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Nice to meet you! We’re Dream Siren :)

A bit about our mission + this challenge… 

We believe it’s high time we ditch the “starving” and “flakey” artist pigeonholes in favor of the 
productive, encouraging paradigm we deserve. Dream Siren exists to eliminate culture gaps and 
crush stigmas that inhibit creative people when doing business. This challenge is part of our solution. 
The goal of The stARTup Challenge is to introduce artists to core business and marketing concepts in 
a way that’s dead simple over eight weekly assignments––at a price of Zero. Zip. Nada. 

Are you ready to slay at business?

Welcome to our completely FREE stARTup challenge! 

Talking to artists all over the world, we often caught ourselves commiserating. It seems artist-specific 
business training is seriously lacking in typical art school programs. What’s more, independent 

training programs tend to focus on jargon-filled materials or bottom-line gains, which really don’t 
speak to us as creatives. Many come across as sales-y or like recipes for selling out.  

Let’s fix that. Yay! This is a marvelous time where tools, automation, apps, and services abound.  
Each week, we’ll cover a single aspect of working real-deal business savvy into your creative work. 

You’ll get encouragement and an assignment to help you gain confidence about your new skills.  

Level up, super creatively.

Make the most of this series, and work that confidence!  

We hope you embrace this challenge as a kick in the pants and get a running start! If you loved the 
experience, check out creator Alex Vale’s other free materials and projects! Mention @beyouanywhere 
on Instagram, or @hellodreamsiren on Twitter #stARTupChallengeSlays 

Of course let us know what you got out of the challenge by email, or if you have suggestions on how 
we could make it rock even more! 
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Watch your mouth!

How business became a 4-letter word.
For centuries, we creatives have been thought of as non-business types. That unfair pigeonhole 
still plagues us, despite plentiful proof that it’s dead wrong. Truth is, artists are mega-
contributors! We naturally overcome failure. We bootstrap. We network. We read the room. We 
lead as tastemakers. Amazingly, these exact qualities are coveted by business. So, what gives?

When we think about modern multi-billion dollar industries such as film, television, publishing, 
art collecting, fashion, and music, it’s clear that there’s no shortage of people consuming art. 
And like fruit flies to a wine bottle, there’s no shortage of business folks around to profit from it.

But, ahh… the devil’s in the details. Artists themselves are seen as doomed to earn just a tiny 
fraction of the revenue generated by their own hard work. And, even though it feels yucky, we’re 
riding that dusty old stigma ’til the wheels fall off. We’re perpetuating the belief system. Why?

I’m talking casually describing ourselves as struggling, starving, poor, or broke by default. 
Allowing the words “creative” and “artsy” to still be heard as derogatory terms in offices around 
the globe. Even worse, we artists chime right in, stereotyping business people as “evil, 
corporate, sell outs”! These habits reinforce the lie that “artists and business don’t mix.”

How can we catch our thinking up to the revolution that is our modern creative business world?

Challenge Assignment 

They say, “Be the change,” right? Let’s start with ourselves. We got this! Your challenge this 
week is to observe, listen and adjust accordingly.

Observe every instance when you see, hear or experience art. Imagine life without it!
Listen to the way in which people talk about art, versus how people talk about artists.
Notice your own thoughts. If you find yourself thinking an old stigma, try replacing it. 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Passion is non-negotiable

Your love of what you do is off the table as 
their bargaining chip.

Hey, you already have what most people are working so hard for! You found what you love to 
do. Not only that, you’re making time to do it. Props! You’re ahead. The trick is to protect that.

This week’s challenge is to stand strong when negotiation time rolls around. Some people will 
try to use your passion to their advantage at contract time. We’ve all had it happen… It’s time to  
get paid, and the person hiring for the gig tries to sell your expertise back to you as “fun” or a 
chance for “exposure”. At times, they’ll sell hard, especially if you say no at first. They’ll use their 
business overhead as an excuse to lowball, and downplay yours as frivolous. There it is…

Red flag! As artists, we must not fall into this trap, even if it appears unintentional, because 
people who negotiate gaslight in this manner are parroting age-old cultural stigmas about the 
value artists bring, and the appropriate prices to expect. Remember! YOU are also in business.

This week we’re going to educate our partners, prospects, and employers, one contract at a 
time, about the value we provide. Nothing of value is without cost. You, the remarkable creative 
you are, have already funded the development of your value with your time (priceless), and very 
likely a bunch of your own money, brains and hard work. Let’s do this!

Challenge Assignment 

Choose one aspect of how you present your work, then ask for more than you normally would.

Test raising the price of your work, and marketing it for one week that way.
Propose a higher quality of experience, better placement, or more perks.
Make a counter offer, when an opportunity comes up.
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Mimic the masters

Borrowing and stealing (minus the begging)
If you find yourself at a crossroads where you’ve got the knack of your creative process, and 
your final work product feels on point, but money and success still feel elusive AF, then this 
week’s for you! Ye olde cognitive dissonance doesn’t have to stop you in your tracks.

We’re going to launch gingerly into an exercise of comparison. But not the kind where we get 
overwhelmed by the success of others and then ugly cry into a bowl of ramen at 3am. This kind 
is constructive, and it can unlock a path forward and upward like that one block in Mario.

We’ll harness comparison in a way that transforms the work of people you look up to into a 
custom set of next steps! Make last week’s comparison anxiety into this week’s master class!

This technique is called modeling, and it involves a bit of research into the methods of 
successful people in your field. You may have already done this with your creative process…
researching a successful artist’s preferred materials, or a musician’s custom gear settings, etc. 
This time, you’ll do it with their business philosophy, attitude and actions.

With this exercise, it helps to be objective. If you respect someone’s work, and style, it can be a 
good sign that they do business in an equally appealing way. Use your own judgement, though. 
Do a gut check as you’re figuring out if their methods are suited to your own goals and style!

Challenge Assignment 

Choose one successful person in your field who you admire. Study how they do business.

Watch interviews with this person, listening for insight about their business practices.
Look them up to see if they are independent, or if they outsource to agents, or reps.
BONUS: If you’re brave, try contacting them, or their company to get advice.
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Connect with your whole value
You wouldn’t base the price of a pizza on just the 

cost of the crust, would you? 
This week’s challenge covers three mega-important things: COG, CODB, and market value.

zzzzzzzz….zzzz.. OH. Yup. I’m totally listening… right. Challenge….and jargon-y thing….

We feel ya… Grab a coffee, buckle in, and take notes. We promise, you’re worth it.

This “work-sounding” stuff is what makes business seem so dang boring…And it’s subsequently 
why so many people skip thinking about it. But here’s the magic: This is the part that 
differentiates between getting paid to create and paying to create. See? Now we’re talking.

Story time! 
Let’s say you write a song and release it as a single on CD. Maybe you want to charge $5 a 
piece, and include a sticker. It costs you $1.50 a piece for the sleeve, $1 each for the CDs, and 
$0.50 for each sticker. Sweet! You’ll make $2 per sale. Oh heck, maybe you add a perk for your 
fans and include a link to the mp3 too. After all, you don’t have to get that printed up. That’s 
Cost of Goods (COG) - literally, what it costs to make the goods.

But wait! Somehow, at tax time (another topic, another day), things don’t add up income-wise. 
Sales were alright, but it doesn’t seem there was much to show for it. What gives?

Enter: Cost of Doing Business (CODB). Ahh. This is where your whole value comes into play. 
You priced your CD based on the cost of the materials used to physically make it. But what 
about the other things you paid for like studio time, mastering, that better mic, hosting your 
music site, the UPC code, cover design and so on? Now, $5 seems too low. In fact, it’s a loss.
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continued… 

Here’s the rub. You know, and I know, and the entire music-pirate-friendly universe knows that 
it’s going to be tough to raise the price on CDs at shows. A lot of people don’t even have players 
anymore. Plus, you don’t want to stick your fans with off-the-charts merch prices–charts are for 
hits! That sort of unspoken limit on price is called market value. So, what are you going to do?

Engage their hearts.
This heart stuff could seem a little hippy-dippy at first blush, but it’s actually a directive. Connect 
to them with your whole value. This is the most essential part of knowing your value. The tough 
decision about how to make a living without seeming like a money-hungry jerk… is actually an 
awesome opportunity. It’s your chance to connect sincerely with your audience.

Only you know what it takes to make your work. You deserve to be compensated, and you 
genuinely want your audience to pay a fair market price. Now the question is how?

Challenge Assignment 

Figure out where and how much you’re investing in your work, for real. Materials, services, fees, 
memberships, etc. Explore raising your prices. For certain industries (e.g. fine art, fashion, 
exclusive customization, etc), a price hike is just what the doctor ordered, and the market can 
sustain it. If you’re not sure, test the waters with your audience. Who knows? Maybe they would 
happily pay more!

No matter whether you price higher, or maintain, explore connecting the dots for your audience 
about the value of what you do and pair that with an option to support with these techniques:

Show your process in a blog, or social post, and include a tip or donate button.
Say thank you to all the contributors publicly, and mention sales support more art.
Create a barebones version of your product, and a souped up version, then explain 
why they are priced differently. 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I can haz my time back?

Add or subtract time from how you price, and relish 
the glorious freedom of value-based business!

This week we are going to reverse engineer your own career hopes and dreams. It doesn’t 
matter what marketplace you create and sell in. Whether you offer sessions, shows, pieces, 
customizations, or another product, this will change the way you think about your own value.

We’ve already talked about what the business world calls Cost of Goods (COG), and Cost of 
Doing Business (CODB). With this challenge we’ll tackle Labor…aka your irreplaceable time.

Here’s the deal: By working backwards from what you want to achieve financially, you can price 
your work to reasonably support the scale of those exact dreams. The math is not crazy hard, 
but there are steps. The most common stumbling block is figuring your time into the mix.

Challenge Assignment (get your calculator handy) 

Before starting the list below, have some fun daydreaming! List out your ideal life goals for one 
year from now, and note down what they really cost. Then, jot down how many hours you want 
to dedicate each week to doing paying creative work, and how many for other activities.

Add up the regular monthly overhead costs for you to live plus run your business. 
Add up the costs of the life goals you jotted down for the next year. Divide by 12.
Add those overhead and life goals numbers. Double that number. Then divide by 4.3.
Divide that number by the desired number of weekly work hours you noted down.

That is the number you want to make per hour. 
If you sell goods, try factoring your labor (time) into the price. If you sell a service, try 
moving to a flat rate, and keep the math about your hourly rate private. 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Process ugly, product pretty

Woodstock made history. There was a lot of mud.
Big, sexy, amazing, history-making work does not happen in a vacuum of perfect tidiness and 
order. OK, maybe particle physics breakthroughs, but we’re talking about business…art…
creative work or output. 

This week’s challenge addresses this nasty stigma that artists are all inherently messy, 
disorganized, eccentric and chaotic, therefore unfit for business. And we’d like to say, for the 
record, that’s a heaping, steaming load of manure.

These generalized traits are actually very much a myth, yet they continue to play a part in 
keeping artists on the fringe of business. Even worse, we creative types believe the hype.

Back to reality! Maybe we should coin the term “art-splaining”.

Examine some famous leaders in your field. We’re willing to bet there will be plenty of cases for 
the benefits and outcomes of various creative workflows and processes. Taking a page from the 
tech startup sphere, iteration, disruption and lateral thinking are some of the most valued 
qualities – as in where the money’s at. They call it innovation. You can too!

It helps to pivot the focus from the mess to the results. Are you selling the creative product or 
the process? I’m sure the making of Michaelangelo’s David created some dust. And?

Challenge Assignment 

Flip the script in moments where this kind of stereotype comes up. 

Arm yourself with a fun, informative reset phrase to tell yourself and share with others.
Research examples of exquisite results that come from messy processes. 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Make nice with money

Warming up to income, as a way of life.
Let’s delve into the forever touchy subject of money. This harkens back to challenge week #1 as 
we explore the stereotypes held by our culture about artists and business. Many of them stick 
creative types in a sort of financial lower class, with the worst of them labeling artists as 
“doomed to live in abject poverty”.

Let’s entertain the artists’ role in this. Many artists feel a moral pressure to rise above the entire 
concept of money, and struggle with placing monetary value on something as subjective as art. 
However, business folk have no qualms with this. Where the artist might see this money 
discussion as vulgar, the business person sees an opportunity. 

We as artists face pressure to be self-deprecating and humble, and to stand apart from the 
business of art, making poverty a sort of badge of honor, and prosperity a sign of selling out.

Rubbish. Get over that immediately. 

Here’s why you should: The gentler spirit of artists and creatives is precisely what needs to 
dominate the business world at large. Artists are great listeners, and natural assessors of vibe, 
for lack of a better term. This is a skill that can’t be taught. 

Over the last decade, we’ve seen kinder, inclusive, and balanced attitudes trending in business. 
This is our time to shine in an increasingly welcoming marketplace. Social media and feedback-
driven marketing has brought general business into the conversational domain where artists 
have pastured, for centuries. Storytelling has become the predominant method of connecting on 
a human level in advertising. 

Our favorite part? We’re actually invited to join because: the interwebs.

That’s right. Every person, no matter who they are, has the right to create a living for 
themselves. From licensing to eCommerce, to video classes, to networking, to streamed 
concerts with virtual tipping jars, to ticket sales, to freelancing, the opportunities are there.
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 07|
 

continued… 

So what’s stopping us?

There could be a list the length of CVS receipt full of your own personal reasons, but one 
horrible offender strikes often: The perception of worth vs. value. 

Worth vs. Value: dictionary definitions

While we often interchange these words, let’s focus on a key difference. I highlighted some 
phrases above for the sake of discussion. In these excerpts, worth is a measurement of the 
price, and value is the way we perceive that price in comparison to our own experience of 
something. Culturally we get slapped by weird mixed messaging saying we’re a good value, and 
at the very same time not worth anything. Let’s change that, starting with our own-durn-selves!

Challenge Assignment 

Grow your sense of worth to match the high value your creativity provides. 

Make a list of every benefit someone could get from your work. (e.g. joy, insight, functionality)

Research your market online to find out how much similar work to yours is really worth.
Return to Challenge #5 and practice thinking to yourself, “I am worth this per hour.” 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value |ˈvalyoo͞|

noun

1 the regard that something is held to deserve; the importance, 
worth, or usefulness of something: your support is of great 
value.


• the worth of something compared to the price paid or asked 
for it: at $12.50 the book is a good value.

worth |wərTH|

adjective [predicative]

equivalent in value to the sum or item specified: jewelry worth 
$450 was taken.


noun

the level at which someone or something deserves to be valued 
or rated: they had to listen to every piece of gossip and judge its 
worth.
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Mirror, mirror on the wall

Pro-tip: People <3  familiarity.
Obviously, no one should just up and change themselves to suit another person, company or 
group. However, a bit of earnest mirroring is a fine gesture, and might open doors.

Let’s assume most English speakers with a year or two of Spanish studies can easily understand English, 
and maaaybe understand un poco de Español. While English-speaking businesses may not be against hiring 
Spanish speakers, it’s standard to require a good command of the English language. Why? If your team and 
customers share a common language, business and projects will flow uninterrupted by misunderstandings. 

So, even though it seems unfair, the native Spanish speaker who wants a career in an English-speaking 
market has to bone up on English to excel. But (silver lining), now they can leverage that Spanish fluency as 
an asset–an advantage that might unlock a whole new market, customer base, and set them apart!  

So, why does this matter to artists? Think of business culture as a language. It may never be 
your native tongue, but it makes sense to develop a command of that language. Your fluency 
demonstrates grace, perceptiveness, thoughtfulness, and a willingness to meet half way. 

By learning the language of business, you get a foot in the door. This is where confidence 
comes in. You want to maintain your sense of self, and advocate for your creativity. Of course, 
we never want to get preachy when educating the business heads about creativity. After all, 
you’re a professional, and the main thing is thriving in the space between business and art. You 
can make an offer of creativity as an asset, describing how your work solves a problem. Always.

Challenge Assignment 

Go explore the business side of your industry and mentally note everything! Some ringers:

Learn the systems and methods for working together that are most used. 
Observe the tonality, terms and demeanor. Use these to better relate ideas.
Keep an eye out for faux pas, must haves, and prerequisites. 
Listen for problems within your industry, and aim to assist in solving them.

©2019 All Rights Reserved by dreamsiren.com
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Lastly, 
be a change agent, by example!

Success mirroring code of the road, and tips: 

Make eye contact.
Be prepared, and on time. Even when others aren't.
Show up, as promised. It will be appreciated.
Deliver, as promised. It will be remembered.
Say “let me think about it” instead of yes. 
Follow up, after networking or initial contact. It pays.
Turn down underpaid work, and say thank you for the offer.
Own your brand, work and value! People love confidence.
Advocate for quality, and acknowledge bottom line.
Avoid the gossipy, negative group that lurks in every scene.
Tend to your work with care. It inspires others.
Keep a journal of what you’ve done each day. Tweet-length entries.
Help fellow artists take these steps.

These things combined with your continued creative work highlight your boss-game.

Show them you mean business!
🔥  🔥  🔥
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