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Abstract
This article analyses a case study for which an asset-based community development 
(ABCD) orientation was used to conduct community-based research (CBR). The 
community in question is, unusually, a digital community comprised of people who sell 
handmade crafts and vintage goods through digital marketplace platforms. This project, 
headed by a team of one academic and one community organiser, demonstrates a 
process by which CBR can be initiated by a community itself in order to effect change in 
the structural inequalities with which they are faced. To do so, we argue that community 
members’ expertise is a key asset, both individually and when collectivised through the 
research process. Involving community members in research on this basis helps change 
the way they look at themselves and their situation, and strengthens the bonds of this 
virtual community.
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Introduction
This article details a case study in which the two authors, one an academic and the other a community 
organiser, used an asset-based community development (ABCD) approach to conduct research that was 
initiated by the community itself. This fundamentally alters the typical balance of power in the research 
process, conceptualising community members and academic researchers as experts working together rather 
than one as information source and the other as an expert extracting knowledge.

We first lay out the background of this particular case study, focusing on the power dynamics between 
communities, technologies and institutions. We continue by reviewing the relevant literature on online 
communities, ABCD, and their expertise in the context of independent craft entrepreneurship. We then 
explain the methodology of the study, with particular attention to how we incorporated ABCD principles 
and ideas of expertise in our study process, before turning to a discussion of what we gained by using this 
approach rather than a more traditional academic approach.

The Case Study

THE PLATFORM

Online marketplaces are ‘platforms’, or intermediary websites that ‘provide storage, navigation and delivery 
of the digital content of others’ (Gillespie 2010, p. 348). Customers search for items and make their 
purchases through the platform itself, rather than directly from each individual business which lists its wares 
on the platform. The platform takes a fee from sellers in exchange for this service and is also in charge of the 
technological infrastructure, policies, marketing and branding of the marketplace. Handmade marketplaces 
are those online platforms specifically used for the selling of handmade and vintage items. Each of these 
marketplaces has its own policies and enforcement rules for what types of items may be sold on its platform. 
Etsy, the largest handmade marketplace, allows handmade and vintage craft supplies, and items designed by 
a creative indie seller, but produced by another company, to be sold on their platform (Seller Policy 2022). 
Other marketplaces are more specific; for example, Ravelry is a marketplace for knitters, crocheters and 
other fibre artists.

There is a significant power imbalance between handmade marketplaces and the creative indie sellers 
who use the platform (Close 2018; Postigo 2014). The relationship between a seller and the marketplace is 
treated as a business-to-business relationship, with an underlying assumption of equal leverage. However, 
although creative indie sellers are technically small business owners, the majority of them are a business 
of one – themselves – who work out of their home (Etsy employees 2021). Platforms like Etsy are large, 
publicly traded global corporations with hundreds of employees, though often headquartered in the USA. 
Much like a boss sets work hours, conditions and terms, platform companies use tools like policy and the 
website’s algorithms to strongly encourage those who sell through their websites to behave in particular 
ways (Rosenblat & Stark 2016).

There is often an assumption that platform users, such as creative indie sellers, who are unhappy with one 
platform can simply leave the site and join another. The reality is very different (Cassidy 2022). Large online 
marketplaces like Etsy, eBay and Amazon Handmade attract the vast majority of customers for handmade, 
vintage and craft supply products. As one business news outlet put it, ‘for many sellers, there are few 
alternatives’ because of Etsy’s domination of the search results for handmade goods, the higher transaction 
fees charged by alternative services and the technical know-how required to set them up (Kaziukėnas 2022). 
An individual seller has no real power to change or challenge the policies set by these large marketplaces 
and often cannot afford to leave. In this way, individual indie sellers can end up trapped on platforms that 
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provide the majority of their customers, but whose policies and fees make it more and more difficult to run a 
sustainable business.

In the world of handmade crafts, vintage goods and craft supplies, Etsy originally played a large part 
in creating the indie seller community following its founding in 2005. It offered workshops on different 
topics to help sellers grow their businesses and created ‘street teams’ that helped sellers negotiate better 
rates for vending at in-person art fairs (Lee McCarty 2021). Etsy became a certified B- Corporation, a 
business which meets certain requirements in terms of its profit distribution, community relationships 
and environmental impact in 2012. B-corporations that go public are ‘legally required to consider the interest 
of all stakeholders in making corporate decisions and allocating resources, not just the interests of shareholders in 
maximizing profit and financial return’ (Chou 2018). But after their Initial Public Offering (IPO), Etsy 
dropped its B-Corporation certification (Silverman 2017). The drive to return a greater and greater profit to 
its venture capital investors led to several leadership changes at Etsy as well as the discontinuation of these 
seller support programs (Lee McCarty 2021).

THE COMMUNITY

As Luckman (2013) argues, times of rapid technological advancement and integration into society 
commonly see countercultural movements that embrace traditional ways of making items, such as handcraft. 
This was absolutely the case for the recent so-called digital revolution and rise of the Internet. Knitting, for 
example, was embraced by young women in ‘stitch ‘n bitch’ groups, which saw the percentage of American 
women under 45 who could knit or crochet double from 1996 to 2003 and then continue to expand (Stoller 
2003). Despite their emphasis on handmaking, these crafters were highly connected through the internet 
(Levine & Heimerl 2008).

Within this large and diffuse subcultural movement exist many smaller self-aware communities. One 
such example is the Indie Sellers Guild (ISG), a grassroots non-profit organisation that ‘fight[s] for a better, 
fairer internet—where makers, artists, designers and other creative indie sellers can run sustainable online 
businesses’ (Indie Sellers Guild 2023). Its members are indie sellers themselves as well as ‘allies’, such as 
the customers who shop at independent businesses. This type of small business is very community driven. 
Handmade and vintage sellers usually start off as handmade and vintage hobbyists who are encouraged 
to start businesses by their crafty friends (Close 2014; Kim 2019). Customers shop with these kinds of 
businesses because they want to know who they are buying from and how their items were made or found 
(Dudley 2014; Matchar 2013). ISG has organised itself according to the methods that its members are 
used to; for example, creating a Discord server and Facebook community so that its globally dispersed 
membership can come together and discuss online, as well as hold monthly online meetings using tools like 
Zoom.

What differentiates the ISG as a community is that it is an organisation focused on labour rights that 
was self-organised by handmade crafters and vintage sellers. In April 2022, nearly 30,000 Etsy sellers went 
on a week-long ‘strike’ to protest policy changes to the platform. The strike mobilised from among the more 
than 80,000 signers of Kristi Cassidy’s petition on Change.org that initially demanded Etsy roll back a 30 
percent increase in the fees they charged to sellers. It grew, however, to encompass five key demands: cancel 
the fee increase, crack down on dishonest ‘resellers’ who pass off mass-produced items as handmade crafts, 
provide better customer support to sellers, end the ‘Star Seller’ program which many perceived as pushing 
them to work faster and longer, and allow sellers to opt out of offsite ads, for which Etsy charged an extra 
fee to provide to the sellers. The strike made news headlines around the world and eventually did win some 
concessions from Etsy management (Indie Sellers Guild 2022).

However, by the end of the strike it had become clear that, in order to achieve lasting change for workers, 
it would take more than a single week of grassroots action. Unlike most formal employer–employee 
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relationships, people who work through platforms are not covered by labour regulations that ensure fairness 
on the job (Gray & Suri 2019; Rosenblat & Stark 2016). To that end, the Etsy Strike 2022 organisers came 
together to build a lasting democratic organisation of independent online sellers, the ISG, to advocate for 
their interests collectively. Lohr was elected as the Executive Director of the ISG.

Though there is no exact count of creative independent sellers globally, Etsy alone has 6.3 million 
sellers, of whom roughly 3.3 million are in the United States (Etsy Employees 2021). According to the 
demographic research done for this study, ISG members roughly mirror the larger population of Etsy sellers 
in that they come from around the world, but tend to concentrate in the US, the UK and Canada, range 
significantly in age, and the majority are female. Similar proportions identify as male and as non-binary/
third gender and are in the majority white. The largest difference between Etsy’s census data and our 
participants is that 37 percent of our participants identified as LGBTQIA+, while only 14 percent identified 
as such in Etsy’s census. Etsy did not collect data on disability or caregiving responsibilities; however, 
many of our participants had these identities. Fourteen percent identified as physically disabled, while 27 
percent identified as mentally disabled or neurodivergent. Twenty-four percent had primary caregiving 
responsibilities, such as childcare, eldercare, or disability care.

What these demographics tell us is that indie sellers are non-traditional business owners and 
entrepreneurs in terms of their gender – in the United States, only 40 percent of entrepreneurs and 43.2 
percent of small business owners are female (‘Entrepreneur Statistics’ 2022; Main 2022). Most studies of 
entrepreneurs do not collect data on sexuality, disability, or caregiving responsibilities.

This indicates that indie sellers overrepresent those who have been pushed out of the traditional 
workforce: people with disabilities or chronic health issues, caregivers, and trans and non-binary individuals. 
A creative small business provides them with a way to make supplemental income or even a living from 
home, and the ability to work to their own schedule and around their other needs using skills they already 
possess. Such people are even more dependent on platforms because they cannot easily re-enter the 
traditional workplace. They also suffer more from platform policy and algorithm changes that micro-manage 
how they work. For instance, the Star Seller program requires that sellers respond to every message sent 
through the platform within 24 hours and gives preferential placement in search results to Star Sellers. But 
how could someone with a chronic health condition who started an Etsy shop be available every single day?

Literature Review

ONLINE COMMUNITIES

‘Community’ is a powerful and oft-invoked concept, as demonstrated by the names ‘community-based 
research’ and ‘asset-based community development’. But as with many such concepts, the precise definition 
of community is contested and difficult to pin down (Bradshaw 2008).

In the context of ABCD, communities are often assumed to consist of people in close physical 
proximity to each other. For instance, Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) often refer to communities as 
‘neighborhoods’, and this focus on physical place has persisted in the field. Even place-based communities, 
however, have a sense of virtuality to them. Early theorists of community, such as Weber (2013) and Tönnies 
(2001), suggested that one type of community was the ‘community of the mind’, in which the felt sense of 
belonging was as or more important than physical closeness. Benedict Anderson (2006, p. 6) influentially 
theorised that nations, as imagined communities, ‘imagined because the members of even the smallest nation 
will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each 
lives the image of their communion’. Urbanisation is often argued to have undermined community (Putnam 
2001). Yet some see it more as a process of people shifting from belonging in place-based communities to 
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belonging in community with those of similar profession, religion, sexuality, or even interests (Bradshaw 
2008).

Howard Rheingold (1993) was one of the first to apply the idea of community to the then-new 
phenomenon of the internet, optimistically praising the potential for new forms of community-building 
online. Subsequent literature often referred to ‘online participation’ (Carpentier & Dahlgren 2011) or 
‘participatory culture’ ( Jenkins 2008) rather than community-building, per se, while still discussing many of 
the features associated with communities. Participatory culture communities have a few key specific features: 
a creative dimension, in which members create and share artistic works with each other, a social dimension, 
in which members see themselves as part of a community group, and a motivational dimension, in which 
participation is associated with a social purpose (Lutz et al. 2014).

This literature has been critiqued as overly optimistic, with some questioning whether online 
participation meets the standards for community-building set by face-to-face organisation (Hay & Couldry 
2011; Turkle 2011). Some of this scepticism might be prompted by the evolution of Web 1.0, characterised 
by email lists and discussion boards, into the social media of Web 2.0, characterised by platforms that 
allowed users to create profiles and engage with each other, and corporate encroachment on the concept of 
community ( Jenkins et al. 2013). Similarly, some scholars critique the technological determinism of ideas 
like a ‘Facebook Revolution’ spawned by the Arab Spring uprisings, in which activists and everyday citizens 
utilised social media tools to organise and protest (Allagui & Kuebler 2011; Morozov 2014).

That being said, online communities are particularly important for people who work via online platforms. 
Gray and Suri (2019) found that crowd workers, or people who do the small tasks that fuel AI, collaborate 
with each other via online social networks in order to manage administrative overhead, find better work, 
and receive the social support traditionally associated with in-person workplaces. Maffie (2020) found that 
ride-hail drivers, who work via platforms like Uber or Lyft, were significantly more interested in joining a 
labour organisation when they interacted more frequently with other drivers via social media. Joyce, Stuart 
and Forde (2023) argue that unions and union-like organisations are more successful with workers in the 
platform economy when they build on the existing, often online, social networks workers have formed 
with each other rather than depending on the workplace-specific organising tactics used against auto 
manufacturers, for example.

ASSET-BASED COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT (ABCD)

ABCD is, at its heart, an approach that seeks to build on a community’s strengths – its assets – rather than 
looking to address its needs (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993). In this, ABCD shares some core ideas with 
Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach to development, which emphasises people’s ‘actual ability to achieve 
various valuable functionings as a part of living’ rather than quantitative and material measurements 
such as wealth or personal utility (Sen 1993, p. 30). ABCD assets include six different types: individuals, 
associations, institutions, land and the physical environment, exchange, and culture and stories (García 
2020). ABCD often takes physical neighbourhoods as the theoretical environment in which research or 
development will take place. As such, the asset of individuals would be people living in the neighbourhood. 
The asset of associations would be the kind of informal gatherings that often make up the social life of 
a neighbourhood, such as a knitting circle or a regular pick-up after a basketball game. Institutions are 
associations that have been formally concretised – for instance, a non-profit operating in a neighbourhood, a 
local business association, or a church. Land and the physical environment are assets: buildings, which might 
be used for meetings; empty lots, which might be turned into gardens; or restaurant kitchens, which might 
be able to host events or supply a community food bank. The asset of exchange relates to local economies: 
how money and goods flow through a community. This often refers to the kinds of businesses operating in 
a neighbourhood, for example, small, locally owned shops that keep money within the community rather 
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than extracting it, as large corporations do. But it can also refer to money-less exchanges, such as a clothing 
exchange or ‘buy nothing’ groups. The asset of culture and stories is the knowledge that lives within the 
community, such as stories about what happened the last time researchers came to the community, or 
histories of the neighbourhood.

As these examples demonstrate, assets are mergers of tangible and intangible things. For instance, an 
individual can have ‘gifts of the head (subjects residents know)’, ‘gifts of the hands (practical skills that 
residents know)’ and ‘gifts of the heart (issues residents care deeply about)’ (García 2020, p. 70). ABCD 
often begins from a practice of asset-mapping, whereby researchers help community members recognise 
all of the assets they already possess (Haines 2014). One impetus behind ABCD is a desire to avoid 
continually associating already marginalised communities with deficits or needs, as this approach can make 
the communities themselves seem like ‘the problem’. It can also ‘lea[d] concerned outsiders into becoming 
charitable “fixers”’ rather than concentrating power within the community (Bergdall 2013, p. 1).

One key difference between needs-based development and ABCD is that for needs-based development, 
financial resources are the most important resource, whereas for ABCD, people and relationships are the 
most important resource (García 2020). Once assets are mapped, ABCD works to connect them together, 
when these connections do not already exist. This multiplies the power of each individual asset (Kretzmann 
& McKnight 1993). Asset connection is a particularly powerful part of ABCD in the context of CBR, 
where partnerships between academic institutions and communities are common. These partnerships are 
usually begun with great hope, but often run into many problems, such as ‘terminological and conceptual 
differences, multiple perspectives and ways of knowing, inconsistency about what constitutes success, and 
measurement messiness’ (Plummer et al. 2022). The ABCD approach helps to cut through this potential 
morass by providing a clear framework for identifying the unique strengths of all involved, both researchers 
and community members.

ABCD is more often associated with local development projects than it is with research projects, per se 
(García 2020; Kretzmann & McKnight 1993; Mathie & Cunningham 2003, 2005). However, many of its 
core values and ideas are reflected in CBR. For instance, Mathie and Cunningham (2003, p. 474) write that 
‘the appeal of ABCD lies in its premise that people in communities can organise to drive the development 
process themselves by identifying and mobilising existing (but often unrecognized) assets, thereby 
responding to and creating local economic opportunity’. This clearly resonates with CBR, as such research 
is ‘genuinely collaborative and driven by community rather than campus interests; that democratizes the 
creation and dissemination of knowledge; and that seeks to achieve positive social change’. (Strand et 
al. 2003, p. 5). The obvious points of overlap are self-determination by community members and a clear 
end goal of social change. We see expertise as another crucial point of overlap. Expertise is an asset when 
considered under the ABCD framework, and recognising the expertise of community members is crucial 
in order to ‘facilitate collaborative, equitable partnerships in all phases of the research’, a key principle under 
the CBR framework (Roche 2008, p. 3).

ABCD is not without its critics. The idea of focusing on marginalised communities’ strengths sounds, 
to some, much like the neoliberal ideal of pulling yourself up by your bootstraps (MacLeod & Emejulu 
2014). Friedli (2013, p. 140) similarly argues that ABCD’s ‘fatal weakness has been the failure to question 
the balance of power between public services, communities and corporate interests’. It is true that much of 
ABCD’s foundations come from situations in urban America where the possibilities for outside assistance, 
from the state or other sources, were considered ‘bleak indeed’ (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993, p. 5). This 
state of affairs has unfortunately expanded since Kretzmann and McKnight did their work.

We argue that ABCD is still a highly productive approach despite these critiques. Pairing ABCD with 
a research-based political economic analysis, as in CBR, can address some of the blind spots identified by 
critics. Further, as we will demonstrate in this case study, taking an ABCD approach does not have to mean 
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letting the state off the hook for its responsibility to support its citizens. Community assets, such as culture 
and stories, can be mobilised by community members to influence legislators and affect public policy, which 
can change the power relations in which the community is embedded.

EXPERTISE

Expertise presents a conundrum for technologically advanced democracies. It is, on the one hand, necessary 
to build, maintain and advance technology. On the other hand, it necessarily introduces differences 
between people in an anti-democratic fashion, separating the population into expertise haves and have-
nots (Faulkner et al. 1998; Schrock & Close 2017). Activists have targeted the idea of expertise as a vector 
for social change. Some community organisations, such as Black Girls Code, seek to disperse expertise, for 
instance, teaching technology skills to those under-represented in technological fields. Others, like low-fi 
radio activists Prometheus, attempted ‘to break the conventions of expertise as it is traditionally constructed 
in order to promote an egalitarian ideal’ (Dunbar-Hester 2014, p. 186).

Expertise is often conceptualised in relation to professional work – as a special kind of knowledge, in 
that expertise carries with it social esteem and often a paid position (Brown 2014). Particularly in the 
contemporary digital moment, science and engineering or ‘STEM’ fields form a bastion of expertise that 
is socially validated (Faulkner et al. 1998). That being said, there is a literature that explicitly considers 
expertise in relation to craft. Sennett (2008) takes an individualistic perspective which valorises the expertise 
of the master craftsman and his satisfaction in a simple job done well, which McRobbie (2016) has critiqued 
on gendered grounds. Patel (2020) has most comprehensively developed a theory of the contemporary 
cultural worker’s unique expertise. Her model of ‘aesthetic expertise’ incorporates competence within the 
skills of creative production – rather than the aesthetic judgement of the art critic – as well as the capacity to 
signal those skills, particularly in an online context, and the ability to balance their primary creative activity 
with the entrepreneurial activity necessary to earn a living.

But is expertise solely an individual property? Digital media studies have suggested a different approach, 
which takes a large crowd, rather than a credentialled professional, as the potential source of expertise. There 
are two major theories: the wisdom of the crowd paradigm and the collective intelligence paradigm.

The wisdom of the crowd argues that ‘even if most of the people within a group are not especially well 
informed or rational, it can still reach a collectively wise decision’ (Surowiecki 2005, p. xiii). As an example, 
proponents of the wisdom of the crowd often use the curious phenomenon that when a crowd of people all 
guess the answer to a question, such as how many gumballs are in a jar, the average of their guesses is likely 
to be correct. In other words, the wisdom of the crowd is all about aggregation, particularly the aggregation 
of strangers. It underlies processes, such as ‘crowd work’ platforms, where a single job is broken up into 
micro-level ‘tasks’ and each one given to a different person from a very large pool. Rather than any particular 
individual inside the crowd, no matter their gifts, the crowd itself is the ‘expert’. This view has become 
particularly common among owners of digital platforms.

The collective intelligence paradigm, by contrast, depends on socialising and connecting within the crowd 
(Lévy 1997). As Jenkins (2008, p. 4) put it, ‘None of us can know everything; each of us knows something; 
and we can put the pieces together if we pool our resources and combine our skills.’ A good example of 
collective intelligence is actually the ABCD ideal: a community whose assets are known and connected 
with each other. For instance, a church (institution) might work with a local women’s group (organisation) 
to put on a thrift sale (exchange) to help raise money to create a new community garden in an empty plot 
(land). No one member of the church or customer at the thrift sale could have accomplished all of this on 
their own. Neither could the aggregate crowd of people involved without the social network that tied them 
all together. In a very powerful sense, everyone involved is simultaneously an expert in something and a 
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layperson in something else. This idea of expertise diminishes its anti-democratic properties and suggests 
that expertise lies in networks rather than crowds of strangers.

Methodology
Cunningham and Mathie (2003, p. 476) explain ABCD as ‘an approach, as a set of methods for community 
mobilization, and as a strategy for community-based development’. Here we envision CBR as a tool that can 
be deployed within the ABCD approach that the ISG is taking. Flyvbjerg (2012, p. 33) argues that the basic 
questions of values rationale, or phronetic social science research, with reference to a specific community, are 
‘Where are we going? Is this development desirable? What, if anything, should we do about it? Who gains 
and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power?’ In this case study, the ISG and its members had already 
answered the first two questions: We are going in a direction where a small number of online platforms 
will have total power over the working environments of independent online sellers, and this is extremely 
undesirable. Alternative marketplace platforms exist, but they tend to be smaller and – as evidenced 
in discussions among ISG members and the larger online crafting subculture – varied dramatically in 
quality. The ISG answered Flyvbjerg’s third question (what should we do about it), by suggesting the idea 
of a marketplace accreditation project, as a community labour organisation, whereby the ISG could vet 
marketplace platforms on how well they treated the sellers who worked on them and whether they provided 
what different groups of sellers needed.

There was one problem: the ISG was not sure what constituted a ‘good’ marketplace platform for sellers. 
Individual ISG members had personal opinions on the topic, such that an ‘Etsy Alternatives’ discussion 
channel was created early on in the organisation’s discussion server. But members freely admitted that their 
opinions depended heavily on their own situations – their particular craft, their geographical location, 
their level of coding knowledge, whether they were full-time or part-time sellers, and so forth. Close 
conducted a review of the literature on marketplace platforms and discovered that there were two major 
approaches. First, an abundance of business literature on online marketplace platforms existed, but it was 
almost exclusively from the point-of-view of the companies owning the platforms – not that of the people 
working on them (Evans & Schmalensee 2016; Sanchez-Cartas and León 2021). Second, media and 
communications scholars had developed a burgeoning literature on ‘platform studies’, but it tended to be 
more critical and theoretical rather than concerned with the practical and day-to-day policies and features 
by which marketplaces could be judged (Duffy 2017; Gillespie 2010; Nieborg & Poell 2018). Thus, new 
research was needed to determine what standards the ISG should use for its marketplace accreditation 
program.

We designed a methodology based on ABCD principles and included the concept of expertise as a 
community asset. We posited that the knowledge of what an ideal marketplace platform should look 
like – an ‘asset of the mind’ – was already distributed among the many members of the ISG and the wider 
handmade and vintage communities. What the ISG then needed was a way to concretise that knowledge 
into expertise, which could form the basis of the accreditation program.

Close suggested that she serve as an outsider catalyst whose research skills could help to draw out the 
collective intelligence of the community as an asset of shared expertise. Outsider catalysts are people from 
outside a community who ‘hold up a mirror so residents can see themselves as they really are ... [using] 
analytic tools and exercises that help community residents to identify and recognise strengths and capacities 
which they may have overlooked or ignored in the past’ (Bergdall 2013, p. 4). As the term implies, catalysts 
should stimulate or encourage community members to develop projects, rather than taking on leadership 
roles. We accomplished this by considering Close’s academic expertise to be primarily useful in creating 
spaces for community members to recognise their own expertise.
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The research was a multi-stage process. First, Close hosted an online workshop for ISG members. Lohr 
posted an open invitation to the event in the community’s Discord server and Facebook group. Seven 
members attended and participated in the workshop. In a traditional ABCD study, this would be a session 
dedicated to asset-mapping. However, these techniques are designed for place-based communities, such 
as neighbourhoods, and do not translate easily to a geographically dispersed community like that of indie 
sellers. We focused on the assets of exchange and culture and stories. Close asked attendees to imagine what 
online marketplaces might look like for indie sellers in the year 2100 if they developed in the best possible 
way (see results in Figure 1). This naturally transitioned into community members sharing stories about 
their experiences when things went well, along with challenges they encountered. Close documented the 
discussion by writing virtual post-it notes as people talked, then asking the community members to organise 
the post-it notes into common themes.

Figure 1.	 Exchange and culture and stories asset-mapping workshop result

Close and Lohr then wrote an open-ended survey that covered the topics around which workshop 
attendees’ ideas had coalesced. We also added questions similar to those asked in the workshop, such as ‘If 
your ideal ONLINE marketplace was a PHYSICAL space, what would it look like?

We then shared this draft of the survey with community members for their feedback. As discussed earlier, 
many crafters are disabled, and their ideas significantly impacted the framing of our demographic questions 
around disability. They rejected ‘person-first’ language common in academia, such as “I am someone with a 
physical disability,” in favour of language which recognised disability as an identity, such as “I am disabled.” 
After revisions, we offered the survey to both sellers and customers of handmade, vintage and craft goods 
online, using the ISG’s social media to spread the word throughout the community. There were 215 
responses, drawn primarily from the ISG membership, roughly a 10 percent response rate.

We then took the qualitative data from the open-ended survey and applied a similar process to that 
following the workshop: identifying common themes as well as areas of agreement and disagreement. 
Close read the answers to the questions addressed to sellers and Lohr read the answers to the questions 
addressed to buyers. Each author prepared a summary of the responses to each question. After comparing 
our summaries, we wrote a multiple-choice survey covering the same topics as in the qualitative survey, but 
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with more specific questions. For example, two questions drawn from the responses to the question about 
communication between self and the marketplace platform were: In MOST CASES, the best method of 
communication between the marketplace site and me is ... (followed by communication channels such as 
phone call, email, etc.). When PROBLEMS OCCUR, the best method of communication between the 
marketplace site and me is ... (as above). These questions derived from our discovery in the open-ended 
survey that sellers felt these two communication contexts were different and likely required different 
communication channels. In this section, we also asked ‘When I’m communicating with the marketplace, 
it’s MOST important that ... (communication is fast and easy to access/I feel heard and the communication 
is respectful/the issue is resolved).’ This arose from reading that these three values of speed, respect and 
resolution were important, but it was difficult to tell which was of primary importance due to the open-
ended nature of the survey.

The multiple-choice survey was then distributed among ISG’s membership and throughout the broader 
community of creative independent sellers via social media posts and keyword-based advertisements. At the 
time of writing, over 1200 people had responded.

The ISG will take the results of the multiple-choice survey and use them to develop its Marketplace 
Accreditation program. It will use the survey results as a concrete explanation of community members’ 
needs and desires for marketplaces and also use them to create a standard by which to judge marketplace 
platforms, both large ones such as Etsy or eBay, and smaller, newer platforms attempting to enter the 
space or to specialise in one craft area. This program will help the community break Etsy’s monopoly over 
handmade crafts and vintage goods by making it easier to tell which platforms are worth sellers’ time and 
effort to use. Over time, sellers will migrate away from platforms which exploit them and towards platforms 
that work with them fairly.

Discussion
Indie sellers are often told, particularly by platforms, that any problems they encounter are a result of deficits 
in their craft and business skills. A proposed solution is for them to individually seek help from outside 
experts, for example, taking a business course. However, we argue that this is wrong on multiple levels. 
Our research demonstrates that, while any one individual seller may be able to improve on a skill, creative 
independent sellers collectively possess clear expertise. They are ‘content experts’, possessing gifts both of the 
hands and the heart (Attygalle 2017; García 2020). The community’s gifts of the hand lie in their aesthetic 
expertise: they know how to craft or locate an item, how to photograph that item, how to list that item, how 
to pack and ship an order, and how to engage with customers about their purchases. Their gifts of the heart 
consist in their collective vision for sustainable businesses that value their own voices and ‘the handmade’.

We align with Roy (2017) in that ABCD is a way to enhance the collective and build solidarity, values 
opposed to neoliberalism’s individualism and privatism. Taking part in this CBR project helps crafters 
and vintage sellers to reconceptualise themselves as experts in conducting independent creative businesses 
online. It is their ideas that determine which aspects of marketplaces are important, as well as what kinds of 
policies and features will best support them. Further, it became clear to indie sellers that the problems they 
encounter are shared. This supports an understanding of their relationship with marketplace platforms as 
one beset by structural inequality, not one in which all their problems would disappear if they simply worked 
harder or smarter.

The value that the community puts on the idea of the handmade emerged from the research process. We 
go into some detail here about this to demonstrate the kind of findings that CBR can produce when using 
an ABCD orientation.

Most participants in the qualitative survey emphasised the importance of a marketplace having only 
‘truly handmade’, ‘actually handmade’ and ‘genuinely handmade’ items available for sale. Clearly this concept 
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was of great importance to the community, perhaps even serving as the basis on which members built their 
own aesthetic expertise. And yet, it was also clear that indie sellers disagreed about the precise definition of 
handmade. One seller responded, ‘High end, completely hand made only. people designing and making their 
own items from scratch, without production partners.’ Another answered, ‘Handcrafted items, items that are 
printed or manufactured with the help of a second party, or raw materials/tools for crafts.’ These definitions 
directly contradict each other.

This finding was not one anticipated by the workshop, nor would it have likely emerged from a study 
looking at the existing literature on e-commerce marketplaces, which tend to gloss over handmade 
marketplaces. It only emerged through considering indie sellers to be experts on handmade marketplaces 
and asking them what kinds of items should be sold on such platforms. This dissensus on the definition of 
handmade poses a serious challenge for ISG’s Marketplace Accreditation Program, as it must be sensitive to 
the competing definitions of ‘handmade’ present in the community.

After receiving this feedback, we added an entirely new section to the multiple-choice survey to help 
tease out the different definitions of handmade. Understanding the subtlety of how the creative indie 
seller community defines handmade will not only make the eventual marketplace accreditation program 
more likely to be successful, but will be critical to defining the boundaries of the community itself. If the 
community of creative indie sellers involves ‘small businesses run by artists, makers and curators selling 
handmade, unique, vintage and craft supplies’, as defined earlier, then how members of the community 
define handmade is critical to its self-understanding.

This touches on one key way this case study is different from other ABCD work. The creative indie 
seller community is not defined by location, socio-economic status, racial or ethnic identity, or employer. 
It is a community defined by the kind of work that members do, in a profession that does not have clear 
outside definitions or credentials. This kind of community is increasingly more common in our digital and 
globalising world and should be considered as a site for community development, particularly when it is a 
site of community economics.

What this research process also demonstrates is the value of conceptualising expertise according to 
the theory of collective intelligence. This theory highlights the importance of social connections between 
community members, which here has culminated in the Indie Sellers Guild. The ISG can now build on the 
combined expertise of its members to create the Marketplace Accreditation Program, which will begin to 
challenge the structural inequalities facing creative independent sellers. No one person’s expertise could do 
this alone.

Conclusion
J.K. Gibson-Graham (2006, p. xxx) writes that she is often approached with the question ‘Why do these 
things always fail?’ in response to her work on post-capitalist and community economic projects. A similar 
gloom hangs around press coverage of the ISG, for example, in the Washington Post: ‘I admire their effort, 
though I suspect it’s in vain. Just as the Arts and Crafts movement couldn’t last, a large-scale online 
marketplace of handmade goods in the age of Amazon Prime seems increasingly like a hopeless endeavor’ 
(Wagner 2023). This is an ironic statement at a time when Etsy facilitated the sale of 12.2 billion dollars 
of goods in 2021 alone – –hardly a marketplace on the verge of collapse (Etsy employees 2021). Gibson-
Graham (2006, pp. xxx–xxxi) asks whether this mindset has ‘a theoretical investment in failure ... [where] 
anything in relation to capitalism is understood to be dominated, if not actually controlled by it’. Using an 
ABCD approach that helps creative indie sellers see themselves as capable agents of change, with expertise 
and a community behind them, directly counters this cynicism. Co-researching questions that matter to the 
community shows people how their expertise can be the basis for a new and better version of e-commerce, 
one focused on sustainability and support rather than exploitation and extraction.
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CBR like this, carried out in the context of ABCD, can also help communities influence state 
policymaking. In July of 2023, US Senator Baldwin (WI-D) reached out to the ISG to ask their opinion 
on new legislation that would require anyone selling a new, foreign-made item online to disclose their 
item’s country of origin. This touches directly on the issue of ‘what is handmade?’ that arose in our study, as 
resellers often buy items made outside the United States before passing them off as handmade within the 
United States on platforms like Etsy. There was a strong consensus from the community’s responses to our 
survey that such practices should not be allowed.

Following this research, the ISG was able to confidently issue a statement of support for the proposed 
legislation and also provide data to back up its claim that the legislation would be strongly supported by 
creative indie sellers. The hitherto lack of existing research on what this community needed in a marketplace, 
as well as its dispersed, ‘crowd-like’ nature, meant that the marketplace platform owners had previously 
spoken for the community to legislators. They had successfully lobbied against previous versions of the 
bill, claiming that it would be a hardship for indie sellers, in direct contradiction to our research findings. 
This time, the bill progressed out of committee’s hands and will be considered by the full US House of 
Representatives.

This case study demonstrates the utility of ABCD and hopefully answers the concerns of some 
critics, particularly around its attention to structural power. It brings ABCD into the context of digital 
communities organised on the basis of shared work and interests, rather than place-based communities. It 
conceptualises community members as possessing an asset of expertise based on the knowledge they develop 
working day-in, day-out at selling their own handmade crafts or vintage goods. Finally, it highlights how a 
community association like ISG can harness the community’s assets of expertise into a collective program 
that will help rebalance the scales of power in the digital platform economy.
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