academy, Design Academy or Tech-
nical University, in line with other studies of “bohemian graduates” (Comunian et al., 2010,
2011; Faggian et al., 2013). To analyse the designers’ labour market, we build on the fra-
mework developed by Throsby and Zednik (2011) who divides the work by artists into
three categories: creative, arts-related, and non-arts work. In addition, we split the first
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category of creative work into two subcategories: work that is directly related to the field
of study (“degree-related work”) and work that is not directly related to the field of study
but still situated within the cultural and creative industries. Designers can work in a broad
range of fields. This stretches from work that is related to the designers’ field of study,
which we define as “degree-related” work (i.e. a fashion design graduate who works as
a fashion designer in a fashion company), over work within the creative industries (i.e.
a fashion design graduate who works as a curator in a museum), to art-related work
(i.e. a fashion design who works in education) and work in other sectors (i.e. a fashion
design graduate who works as a car dealer or as a waiter).

Scholars tend to disagree on the reasons why creative graduates would work outside
their core creative fields. A majority voice the opinion that working outside a creative
field is out of economic necessity and in order to survive (Menger, 2001; Throsby &
Zednik, 2011). Other scholars have suggested that the typical portfolio career entails
working in domains other than the creative industries, because this is beneficial for broad-
ening skills and opportunities in the labour market, and because it may increase workers’
satisfaction and wellbeing (Handy, 1985, 1995; Throsby & Zednik, 2011). Our paper
wishes to contribute to a better understanding of the labour market for designers by inves-
tigating the ability vs willingness enigma as well as the push vs pull dichotomy (in other
words, is it by necessity or by choice that designers combine working in different fields?).
The creative industries are highly competitive, and entry barriers are low, thus we might
expect that designers are urged to take up multiple jobs similarly to many artists,
pushed by the lack of income from degree-related activities in their respective fields. Yet,
designers possess different skills compared with artists; skills that have been said to also
be applicable in a variety of fields. Therefore, we would expect that designers deliberately
choose for a diverse career-portfolio and are pulled by the attractiveness of applying their
skills in different fields. This is of fundamental relevance because design education is being
reframed worldwide to increase the crossover with other disciplines (i.e. special issues on
“Design Education” in the She Ji: The Journal of Design, Economics and Innovation).

The article is structured as follows. First, we review theories on artists labour markets:
we zoom on human capital theory, the work preference model of artists, bohemian gradu-
ates’ labour market, the portfolio careers and multiple job holding. Secondly, we describe
our data collection, descriptive statistics, and statistical model. Thirdly, we discuss the
results of our regression model that explains the determinants that affect the proportion
of time that design graduates devote to work related to their field of study. Finally, we
draw our conclusions and avenues for future research.

Theory

Human capital theory

Human capital theory assumes that education, training, and experience construct a
bundle of knowledge and skills that positively contributes to someone’s productivity
and therefore also income (Becker, 1964). At least two aspects of human capital in the
case of artists challenge the general theory. One is the predominance of innate abilities
such as talent and creativity in relation to the earning power of artists (Towse, 2010). In
line with this reasoning, talent and creativity contribute more to success or higher
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income than education and training. Certificates and diplomas seem to play a less impor-
tant role in the artists’ labour market where many artists are self-taught and where the
"winner-take-all" (or “superstar”) theory dominates (i.e. Rosen, 1981; Caves, 2000;
Rengers, 2002). Rewards come on the basis of how good artists are compared to
others. Experience, reputation, and awards are more central (Bille, 2020).

Another aspect of human capital theory hard to apply to the arts relates to the distinc-
tion the theory makes between general and specific training. General training is the
formal training that generates skills that can be extensively applied. Specific training,
also referred to as “on-the-job training”, is the training provided by, and to the benefits
of, an employer. Within the creative industries, where short-term work and self-employ-
ment are the dominant working modes (Caves, 2000), the idea of “a particular employer”
who wants to invest in the training of its employees is not the norm. Therefore, the
general premises underlying human capital theory do not seem to apply to the case of
the arts. However, in the case of design, training on the job “under leading charismatic
designers was seen as the only effective way to acquire design knowledge” (Sunley
et al., 2011, p. 384). Sunley et al. (2011) refer to a common complaint among design
firms in the UK. Design graduates lack appropriate human capital. “Despite a large
supply, highly talented young designers are very hard to find and the majority of
young applicants do not meet the skills standards firms would wish” (Sunley et al.,
2011, p. 384). There is a broad belief that the quality of design education has fallen,
with a higher number of students, increased class sizes and less craft-like labs. In sum,
education, training, and experience seem to matter for design work, but how and to
what extent seem unknown. Looking at longitudinal data of artists’ income development
and survival rate, Bille and Jensen (2018) find that artistic education for actors, musicians,
writers, and journalists has a significant impact on their career, while this is not the case
for artists and dancers. In a similar vein, Bille (2020, p. 51) expects that “an artistic edu-
cation can have a significant impact on artists’ careers owing to the importance of tech-
nical skills, networks and signalling effects, but with important industry differences”.

The “work preference” model of artists

As a result of the enduring oversupply of artists, artists have been found to face low earn-
ings compared with workers that possess similar education levels and skills (Alper &
Wassall, 2006). The fact that they are willing to succumb lower earnings is explained by
the “work preference model” which encompasses the idea that an artist has an enormous
drive to create and will maximise the time s/he is able to devote to artistic creation under
the constraint of earning an income of a sufficiently high level (Throsby, 1994).

The trade-off in this model is between the working time in and out of the arts, as
opposed to the trade-off of working time and leisure time that is generally considered
in economic models (Towse, 2010). In the work preference model, an artist will seek
the optimal combination of work inside and outside the arts in order to establish an
acceptable income out of multiple jobs (Menger, 1999; Throsby, 1996). The main hypoth-
esis in the work preference model is that artists are intrinsically motivated to engage in
their primary artistic occupation, and they will maximise the time spent on arts work.
Hence, artists generally have a higher job satisfaction compared to non-artists, and
psychic benefits play a key role for their preference towards arts work (Bille et al., 2013;
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Steiner & Schneider, 2013). The work preference model has been criticised on the basis
that it is unable to fully explain why highly remunerated artists are also working
outside the arts, and why a skewed income distribution towards the younger can be
found in the labour market for artists (Rengers, 2002). However, still few empirical appli-
cations of the work preference model exist (Bille, 2020).

Bohemian graduates

A number of thought-provoking studies on the topic of “bohemian graduates” has
expanded the insights in the transitions from school to work life for those graduates
who obtained degrees in subjects such as “the creative arts, performing arts, design,
mass communications, multimedia, software design and engineering, music recording
and technology, architecture and landscape design” (Comunian & Faggian, 2011, p. 191).
While bohemian graduates are sometimes considered to be vital to local economic
growth (Stolarick & Florida, 2006), they generally experience difficult career paths. In the
UK, only about half of the bohemian graduates can find a job in the creative field or a crea-
tive job outside their respective sectors. Furthermore, bohemian graduates take up only
40% of the total number of creative occupations, while the remaining 60% is being occu-
pied by workers with other degrees. The struggle that bohemian graduates face on the
labour market has been explained by the range of skills that creative jobs require next to
mere creative skills, and the mismatch between bohemian graduates’ occupations and
qualifications (Comunian et al., 2010). Indeed, the creative industries have longer been
typified as environments in which creative occupations ask for creative and non-creative
skills, or for “humdrum” tasks (Caves, 2000). In addition, the self-perception of many
artists asmisfits for other activities besides creative ones leads to a “negative self-selection”
process that causes artists relatively more likely to end up with non-artistic jobs that are
badly paid, such as those of a waiter, cashier or taxi driver (Abbing, 2002).

Portfolio careers and multiple job holding

Many artists do not perceive their career as stationary, but as a collage of projects, jobs, edu-
cational experiences, and skills (Throsby & Zednik, 2011). As such, artists’ careers are exemp-
lary of the “portfolio career”, a notion coined by Handy (1985) to depict a career as the
aggregate of paid, unpaid, voluntary work and non-work activities, or “a collection of
different bits and pieces of work for different clients” (Handy, 1995, p. 249). Compelled to
a portfolio career, workers should be proactive, self-directed, self-validated, self-initiated,
network-oriented (Inkson, 2006) and “able to anticipate emerging trends and transform
their skills and attitudes to accommodate such changes” (Niles et al., 2002, p. 11). In the
arts, where fixed contracts and long-term employment are rare and portfolio careers predo-
minant, artists can try to find security in “employability” (Bridgstock, 2005) or becoming
mobile and entrepreneurial workers (Peel & Inkson, 2004). Portfolio careers bring along a rela-
tive increase in the risk and responsibilities that workers experience, as well as in emotions
such as autonomy, uncertainty, and social isolation (Clinton et al., 2006; Peel & Inkson, 2004).

Artists have longer been recognised to hold multiple jobs in order to cope with the
risks and uncertainties within their labour market (Menger, 1999) and to combine
different types of work: creative work, arts-related work (including teaching and
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management tasks in artistic organisations) and non-art-related work (Throsby & Zednik,
2011). The general assumption underlying the phenomenon of multiple job-holding, is
that artists do jobs that are not directly related to their core creative skills out of
financial necessity (Abbing, 2002). For example, Throsby and Zednik (2011) find that
economic and income-related motives are the main reason why Australian artists take
on work in non-artistic fields next to their art work, especially when there is no partner
to rely on (Abbing, 2002). In particular, younger and freelancing artists succeed in
using their creative skills outside the arts (Throsby & Zednik, 2011). Taken together, the
evidence is incomplete, the phenomenon of multiple job-holding has not been explored
in the case of designers, and studying the topic of skills in relation to creatives’ ability and/
or willingness to work in a specific labour market can grow our understanding.

Data and methods

Data

In 2015, 239 participants took part in an online survey distributed among design gradu-
ates (graphic, fashion, interior, or product design and architecture) in the Netherlands.1

The survey entailed 33 questions around four themes. Next to socio-demographic and
work-related questions such as experience level, experienced unemployment, and experi-
enced job changes, one section contained questions about multiple job-holding, the dis-
tribution of working hours in different categories of work (in the field of study, outside the
field of study but within the artistic field, arts-related and non-arts related), and the
respondents’ actual and ideal allocation of work across these categories. A third section
about income and its distribution was structured quite similarly. The last section entailed
questions of the distribution of working time, divided in working time in a respondents’
field of study or not, and in different activities (creative, supporting, business, managerial
and entrepreneurial activities).2 Possible respondents were approached via alumni net-
works of Art and Design Academies and Technical Universities in the Netherlands, pro-
fessional associations and social media including LinkedIn and Facebook. A final
sample size of 191 valid and complete responses was judged satisfactory in light of an
estimated population of about 65,000–66,000 designers in the Netherlands and the
formula by Krejcie and Morgan (1970).3 While we cannot draw conclusions on the repre-
sentativeness of our sample, it appears as if the fields of fashion, interior, product design
and architecture could be somewhat overrepresented, while graphic design underrepre-
sented, if compared with estimates4 of 2007 and 2011.

Multiple job-holders
The phenomenon of multiple job-holding is present in our sample: 66 graduates have
multiple jobs. Fashion, graphic and interior designers are found more frequently mul-
tiple-job-holders compared to product designers and architects (Table 1). Multiple jobs-
holders find most of these jobs in their fields of study.

Distribution of work time
The average workweek of the designers in our sample counts 41.6 reported hours. On
average, most time is spent on degree-related work (26.4 h), followed by work within
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the creative industries (6.4 h), work in other sectors (5.4 h) and art-related work (3.4 h). The
average proportion of degree-related work vis-à-vis total work (the ratio of working hours
in the field of study on total working hours) is 61.2%. A median value of 75.5% indicates
that the median observed respondent spends three quarters of her/his time on degree-
related work, which is considerable higher than the average respondent and implies
that the sample is negatively skewed with a long tail of low scores pulling down the
mean value (Field, 2009).

Work preference
Over half of the graduates in architecture and product design seem to be able to commit
themselves full-time to their degree-related work (respectively 52.8% and 67.5% from the
sample, Table 4). In contrast, less than 30% graduates in fashion, interior and graphic
design have a full-time occupation in degree-related work. It may not come as a surprise
that the proportion of graduates in fashion, interior, graphic and product design willing
to spend more time on their degree-related work (>40%) is higher than that of
architecture graduates (26%) who alreary seem spending most time on their degree-
related work. Yet, over the entire sample, a proportion of 30.8% design graduates prefers
a work-life that consists of only degree-related work. This percentage is lower than the
actual share of graduates (33.3%) who work full-time in degree-related work. In fashion
design, product design and architecture, the proportion of graduates that are working
full time in their creative field exceeds that of those who prefer to do so (Table 2).

Distribution of income
Across the different fields of design (Table 3), architecture graduates spend the highest
average proportions of their working time to degree-related work (70.6%), and fashion
design graduates the lowest proportions (43.0%). The proportion of degree-related
income on their total income is 76% and 34% respectively. By comparing the proportions
of time spent on degree-related work with the proportion of income generated from
degree-related work, we learn about the financial efficiency of a job, or the extent to
which a job contributes to someone’s income. As shown in Table 3, only architecture
graduates obtain higher proportions of their income from work related to their degree
vis-à-vis the time spent on it. In contrast, all other design graduates (fashion, interior,
graphic and, at the verge, also product design) require relatively more time spent on
degree-related work vis-à-vis the respective proportions of income coming from that
work. In other words, the average fashion, interior, graphic and product design graduate
“subsidises” her/his degree-related work through other income-generating activities. In

Table 1. Multiple job-holders by design subfield (N = 182).

Field Sample Field
Frequency % of sample % of subsample (sector)

Fashion 7 3.8 58.3
Graphic 12 6.6 46.2
Interior 20 11.0 43.5
Product 12 6.6 26.7
Architecture 15 8.2 20.7
Total 66 36.3
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the case of architecture graduates, it is the other way around: they make enough money
with their job as an architect, to be able to do other work as well. Of course, all these are
average values, and in a highly skilled job several factors other than time affect income as
well, such as good reputation, experience, and the risk willing to be taken.

Table 4. Overview of the variables in the model.
Name Type Description/computation Obs Mean Sd Min Max

Degree-related work
(DRW)

R Number of working hours related to the
field of study/ total number of
working hours

163 .612535 .3849294 0 1

Income study (INC_STU) R Percentage of income that comes from
degree-related work

163 .58 .4266927 0 1

Education (EDU) D Highest level of education:
Bachelor = 0
Master, PhD = 1

163 .5337423 .5003975 0 1

Self-employment (SELF) D Self-employed:
No = 0
Yes = 1

163 .5582822 .4981219 0 1

Multiple jobholder
(M_JOB)

D Multiple jobholder:
No = 0
Yes = 1

163 .3680982 .4837745 0 1

Creative skills not related
to the field of study
(WO_CRE_RA)

R Number of working hours spent on
creative activities outside the field of
study/ total number of working hours
outside the field of study

163 .1557865 .2775011 0 1

Satisfaction (W_SAT) R 1 – (real number of working hours
related to the field of study/ real
number of working hours – ideal
number of working hours related to
the field of study/ ideal number of
working hours)

163 .8157441 .2458832 0 1

Gender (GEN) D Gender:
Male = 0
Female = 1

163 .4969325 .5015314 0 1

Age (AGE) D Age:
Until 30 = 0
31 and up = 1

163 .5766871 .4956067 0 1

Residency (RES) D Place of residency:
City with creative educational
institution = 0
Other = 1

163 .3435583 .4763592 0 1

Marital Status (MAR) D Marital status:
Single, relationship = 0
Living together, married = 1

163 .6134969 .4884487 0 1

Children (CHI) D Participants’ number of children:
None = 0
One or more = 1

163 .3496933 .4783426 0 1

Source: our computation.

Table 2. Actual and preferred working time spent on degree-related work in % (N = 171).
Time Fashion Graphic Interior Product Architecture Sample

Actual working time degree-related:
Less than 100% 72.7 82.6 72.7 32.5 47.2 66.7
100% 27.3 17.4 27.3 67.5 52.8 33.3
Preferred working time degree-related:
Less than real working time 27.3 21.7 27.3 15.0 24.5 22.8
The same working time 27.3 30.4 25.0 42.5 49.1 37.4
More than real working time 45.5 47.8 47.7 42.5 26.4 39.8
Preference of 100% degree-related working time 18.2 21.2 29.5 25.6 43.4 30.8
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Model

In order to examine the determinants of design graduates’ degree-related work (DRW), or
in other words, the proportion of time design graduates spend on work in the field where
they received education, we propose a model in which the time allocation for a given
design graduate is determined by three groups of influences, namely economic, work-
related and socio-demographic, which can all be operationalised in manifold ways
(Table 4). Multiple linear regression analysis enables predicting an outcome variable
from several predictor variables (Field, 2009). We estimate the following:5

DRWi =b0+ b1INC STUi + b2SELFi + b3WO CRE RAi

+ b4W SATi + b5AGEi + b6RESi + b7EDUi

+ b8M JOBi + b9GENi + b10MARi + b11CHIi + 1i

(1)

where the dependent variable, namely the degree-related work or the proportion of time
design graduates spend on work in the field where they received education (DRW) is calcu-
lated by dividing the number of degree-related working hours by the total number of
working hours. As for the independent variables, we include in our model three main cat-
egories of potential determinants, inspired by the empirical work of Throsby and Zednik
(2011) on multiple job holding and artistic careers. Based on a survey of around 1000 Aus-
tralian artists, Throsby and Zednik (2011) investigate the factors that influence the amount
of time artists spend on non-arts work and the extent to which artists are able to apply
their creative skills in industries outside the core arts field. In doing so, they use three
groups of variables: economic factors, work-related factors, and socio-demographic
factors. We followed the same group division but adapted the variables to fit the
purpose of our study. We divide among economic determinants (proportion of income
that come from degree-related work), work-related determinants (levels of education,
self-employment, multiple job-holder, creative skills not related to field of study, satisfac-
tion) and socio-economic determinants (gender, age, place of residence, marital status,
children) to understand the relative importance of those elements in influencing the
work that design graduates take on.6 In particular, following our theory review on deter-
minants of work choices of artists, we addedmultiple job-holder, creative skills not related
to the field of study and satisfaction among the work-related factors. In line with Faggian
et al. (2013), we distinguish between aspects (time, income, skills) related to the field of
study and unrelated to the field of study.

Our main economic determinant, the proportion of income from degree-related work is a
ratio variable calculated by the percentage of total income coming from work related to
the study. Our paper entails several work-related determinants, such as education, self-

Table 3. Distribution of work and income related to study in percentage (N = 164).
Time Fashion Graphic Interior Product Architecture

Proportion of degree-related working time 43.0 58.3 55.3 63.4 70.6
Proportion of degree-related income 34.0 50.8 42.7 62.4 76.0
Ratio of degree-related working time and degree-related income
*

1.26 1.15 1.29 1.02 0.93

Note: * A value >1 implies that proportionately more time is being spent on something, relative to the financial return;
Inversely, a value <1 suggests that the financial return of the work is higher relative to the time devoted to the respect-
ive work.
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employment and multiple job-holding. The work-related satisfaction variable (W_SAT) is
proxied by the distance between the real and ideal time spent on degree-related work.
This variable captures the difference in ratios and in absolute values between the
design graduate’s real number of degree-related working hours divided by the real
number of total working hours, and the ideal number of degree-related working hours
divided by the ideal number of total working hours. The variable is computed as the
complement to the above difference, that is 1 minus the difference. The variable takes
the values between 0 and 1, where 0 stands for minimum satisfaction, and 1 for
maximum satisfaction. An additional work-related variable is creative skills not related to
the field of study (WO_CRE_RA), that is computed as the number of working hours
spent on creative activities outside the field of study divided by the total number of
non-degree-related working hours. By computing ratios, we apply a more fine-grained
measure compared with the dummy variable that Throsby and Zednik (2011) include
to assess individuals’ job-wise application of creative skills outside the arts. SELF is a
dummy variable taking value 1 if the respondent is self-employed. EDU takes value 1 if
the highest level of education is post-graduate and 0 otherwise. M_JOB is a dummy
reflecting whether the design graduate is a multiple jobholder. Finally, we include
several socio-demographic variables such as gender, age, place of residency, marital
status, and the number of children. Table 4 summarises the variables.

We estimate model (1) by OLS. However, given that the dependent variable is a frac-
tion, a linear functional form might miss nonlinearities and also OLS predictions might
fall outside the unit interval, thus a fractional response model would be preferable
(Papke & Wooldridge, 2008). Therefore, we follow the quasi-likelihood method proposed
by Papke andWooldridge (1996) in the GLM framework, and estimate Equation (1) using a
probit model for the conditional means, and compute the average marginal effects to
compare results with those from OLS.

Discussion of the results

Table 5 reports the results of our regression analysis, in which we explain the determi-
nants of how much time a design graduate spends on work related to her/his diploma.
The baseline estimates are in Column (1). Four variables are found to have significant
effects on the dependent variable, or degree-related work time: degree-related income
(p < .001), creative skills not related to the field of study (p < .001), work satisfaction (p
< .001), and age (p < .05).

First, degree-related income is positively related to degree-related work (B = .642; p
= .000). This may appear as an expected result, because under normal circumstances
someone’s income from any activity is highly reliant on the amount of time (s)he is
able to spend on this activity. However, in the arts and design, quite some portfolio
work is unpaid or underpaid and many creatives have been found to subsidise their crea-
tive work by income from other sources (Abbing, 2002; Throsby & Zednik, 2011). As such,
the predictor makes a meaningful contribution to the model and suggests that design
graduates, even under the conditions of relatively lower incomes, are striving to work
in the field they were educated in. This implies that non-pecuniary rewards, or
psychic income, may influence the decision to pursue a degree-related job. Second,
time spent on non-degree-related creative work is negatively associated with time
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spent on degree-related work (B =−.177; p = .001). This finding may reveal a substi-
tution effect between degree-related work and creative work outside her/his field of
study. This finding relates to the idea of the portfolio career (Handy, 1985, 1995). It
shows that design graduates are able and willing to apply creative skills outside
their core creative field. Third, satisfaction is positive and significant (B = .458; p
= .000). This is in line with the literature that finds a relation between bohemian gradu-
ates’ satisfaction and the time spent on work in line with their creative education
(Faggian et al., 2013).

We observe a negative relationship between age and degree-related work (B =−.084;
p = .026). The older respondents in our survey (+30 years of age) appear to spend less time
on degree-related work. This result may appear counterintuitive, and in contrast with
human capital theory that would suggest that when skills and experience of graduates
build up, they would spend more time in degree-related work. Yet, a negative relationship
could indicate that, in contrast with younger design graduates, older ones would need or
prefer doing non-degree-related work. Our result would reflect a need if, for example,
designers who graduated before the financial crisis of 2008 (+30 years age in 2015) lost
their degree-related work and were daunted to find other work that they kept on
doing. In the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis, for example, there was a
serious drop in commissions for architects and many architecture studios had to lay
down staff or went bankrupt (Priemus, 2010). Inversely, it could also reflect that

Table 5. Regression estimation: degree-related work.
(1) (2)

VARIABLES OLS (DRW) Fractional probit (DRW)

INC_STUD 0.642 2.214[0.488]
(0.053)*** (0.189)***

SELF 0.010 0.050[0.011]
(0.036) (0.147)

WO_CRE_RA −0.177 −0.725[−0.160]
(0.055)*** (0.202)***

W_SAT 0.458 1.990[.0438]
(0.093)*** (0.341)***

AGE −0.084 −0.478[−0.105]
(0.037)** (0.171)***

RES 0.033 0.089[0.020]
(0.034) (0.145)

EDU −0.042 −0.141[−0.031]
(0.035) (0.142)

M_JOB −0.042 −0.090[0.020]
(0.038) (0.148)

GEN 0.043 0.223[0.049]
(0.034) (0.151)

MAR 0.018 0.075[0.016]
(0.036) (0.152)

CHI −0.007 −0.029[−0.006]
(0.048) (0.174)

Constant 0.404 −0.162
(0.072)*** (0.242)

Observations 163 163
R-squared 0.749
Adjusted R-squared 0.731
F statistic 40.98
Pseudo R-Squared 0.408

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; Average marginal effects in squared brackets; ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.
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younger graduates (those who graduated in the post financial crisis period) experienced
an easier transition to the labour market for design compared with their older peers,
something that was fostered by means of, for example, Erasmus+ Traineeship Programme
of the European Union. A second explanation for the negative relationship between age
and degree-related work would lie in respondents’ actual choices for work in a non-
degree-related field. In line with this rationale, older design graduates would prefer a
diverse portfolio of jobs over executing their degree-related work, possibly because
they recognise the benefits of that. Older design graduates may have built a reputation,
combined with stability of income, that allowed them to apply their skills in different ways
in jobs outside their initial areas of expertise. They may be seeking for additional chal-
lenges, willing to share knowledge in teaching positions, asked to take up paid panel
memberships or consultancy tasks, all exemplifying a portfolio by choice. If we consider
age as a proxy of experience,7 it appears that experience does not lead to more time spent
on degree-related work (specialism), but rather to more diversity of work. Younger design
graduates may not be prepared to take the risk of applying their skills otherwise, as they
may prioritise building a reputation via specialisation (Clinton et al., 2006; Peel & Inkson,
2004).

Finally, our results hold when estimating model (1) through a fractional response
model as shown in Column (2). Overall, the magnitude of the effect of significant covari-
ates is comparable with the one from OLS.

Conclusions

In the present article we examined the determinants of design graduates’ work prefer-
ences, or the proportion of time they are able or willing to spend on degree-related
work. To deepen our understanding and to pinpoint whether it is a matter of ability
or willingness, we combined descriptive statistics with an explanatory regression analy-
sis. We find that next to the economic aspect (degree-related income), the application
of creative skills outside the field of study, job satisfaction, and respondents’ age are
influential. Possessing skills other than creative skills has previously been shown to
lead to relatively higher job satisfaction, namely in designers that possess business
skills and run their own businesses (Jacobs et al., 2016a). In order to grow a business
in design, however, time is needed (Jacobs et al., 2016b), and here we observe a
paradox: the older designers in our sample appear to spend less time on degree-
related work compared with younger generations, whereas precisely older designers
could possess the business skills and experience to scale up their ventures. Our
results seem to suggest that combining degree-related work with other work is a
choice of older designers, possibly and partially so because it allows them to
develop and employ other, transferable skills (Handy, 1985, 1995; Throsby & Zednik,
2011).

Methodologically, our paper gives a picture of the determinants of design graduates’
work choices in the period after the global financial crisis of 2008, when design education
started to being reframed. Thus it can provide a reference point for future research into
the dynamics and changes in the designers’ labour market. Data are drawn from a survey
conducted in 2015 among design graduates (graphic, fashion, interior, or product design
and architecture) in the Netherlands. Our methodological approach can be replicated and
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applied to other creative sectors and while the empirical strategy does not allow to infer
causality, it still offers a picture of the key determinants of design graduates’work choices.
Additionally, while we get a hint of the distinction in different domains within the broad
field of design (in particularly the distinct position of architecture graduates), our analyses
do not disentangle the nature and origins of the differentiation among the variety of
design graduates. Questionnaires are a good tool to ask graduates about their activities,
choices, and underlying motivations. They offer a direct validation of their decisions,
instead of indirectly deriving their choices from aggregate data from statistical bureaus.
One of the limitations of the data collection is the self-selecting aspect of the sample
which may reduce the generalisation of the results.

From our findings, some practice implications follow, especiallyfor design education.
Our results show that design graduates are able and willing to apply creative skills
outside their core creative field. A positive relationship between satisfaction and time
spent on degree-related work is also present. Furthemore, we find that older respondents
in our sample (+30 years of age) appear to spend less time on degree-related work com-
pared with younger graduates. Since our data collection in 2015, design education has
increasingly been moving away from product design to experience, service and
interactive design, and, more recentely, towards systemic level design (see, for
example, Meyer & Norman, 2020, on the changes in design education and Voûte et al.,
2020, on the changes at TU/delft in the Netherlands). Our results point out that monitor-
ing the careers of design graduates is of strategic importance especially given that design
education is going through radical changes. If more design graduates develop portfolio
careers by choice, education needs to adapt and better prepare students for self-employ-
ment, resilience and a broader range of collaborative and communication skills.

The question regarding the position of designers in the labour market is a fascinating
one. To what extent can we expect design labour to become less precarious than other
forms of creative labour? Applying skills outside the design field is on the rise as
design becomes more and more intertwined with different industries. Working across
different sectors may require access to larger and more diverse networks, entrepreneurial
mindsets, lifelong learning activities to update skills, and brokerage and intermediation
competences to continuously adapt to different working environments. However, the
resources, capabilities and opportunities may not be equitably distributed (Frenette
et al., 2018).

Some avenues for future research can be drawn to better understand the human
capital and skills that designers need today and will need tomorrow, the extent to
which resources and capabilities are distributed among design students and graduates,
and what policy and education can do to enhance schooling and work opportunities,
equity and fairness in the designers’ labour market. In the future, industry-specific
research could deepen our understanding on how portfolio careers in different design
disciplines may take a variety of forms and may imply diverse levels of risk, but also of
satisfaction. A follow-up survey of design graduates in the period of post Covid-19 can
shed light on (a) the impacts that a renewed design education has on careers and
earning opportunities, (b) the location and mobility patterns of design graduates (i.e.
the role of larger cities in comparison with smaller ones), (c) the role of design interme-
diaries in career development (i.e. design weeks, design prizes, design museums), and
(d) the disparities and inequalities that may be hidden in the designers’ labour market.
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Finally, taking a more longitudinal approach may lead to a better understanding of
designers’ career development, the impact of crises, the role of design graduates in chan-
ging and shaping the labour market itself and the ways in which they (re)organise their
work.

Notes

1. The survey was distributed using the online survey tool Qualtrix. The data were collected
anonymously in the period April-May 2015. An introductory text to the online survey
explained that data would be used for research purposes and anonymity is guaranteed.

2. The questionnaire can be retrieved upon simple request.
3. A sample size of 195 would allow for a confidence level of 95% and error margins of 7%.
4. A research by Koops et al. (2011) for Premsela (the former Dutch Institute for Design and

Fashion) investigates the position of Dutch designers in 2007-2009. The report indicates
that 54,700 designers work in the fields of fashion, graphic and product design in the Nether-
lands. In architecture, 12,124 architects were officially registered in 2007 (Architectendata,
2007). This group can be subdivided into architects (9,142), urban designers (664), garden
and landscape architects (644) and interior designers (1,674). Taken together, the entire
group accounts for 65,224 designers. The number corresponds with a study by the Dutch
Statistical Office on artists and other creative graduates (CBS, 2014). It indicates that 55%
of creatives in 2011 are involved in a design field. The group of designers is estimated at
66,000 persons. The largest group are graphic and multimedia designers (43,000) followed
by architects (interior architects included, 15,000).

5. We apply a backward stepwise method to identify and eliminate unnecessary covariates so as
to select the parsimonious model with the relatively highest goodness of fit in combination
with the relatively lowest number of variables (Field, 2009). The final specification includes 11
regressors out of an initial set of 19. Usual OLS diagnostics such as the Shapiro-Wilk test for
normality of residuals, the Breush-Pagan test of heteroskedasticity, the computation of var-
iance inflation factors for independent variables to test for multicollinearity, and the specifi-
cation link test support this choice. However, our main results are robust to different
specifications of the model. Estimates from the excluded specifications are available upon
request.

6. Throsby and Zednik (2011, p. 15) use three groups of variables to predict the proportion of
working time spent on non-arts work: “economic factors (expected income from creative,
arts-related and non-arts work); work-related factors (degree of establishment as an artist,
the artist’s employment arrangement for creative practice, the artist’s unemployment experi-
ence); and socio-demographic factors (gender, age, education and training, location, house-
hold circumstances and importance of spouse’s or partner’s income for supporting the artist’s
creative work)”.

7. We can consider age as a proxy of experience with some care: measures that include the
accumulated time spent on degree-related work would be better-suited.
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