
The Rewards of Risks and an Entrepreneurial Mindset

     Shane Belcourt has been nominated for song-writing awards at the Junos, the Canadian Aboriginal Music Awards and the Toronto Independent Music Awards. His debut film, Tkaronto, was chosen as the Closing Night film for the 2007 imagineNATIVE Film Festival where it had its world premiere.

     Shane sees his music and film pursuits as inevitably having a business component. “I think artists have to be entrepreneurs,”  he says. To Shane, being an entrepreneur means that “you have a creative idea or vision of something and you just want to manifest that and you do whatever you can to make that happen.” He believes entrepreneurship is essential if artists want to connect with audiences and launch their creations out into the world.

     Entrepreneurship necessarily involves risk-taking and Shane has assumed some significant risks to advance his art. This came naturally to him since both of his parents were entrepreneurs. “Just the idea that you could create something and make something happen was totally normal to me,” Shane says. “To remortgage your house to start a business, no problem. To make a feature film like Tkaronto, to take the line of credit that I had, that my wife had, and make a movie -- risk all the money we have and all the credit cards to make a film. That’s no problem because I had been exposed to that.”

     While Shane realizes he may not always see a financial return equal to the investment, he will make new contacts and generate new ideas that may lead to other projects. He also finds that with maturity and experience, he is increasingly paying attention to becoming more concrete before taking a leap. “As you get older, there is more at stake.... You have to be concrete because there’s your time and money that you are investing and then other people’s time and money that you’re investing,” he says. “You have to be more businesslike about things. You have to ask: ‘What will be the returns? What are the deliverables that we’re talking about at the end of the day?’ ”

     His early exposure to an entrepreneurial mindset may also explain Shane’s approach to marketing and promotion. He knows artists would prefer to focus exclusively on creating and then have the world immediately impressed by their work, but “that’s not what art is in a capitalist society,” he says. “It’s this ‘everybody’s getting something from everybody’ kind of business world.....You have to sell it, market it.” Otherwise, he says, artists may end up “weekend warriors” with artistic careers that do not grow as much as they could.

     Knowledgeable feedback on his work has help Shane’s career grow and helped him to develop marketing plans with “an informed vision.” He feels he became much more realistic with Tkaronto. “After we finished it, we watched it and it was hard....You really need to assess: ‘What did we create? What is it? How can it fit in?’ Let’s have some people with some knowledge take a look at it. Let’s get their feedback about what they think the market potential is.”

    Reaching for feedback may not be easy, but Shane believes it’s a risk worth taking. He advises artists to reach out to seasoned professionals more often: “Give [your work] to somebody who’s somebody and you’d be amazed at the openness of people who are doing really well and are professionals.  If you’re thoughtful and courteous.... you’d be amazed how many people who are successful will give you some moments, help you along the way, give you some contacts. That’s the thing I wish I had known. Don’t be afraid to talk to people and you’ll be amazed at how things will open up.”

Reflection Questions

1.  How have the people in your life and early experiences influenced your attitude towards risk? Can you think of a time when you were willing to take a significant risk? Can you identify an beliefs, preparatory action, or support that helped you to take that risk?

2.  What’s one small risk you might take now to move you closer to your goals? What’s one big risk? What might you need to feel ready for a big risk?

3.  Who might you reach out to for advice or inspiration?

