
 11% of 
artists said 
none at all!

50%

COMICS FAIRS  
and conventions  
like this one are 
 USEFUL events FOR  

UNDERSTANDING HOW  
THE WORLD OF 
AUSTRALIAN  

COMICS WORKS.

ESTABLISHED  
ARTFORMS HAVE

INSTITUTIONS THAT 
FACILITATE

TRANSACTIONS BETWEEN 
ARTISTS AND THEIR 

AUDIENCE.

BUT THIS ARTFORM  
IS DIFFERENT IN 
THAT THE ARTISTS 
CREATE MORE of 

THESE OPPORTUNITIES 
THEMSELVES. 

EVEN  
THOUGH IT's  

FULL OF  
INDUSTRIOUS 

Humans! 

And this  
 cultural  

infrastructure is  
USUALLY RUN  

BY VOLUNTEERS  
AND DEVOTEES  

OF THE ARTFORM.

 Work like this 
is often unpaid, 
or poorly paid,  

but it’s
necessary...

So, This  
isn’t just a 
place to sell 
comics and 
make money

THIS is the 
CULTURAL ECOLOGY  
which cultivates  

the  
graphic  

storyteller’s  
skillset.

1/4  
 of Graphic 
storytellers  
have been 
making 

comics since 
the early 
nineties,

Like these 
two goons!

 She’s very 
proud that 
she works 

full time in 
comics 

Well, I learned that a 
cartoonist’s skills are 

highly translatable even if 
you’re not in a creative 
role. Everyone needs to 

communicate!

Through this study 
we discovered many 
artists like Sabine, 

and one thing 
that THEY had in 
common was that 

they had found 
ways to present 

themselves as 
communication 

experts

but one quarter said 
that they make All 
their income from  

creative work. 

What’s your 
secret?

had never 
received outside 

financial 
support for 

their practice. 

had received 
support 
through 

crowdfunding
had received 
government 

grants.  

I’m lucky enough to 
be making a good 

living out  
of my art.

What about 
grants? Can we 
get grants for 
making comics?

I looked into 
it. It seems 
IMPOSSIBLE.

Probably 
easier to do a 
Kickstarter.

But I still  
had to keep 
my day job

this comic is 
a story about 

cartoon animals.

I think 
you should just 
go up and say  

hi.

  
events like  
these are  

so important!

But even more 
said that they 
learned their 

key skills 
from other 

artists through 
informal 

mentorships or 
participation 
in a creative 
community

I learned  
most of it  

from Youtube!

described 
some of their 
key skills as 
self-taught. 

In fact only 3% cited 
formal training as 
their ONLY source 
of learning. Most 

graphic storytllers 
have to do more than 
go to uni to complete 

their skillset. 

I’m doctor.. 
 of llama 
husbandry

Well, I  
have a  
Ph.D.

However, this 
education is 

likely to be in 
other fields. 

About half of 
these artists went 

to University or 
TAFE and about 

one in eight have 
postgraduate 

qualifications. 

Did you  
go to uni to 
learn this?

How would  
I even?

Whatever the 
content of these 

stories, their 
authors have 

likely spent years 
developing a 

fluency in visual 
language.

this one is a 
memoir about 
pregnancy.

this one is 

about punk rock

A lIfe in comics  
is ofTen a 

balancing act 
between personal 
work, freelance 
work, day jobs & 

side hustles.

while  
artists with 

day jobs  
had LESS 
creative  

time. 

They were much 
more likely to be 
working on their 

own personal 
projects and telling 

their own stories

For example: 
this is  

DENISE
She gets up at 
5am every day 
to work on her 
graphic novel

she draws for 
three hours 

before starting 
her day job as 
a legal clerk.

 Denise only 
works creatively 

on her own 
personal 
projects.

she makes 
a moderate 

income.

Sounds fun, 
but I only do 
my own stuff.

Can you 
draw me as 
Aquaman? 
(but more 
handsome)

This tells us that this community 
has a LOT more work to do on 

ethnic and cultural inclusivity

graphic storytelling  
is a young  

artform with 
relatively young 

artists.

this community is more 
engouraging of gender 

diversity than you 
might think!

we asked graphic storytellers 
to describe their ethnicity. 

european  
descent

INDIGENOUS

This artist  
down here is  

SABINE.

three quarters 
are under 
44 and one 
quarter is 
under 30

One could be 
forgiven for 

believing the old 
sTEreotype of   

“COMIC BOOK MEN”
and to think of 

this community as 
one dominated by 

males.

this is true
 among older 

artists.

 85% of artists  
over 45  

are male. 

among younger 
artists, aged 

18-30, the gender 
make-up is very 

different. 

Only 27% identified 
as male, while 54% 

identified as female 
and 19% identified as 

non-binary.

Most of the artists we 
surveyed lived in eastern 

states with big urban 
centres. 

of the  
artists are 
australians 

living  
overseas. are 

migrants 
living in 

Australia. 
I moved to the 
US to be closer 
to the big comic 

conventions I moved to 
Australia to be 
closer to my 
sweetheart.

Graphic storytellers 
have the ability to 

tell a story with text 
and images in little 

sequenced boxes.

THE  
OTHER SIDE  

of the poster TAKES  
you to see the work 

places in which this 
skillset is being 

used. 

This is  

KERNOW.  
He’s here 
selling 
a comics 

aNthology 
that he helped 

edit, curate 
and print. 

Turn oveR the 
poster to see 

where kernow 
and John 

henry have 
taken the 

skills they 
developed in 
spaces like 

this.

this is  

JOHN HENRY. 
 He started 

making comics  
in art school. 

THIS SIDE  
of the poster 

DESCRIBES how this 
skillsET is nurtured 

by a creative 
community.

On face value 
it is intensely 
practical and 

hermetic.

but we’ve 
learned that 
it can also be 

social and  
co-operative.

I have a  
full time  
day-job.

I work 
part 
time.

She doesn’t 
let anyone 

else call the 
shots

She runs a business 
supporting various 
organisations as a 

GRAPHIC RECORDER.

She works on her own 
personal projects in 
between periods of 
demanding client 
work. She uses her 

creative skills 24/7. ALSO, 
Sabine is a  

HIGHER INCOME  
EARNER!

P.O.C.

1.2%

I got a  
grant once. 

WenDY is a drawing 
machine! She makes a  

living creating  
art for the comics 

community.

She makes 
commissioned 
illustrations, 
portraits and 

fan art.

but she finds 
it hard to 

find time to 
work on her 
own projects 
and she lives 

below the 
poverty line. 

And 
sometimes 

She gets paid 
to work on 
comics at a 
page rate. 

This artist  
looks a bit  

stressed, right? 

They are one of the 
people running 

 the event!

so that 
artists like 
WenDY Here 
can do their 

thing

We’re in  
it for the  
long haul.

ONCE  
YOU START  

LOOKING FOR  
 AUSTRALIAN 

 COMICS
You'll  

find that the  
best places to  

Look are at events  
run by Graphic 
Storytellers
Themselves

Look at all  
these artists! Look  
at all this stuff! 

I HAD  
NO IDEA!

This is  
GREAT! Did  
YOU make  

this?

YEP!

Well, 

And if  
you buy one I’ll 

be able to afford 
lunch.

there’s  
NOT MUCH  
on offer  
HERE.

Most places  
that you can buy 

Australian comics  
are also places that 
you can meet artists 

who make them.

So, A BIG CHUNK 
OF THE ARTISTS
we surveyed 

are using their 
creative skills 
all the time, 
and get this:
43% of thESE 

“FULL-TIMERS”
make more than 

$100K a year

21% 
 26%

50% 

HALF of the 
artists make 
less than 25%

68% 17.4%

THIS
IS WHY

6%
6%

we asked graphic 
storytellers how 

much of their 
income is made 

from their creative 
work.

of graphic 
storytellers in 
Australia are  
low income low income 

earners. earners. 

90 
%

Graphic 
storytellers 
make more 
money from 
direct sales 
than they do 

from royalties, 
advances or 

grants

THESE ARTISTS STARTED MAKING COMICS 
JUST A FEW MONTHS AGO...The only 

barrier to entry was a $20 table fee!

It’s a  
site of EXCHANGE 
 A place to build 
relationships & 

share skills.

About 50% of Graphic 
storytellers support 

themselves with 
non-creative work. 

But we learned 
that the decision to 
have a day job isn’t 
always about making 

More money.

In fact we  
found no evidence 

that suggests 
that artists with 

day jobs have 
higher incomes.

but this 
decision 

DOES have an 
influence over 
the way they 

used their 
creative  

time.

30% 
VIC

28%
NSW

12% 
WA

11%
QLD

6% 
TAS

6% 
SA

1% 
ACT

6%
OVER 
SEAS

We’re a small team of australian researchers. 
This poster illustrates what we learned when 

we explored the lives and working habits 
of cartoonists, comics makers and graphic 

storytellers in Australia. 

We started this project because we heard 
stories about people from the comics community 
who were using their creative skills in settings 
outside of the usual arts and media spaces. 

We got in touch with as many comics makers 
that we could find in Australia and asked them 
to complete an online survey. We had about  

260 anonymous responses. 

We also wanted to know more about the  
graphic storyteller’s skillset. We asked them 

about how they developed their skills and asked 
them to describe how these skills had been put  

to use in industries outside of the arts. 

Graphic storytellers 
at work is a research 
project commissioned 

by the Australia 
Council for the Arts.  

 
This graphic summary 

was made by and 
for the community 
of comics makers in 

Australia and anyone 
else who is interested.

THIS work was done, 
knowledge found and 
lines DRAWn on the 

UNCEDED lands of the 
Dharawal, Gadigal and 

Wurundjeri people.

new knolwedge 
discovered and 

sculpted by  
Pat Grant, 

 Gabriel Clark,

Elizabeth MacFarlane,
Ronnie Scott,  

Eleri Mai Harris, 
Christen CornelL  
and RAchel Perry.

special thanks to 
Deborah Ho,  
Matt Taylor,  

Camilla Andersen,  
Loui Sylvestro,
Penni Russon, 

MARC pearson,  
Mario Alvarez,  
Kernow Craig,  

John Henry Pajak,  
SAM wallman,   

Amedeo D’Aprano,  
David Blumenstein 

AND Rebecca MosTyn.



I drew a brain on  
a bald man’s head 
at a science event.

As an archivist  
I brought an 

artist’s eye to 
their collection. 

To make my webcomic 
I had to learn how to 

work with code. 

I learned  
everything I know 
about printing from 

comics. 

Simple knowledge of 
image editing software is 
in demand as a skill for 

all sorts of jobs  
these days. 

I have been able to develop or 
improve these illustrations to 
help convey information more 
meaningfully by applying the 

visual literacy I learned through 
creating comics.

but is  
nonetheless 
powerful.

It’s a combination 
of all of my creative 
skills that enables 

me to work in  
this space.

cartoonists and 
illustrators 

have found work 
creating  

imagery that 
supports great 

ideas. 

These  
“traditioNal” 

roles are focused 
around the  

delivery of a 
crafted product.

The copywriter 
comes up with  

the ideas. 

This illustrator  
makes the ideas  

look pretty..

But when we asked 
artists to describe a 

specific situation where 
their skills proved useful 

in an industry outside 
the arts they often told 

a different kind of story. 

some of  
the stories 
were funny

We learned that 
lots of graphic 

storytellers 
understand their 

practice as a 
specialist craft.

in fact, when 
artists were 
asked about 

their three most 
useful skills 

illustration was 
the most common 

skill cited. 

the artistS we 
surveyed did a 

lot of this kind 
of work. 

some of 
them were 
intensely 
practical

But an interesting theme 
emerged from these stories. 

Many artists said they felt 
most valuable when they 

were interacting with non 
artists: talking, sketching 

and improvising.

THE Artists described 
the ability to 

communicate with visual 
language in a room with 

other humans, where 
decisions were being 

made or problems were 
being solved.  

Instead it 
was social, 

collaborative and 
improvisational 
skills that were 
most crucial to 

the work

to  
non-artists  
this skill 

can seem like  

A KIND OF MAGIC!

 It was for  
educational 
purposes.

I started taking staples 
out of old zines because I 
knew they rust and destroy 
paper, which I might not 

have known if I didn’t have 
zinemaking experience.

Graphic 
storytellers 

spend a lot ot 
time in their 

studios making 
stuff. 

A lot of graphic 
storytellers told 

us that these 
craft skills were 
useful in all sort 

of workplaces, 
even those that 

weren’t in creative 
industries.

They can 
translate ideas 

into visual 
language and 

visual metaphor 
quickly.

MANY ARTISTS  
WE SURVEYED  
SAID THAT THEse  
interpretive SKILLS  
WERE AS VALUABLE  
AS THEIR TECHNICAL 
ABILITIES

But graphic 
storytellers 

have valuable 
abilities 

that are less 
apparent than 
craft skills. 

WHILE making 
comics for 

entertainment 
and self 

expression, Graphic 
storytellers develop 
an ability to craft 
beautiful images,

I am an  
engineer and data 
scientist in my 

day job. 

Comics gave  
me the ability to 
think in pictures

I worked with a couple 
of social workers for 

STARTTS, teaching comics 
to survivors of torture and 

trauma. 

 I worked with a large 
company, helping workers 
develop a visual language 

to describe the way they see 
themselves, the job they are trying 
to do, and the road map that will 
take them to the goals they are 

trying to achieve. 

14.6% of the artists we 
surveyed said that they 
used their skills to help 
people communicate in 

medical or health contexts.

My illustrations are 
utilised in surgery 

education

I have made comic art 
that provides health 

and safety information 
for Aboriginal women in 

custody.
Once, I created a series of 

illustrations: Facial expressions 
depicting happy, sad, angry etc. 
For use during a psychological 

therapy session.

24.2% of the artists 
we surveyed said that 
they found it easy to 
visualise an idea that 
was complicated for 

others to understand.

Graphic storytellers 
described their 

ability to draw simply, 
clearly and quickly as 
an incredibly useful 
communication tool. 

67% of those artists 
said that they had 

developed this ability 
through their creative 

practice. 

They often find 
themselves acting 
as intermediaries 
between people in 
different fields.

As important as those 
technical skills are there’s 
an emerging field of much 

more free-flowing conceptual 
drawing that more and more 

businesses and roles are 
appreciating.

This sort of drawing  
happens on whiteboards,  

and is often rubbed out and 
lost after it has made an 

impact in a meeting,

In my day job  
at a union the skills 

I’ve developed through 
cartooning come in handy 

every single day. 

One time I used visual 
thinking to help workers 

understand a complex legal 
term in their employment 

contract. Many of the artists 
we surveyed said their 

ability to present 
nuanced information 
using visual metaphor 

was a powerful 
workplace skill. 

Visual metaphors can 
be enormously valuable 

in organisational 
communications 
because they are 

efficient framing 
devices for big ideas 

or key messages.
They help create a 

simple shorthand for 
unwieldy ideas.

It was relatively  
easy to come up with  

the right visual  
metaphor and to then 
flesh this out in a 
comic. It made the 

important information 
broadly accessible.

10% of survey 
participants said their 
creative practice has 
led them to develop 

skills in listening and 
observation. 

Many artists also 
described how clients 

appreciate their 
hand-made drawings 

as ‘friendly’ or 
‘humble’, helping to 
add a human touch, 
particularly when 
communicating a 

complicated system, 
abstract concept or 

precise description of 
an emotional reality.

Others described the 
value of their ability 

to draw humans 
interacting with each 

other in narrative form. 
Graphic storytellers 
are attentive to body 
language and facial 

cues and have an ability 
to reflect nuanced 

emotional moments in a 
few lines.

Graphic storytellers 
have the ability to help 
people understand how 

complicated medical ideas 
are connected with the 
routines and embodied 

experiences of daily life. 

When artists develop 
empathy skills and 

attention to fine details, 
they can also depict 

personal routines and 
embodied sensations - 

like pain - in a way that 
is meaningful to both 

ordinary individuals and 
experts. 

I work as a 
pedagogy  

teacher at a 
university. 

 I help teachers 
teach better. I developed a  

visual comic-style 
brochure to educate 
young people about 
South Australian  

history.

Graphic storytellers often 
find themselves designing 

relatable resources that 
help people learn new skills 
and understand new ideas 
at all stages of life, from 
early childhood through to 

old age.

28% of the artists we talked 
to  described the use of 

their creative skills in an 
educational setting, from 
internal training within 
organisations to public-

facing education programs. 

To make a comic, a 
graphic storyteller 
has to conceive of 

hypothetical human 
experiences, and work 

out how to narrate them 
from panel to panel and 

scene to scene.
 

When this skill is 
transferred to other 

industries, it can 
become indispensable 
as part of the design 
of new products and 
services, particularly 

services that may exist 
in a future that hasn’t 

happened yet, or services 
that require complicated 

user interaction. 
 

I use skills  
that I developed from 

making comics in my work 
designing Museum galleries 

and mapping visitor 
experiences within those 

spaces.

while  
drinking this 
single malt

while drinking 
this terrible 

wine.

Get the 
brief.

Make the  
thing.

NEXT!

Hand  
it in.

Here they 
develop 
useful 

technical 
and 

procedural 
expertise

How are these 
craft skills 

used in 
workplaces?

At my job I am able 
to communicate with 
printers when nobody 

else has the confidence 
or language for it.

 That experience  
led me to a non-creative 

day job where I run 
a web development 

company.

 Can you 
 pretty up our 
Annual report?

Sure. Does this 
mean I can get  
off the phones?

They described  
themselves taking 
on a lot of the ad 
hoc creative work 
that is more and 

more common in all 
workplaces.

I’m a senior  
consultant in the  
tech industry,

I use my  
creative skills to  

design new products, 
ways of working, 
commercial and  

cultural strategies.

It wasn’t the 
skills that they 
were using when 
they were alone 
in their studios 

focusing on their 
craft that were 

most needed.

She’s drawing 
exactly what 
was in my  

head

NOW  
I get what you guys 

are on about.

oh! 

 to translate complex 
business ideas and 

messages into a simple 
cartoon illustration.

I produce reports  
with infographics, 

diagrams or flowcharts 
for government 
departments. 

Finding good  
ways to visualize designs  
or data so that they are  

comprehensible to both technical 
and non-technical audiences  

is invaluable.

I use my  
creative skills  
in that job  

often.

( which is very often 
different to what they 

are saying. )

The major skill is listening  
to people talking and then  
drawing pictures of what  

they are thinking.

It’s useful in mapping 
customer journeys, 

prototyping solutions and 
generally synthesizing 
information into visual 

artefacts. 

I’ve been employing  
skills accrued through 

work in comics on many 
product/service/system 

design projects. 

Use of visual narrative 
is an integral part of 
human-centred design 

work. 

comics
skills are very 
very useful in 

schools, especially 
in “future focused 
learning spaces”

where the 
priorities all 
relate to our 

skillset!

If someone was 
reading this, 

what would they 
IMAGINE?

What parts of 
this copy are 

making me want 
to VISUALISE?

 THAT’S 
what I draw.

who can bring value 
to an organisation

through their 
knowledge of visual 

language. 

The trick was to 
present themselves not 
just as the providers of 
finely crafted images

 The young people are 
looking forward to 

the comics. They want 
more of them. It’s 

remarkable.

Loui has been 
making comics 
since the 1980s. 

MARC 
makes 
comics 

Together they 
have a side gig 
making visual 
stories for the 
mental health 

sector.

They worked 
with a team of 

researchers and 
clinicians who 
were creating 

online resources 
for young people 
suffering from 
mental health 

issues. 

Marc and Penni 
helped solve a 
key problem: 
how to get 

young people to 
really read the 

dry clinical 
materials. 

It’s all words.  
The kids don’t 
see it as being 
relevant to their 

lives.

Marc and 
Penni used 

their graphic 
storytelling 

skills to create 
a bridge...

between the 
clinical 

workers and 
the real 

lives of their 
patients. 

 
PENNI 
is a 

novelist.

He 
started 
making 

comics at 
Art 

School

He’s been working 
with Australian 

graphics since the 
1990s. Recently, he 
edited and printed 

an outrageous comix 
anthology.

Now these two 
use their skills 
in an emerging 
industry called 
Service design or 
User Experience 

design.

They help big 
organisations 

design new 
producTs and

SERVICES

They often 
use a kind of 
comic called 

a journey map 
to explain the 
way real people 
might interact 
with complex 
situations. 

 We use visual 
language to make 

something real that 
isn’t yet real 

They find 
that visual 

storytelling can 
give decision-
makers easy 
access to the 

emotional 
and physical 

experience that 
people might 

have when they 
start using a new 
system or product.   

I turned every 
assignment I had 
into a comics 

project

Comics can explain 
a reality that 

doesn’t yet exist

A possible source of 
new opportunities 
for comic artists!

Graphic law is a 
new field with 
huge growth 
potential. 

It’s VERY RARE to 
find someone that 

can do both.” 

there are 
some magnificent visual 

thinkers out there who 
can’t draw, and then there 
are some amazing, talented 

artists who are not very 
good at visual 

thinking. 
Camilla is  

looking for more 

than just the 

ability to make 

nice  

illustrations: 

	

So what are 
the skills that 
can help make 
a good graphic 

contract? 

Camilla’s 
job is to apply 

legal rigour to the 
visual language to  

ensures that it is as 
precise and  

unambiguous as 
possible. 

Loui’s job is to 
create visual 

metaphors that 
articulate a 

legal concept, 

These two work 
together to help 
ordinary people 

get a better 
understanding 
of the contracts 
that they sign 
by replacing 

‘legalese’ with 
carefully crafted 
visual language. 

She’s 
developing 
a new kind 

of legal 
contract 

that utilises 
comics. 

Camilla is 
a pioneer in 

contract law.

My first job 
was for a 
motorcycle 
magazine

Now, I think I finally 
get what we’re 
creating here.

makes comics 
journalism. works for a

 Transport Union.

Amedeo was 
looking for fresh 
ways to tell his 
union’s complex 

histories in ways 
that inspire new 
memberships to 
action. Amadeo 

approached Sam to 
help him solve this 

problem. 

 We can’t just 
recycle stock 

images and write 
news articles 

because that’s what 
we’ve been doing 
for forever and 

a day.

Sam’s 
superpower is 
digging deep 

into a story to 
identify the 
spirit of an 

issue and then 
using that to 
come up with 
new visual 

metaphors that 
are startling 
and precise.  

But, first he makes sure 
his ideas are relevant 
through collaborative 

research with his 
clients. 

Even though he is a 
freelancer or a gig 
worker, Sam feels 
a great sense of 

agency over work 
like this.

It was the very 
opposite of being 

alienated from your 
labour. It was very 

exciting.

Cartoons
 can be more 

sophisticated than they 
seem. There’s a lot 
of machinery that’s 
invisible behind the 

googly eyes.

in time, even 
reluctant 

stakeholders can 
see the power of 
comics for an 
organisation.  

Teams like this 
can help create an 
entirely new lens 
through which to 
view a situation. 

One that everyone 
in the organisation 

can share.

This poster illustrates some of the things we 
learned when we asked cartoonists and comics 
makers to talk about the use of their skills in 

work outside the arts.

Most comics making in Australia is small-scale,  
a creative practice supported by a community 
of volunteers and enthusiasts rather than a  

mass-media art form.

But we learned that the skills shared between 
artists in this small comics community are 

translatable to all kinds of professional settings.

It turns out that the ability to tell stories 
with little pictures can be reframed as a 

communication expertise, one that is  
particularly useful for organisations.


