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Introduction 

he mix of creative activity which occurs in local music scenes and industries is undoubtedly 
influenced by the social networks and associated social capital that support their functioning. This is 
particularly the case with indie pop/rock music activity in Perth, Western Australia (WA). In this 
locale, a tight knit community supports and influences the way in which creativity activity takes 

place. This chapter examines the mix of creative activity that occurs within this scene within the framework 
of social networks and social capital. It explores how such factors influence the resulting creative mix of 
activity, cultural outputs and career development. Broadly, it comments on how such networks influenced 
the ability for this music to gain national traction in the late 1990s and early 2000s, while also influencing 
the broader development of Perth’s local music scene and industry.  
 
This paper draws on research exploring the indie pop/rock music industry and scene in Perth, with a focus on 
activity that occurred between 1998 and 2009. Underwritten by the notion of creative capital and the 
commodification of music, this project paid considerable attention to the culture of music making in Perth. In 
doing so, the high concentration of activity and members as well as the geographical isolation of the city 
came into focus. More broadly, this work examined the development of the local music industry and its 
relationship to those that exist within national and international contexts, as well as the development – 
realised or otherwise – of careers in both musical and business facets. 
  
This chapter will first give an overview of the participant cohort, as well as the process of their selection, 
before examining literature surrounding the notion of the music scene, and providing an overview of Perth’s 
indie pop/rock music scene. It then examines the role of social networks and social capital present in this 
local industry, before wrapping up with a discussion focusing on how supportive attitudes toward local 
music activity dualistically support and facilitate the social networks and social capital that support the 
functioning of this local sector. 

Participant cohort and selection 

Interviews with 48 participants – 25 musicians and 23 industry (three of which were considered to be 
ancillary workers, as government, not-for-profit/advocacy employees) were undertaken over a two-year 
period (2010-2012). Participants were determined based on a combination of success and recognition in 
relation to this genre of music and associated scene, as well as the positions held by the interviewees. Semi-
structured question sets were used, with most including a broad set of base questions relating to 
demographics as well as memories of growing up/moving to Perth and attitudes towards the city’s 
geographical isolation. The interviews then focused more closely on role specific sets, such as musicians, 
band managers, venue bookers, festival promoters, music journalists, and label managers. In many cases, the 
industry members were asked questions from more than one question set. This chapter draws primarily from 
interviews with musicians, but also touches on those undertaken with live music promoters and venue 
bookers. 
 
Participant selection was further influenced by the strong social connections within this group of 
interviewees. These strong connections also revealed themselves as being highly influential to the creative 
mix, cultural outputs and career development. This is due in part to the highly concentrated nature of local 
music activity in Perth, which is illustrated through the relatively small number of key sites of performance 

T 



(live music venues) and production (recording studios). These two facets of local music activity are where 
musicians often draw on the experience and opinions of others, and in the case of the performance sector, 
also provide musicians with key sites of socialisation and networking (see Ballico, 2011a for a more detailed 
discussion). 

An overview of Perth's indie pop/rock music industry and scene 

One way to understand the way in which social networks are constructed and the way in which the resulting 
social capital influences the creative music that occurs in Perth, is by framing this discussion within the 
notion of the music scene. Music scenes are broadly defined in terms of location and aesthetics – being place 
and/or genre based – and have both structural and functional aspects (Bennett et al 2010; Johansson and Bell 
2009; Stahl 2007; Stahl 2011; Straw 1991; Stratton 2008). 
 
Perth’s indie pop/rock music scene is examined here in locative and genre terms. This scene operates within 
the metropolitan area, with clusters of activity centred around the inner city and its surrounds, as well as the 
city of Fremantle, some 25 kilometres south of the central business district. Geographically isolated from the 
country’s other capital cities as well as within its own state (due to an underdeveloped regional population 
and associated touring circuits), Perth musicians are faced with an interesting environment in which to create 
music and build associated careers.  This geographical isolation influences the ways in which music activity 
enters and leaves the state (particularly in relation to touring), but also, and most importantly, has resulted in 
the positioning of the city as being on the periphery of national music activity. As Table 1. illustrates, there 
are long driving distances to the east of the country. 
 
To Distance (km) Duration (hours) 
Adelaide 2694 28 
Melbourne 3417 35 
Canberra 3723 38 
Sydney 3945 40 
Darwin 4043 43 
Brisbane 4345 46 

Table 1. Driving distances between Perth and Australia’s mainland capital cities. 

 
When considering the driving distances illustrated in Table 1. alongside the lack of integration within the 
national industry, a unique environment in which the local pop/rock music industry has been able to develop 
and function, results. Further influencing this is the high concentration of performance and production spaces, 
the musicians who often perform across multiple bands, and the industry workers who work across multiple 
roles in order to support and facilitate the functioning of this industry. One of the key effects of the isolation 
is to make members highly dependent upon one another, for example, when musicians from various bands 
collaborate, swap players and tour the country together. The tight-knit and concentrated nature of this 
industry is highly valued by its members, and in turn, supports and facilitates networks of learning which 
assist career development. 
 
This distance from the east and the historical lack of integration within the national industry has influenced 
the development of this largely self-sustaining local industry.  This lack of integration is what made the 
success of Perth music in the national market in the late 1990s and early 2000s so significant. During this 
time, acts such as Ammonia, End of Fashion, Eskimo Joe, Jebediah, and the Sleepy Jackson, achieved high 
level national success, with strong national music and media attention, strong record sales and large scale 
national tours. The largely self-sustaining local industry supported this national engagement, with a strong 
work ethic also cultivated due to the geographical isolation of the city.  
 
This work ethic is demonstrated through the ways in which musicians and industry supporting one another in 
musical pursuits locally and in seeking out opportunities to connect with the national and international 
industries.  Despite this self-sufficiency, however, relationships exist with the national music industries in 



Melbourne and Sydney. This is due to Perth artists having management and/or recording contracts with 
companies in these cities, as well as interacting with the national media, major record labels, some managers, 
and larger-scale festival promoters which are predominantly based in the east. These relationships result 
from an understanding that in order to be marketed to national audiences, Perth musicians need to engage 
with the larger, nationally focused industries. Broadly speaking, they are facilitated and supported by the 
social networks and associated social capital that exists within this locale. 

The role of social networks and social capital 

Social networks have been found to be critical to sustaining Perth’s indie pop/rock industry and scene. They 
support the function of the industry through continued and active engagement with its activities, which in 
turn help support the development of its members’ careers. Further, the ways in which members engage with 
the scene also influences the ways in which it operates and develops. This is because musicians and industry 
workers alike often look to the behaviours of others when making decisions regarding how to undertake 
business and creative pursuits. Underwriting this influence is the ways in which social networks build social 
capital. 
 
Social capital is developed through people interacting within social networks, and can only be identified if 
and when the network works. Originally attributed to Bourdieu (2011), social capital is ‘seen as a social asset 
by virtue of actors’ connections and access to resources in the network or group of which they are members’ 
(Lin 2001: 19). Social capital is reliant upon shared resources (Lin 2001: 29). These resources can be of a 
personal (material or symbolic) or social nature (access through social connections). A network’s members 
determine the significance of their resource by assigning a value to historical, geographical and collective 
experiences. This happens when certain things are celebrated for example, or forgotten. This is further 
indicated by the ways in which musicians ‘move up’ in the local scene, and the resources they use and share 
at any given time. This mutual support is partly a result of the importance assigned to the opinions and 
experiences of others. The more established and successful members are, the more they are viewed as 
demonstrating their credentials to offer guidance in their creative and business pursuits. This is particularly 
the case, as discussed in greater detail below, in relation to the ways in which artists broadly navigate careers 
and undertake activities such as the recording of music. 
 
Before delving further into an analysis of social networks and social capital, however, it is worthwhile noting 
the underlying role of the community and associated community of practice that operates in this local sector, 
as it further bolsters the functioning and role of these networks and associated capital (see Ballico, 2011b for 
a more in depth discussion of this). These theories can help illuminate the ways in which members identify 
within this scene, as well as the development of shared resources and support networks within this sector. 
 
For example, it was very common amongst the cohort of musicians interviewed to decide to pursue music 
beyond a hobby after they had witnessed friends’ bands performing, or other Perth bands attracting national 
attention. Of particular note is the band Jebediah, who were one of the first bands from this cohort to attract 
national recognition. Further influencing the impact this band had on the local scene was that they would 
continue to perform in local bars, and at all-ages shows. The accessibility of the band, coupled with their 
desire to remain in Perth, played an important role in more broadly shifting attitudes towards being a 
working musician in Perth. 
 
While these dynamics had a strong impact on the desires of musicians to pursue music careers and 
influenced the ways in which they would go about doing so (in particular remaining in Perth), another aspect 
to which musicians would especially look to the behaviours of others was in relation to decisions regarding 
the recording of their music. This decision-making process ranged from the type of release – either an EP 
(extended player) or LP (long player) – to which local studio and producer one would record with.  
 
For example, it certainly was not uncommon for the two main producers interviewed for this research – 
Andy Lawson from Debaser studios and Dave Parkin from Blackbird studios – to be approached based on 
their reputation and/or at the recommendation of other local musicians who had worked with them. Further, 
this referral process was informal, with musicians often connecting with these producers through the social 
networks and local music community.  More broadly, the more the members of Perth’s industry became key 



players nationally and internationally, the more they were ‘looked up’ to as an example of how to function 
within the industry, and how to connect with audiences and industry players beyond the state. This dynamic 
of credentialing is further buoyed by the prevalent attitude held by industry workers in Perth that it is through 
their collective endeavours that the industry continues to function, and careers develop. 
  
Role/Function Resources accessed Resources provided 
Record label management/ A 
and R (Artist and Repertoire) 

Creative talent; Music 
business knowledge; Record 
label infrastructure/ resources 

Finances/production support 

Artist management Record label infrastructure/ 
resources 

Guidance; Music business 
knowledge 

Government funding 
administration 

Government allocated funding Finances 

Music journalism Creative talent Media coverage 
Radio programming Media equipment; Recordings Media coverage/ music 

promotion 
Venue booking Live music venues; Live 

music knowledge and 
expertise 

Live music venue 

Festival/ tour promotion Festival/ large scale venue 
facilities 

Festival/touring experience 

Music producer Musical equipment; Recording 
spaces 

Record studios 

Music creation Finances; Musical equipment; 
Recording studios; Post-
production facilities; 
*Creative talent 

Creative expertise and ability 

Music performance Live music venues; Musical 
equipment 

Performance 

Table 2. Music industry roles/functions and their associated resources. 

Social networks have enabled the members of Perth’s local music industry and scene to undertake their roles 
in the music industry through the provision of, and access to, music industry resources. As Table 2 illustrates, 
members both contribute to the local music industry, and access resources generated within it through 
activities such as performing, recording music or undertaking industry functions such as the promotion and 
staging of live music events. These activities are embedded in social structures. The social aspect of these 
structures inform which resources will be accessed, when they will be accessed, and by whom.  
  
For example, when performing live, musicians share the resources of their creative talent and performance 
skills. In doing this, they access resources held by the local industry as a whole including: the live music 
venue; the musical equipment with which they perform; and the talents of other bands they perform 
alongside. Performing live requires musicians to make decisions in all these areas, with this decision-making 
process also influenced by decisions of others within this social network, and more broadly by trends in local 
music consumption. 
  
Musicians spoke of venues within which they watch local bands perform, and where they themselves 
performed. Often these were the same venues in each case. Memorable local performances in particular 
venues often inspired musicians to create their own music, with performing at the same venues an early and 
obtainable goal, in much the same way that seeing a friend’s band perform inspired one to pursue a career in 
music. 
  
To return to the earlier discussion regarding the influence of others behaviours when determining how to 
navigate their careers, musicians also often spoke of how they learned from others the skills and 
competencies required to participate in Perth’s music scene. Such participation has included: how to 
undertake tours; what musical equipment to use; and, as mentioned earlier, which local producers to work 
with and why.  In sharing this information and assigning it weight, members consider the credentials of the 



person offering the suggestion, and such credentials are reinforced, or weakened, according to the results, 
and are in turn influenced by them. The more successful and experienced a member is, be that a musician or 
industry worker, the more likely others are to look to them for advice. In one example Mark Cruickshank, 
bassist for Red Jezebel, recalls (i/v with author, 11 May 2011) how Jebediah bassist Vanessa Thornton 
influenced his choice of musical equipment: 
  

[She’s] been a huge influence on me. Like, she gave a set of strings, this is going back 
fuck, five years ago, and she’s like ‘try these’[...] So Vanessa gave me these [strings] and 
I still use them to this day [...] I’d definitely say like yeah just learning about equipment 
and sharing ideas would have to have had an influence for sure. 

  
As these experiences illustrate, the members of Perth’s local indie pop/rock music industry and scene greatly 
value the opinions and experiences of other members when navigating their creative and business pursuits. 
Further, there is a hierarchy in place which influences whose opinions and experiences are valued. Broadly 
this determined by the level of success and/or recognition achieved by the member in question, and is also 
shaped by the shared attitude toward supporting local music activity. 

Attitudes toward supporting local music activity 

The social networks and associated social capital discussed above are undoubtedly influenced by the positive 
and supportive attitude toward local music activity.  Such an attitude toward the local music industry, as well 
as the competency of its members and the capacity of the music to engage audiences beyond the state, is 
critical for the everyday operation of Perth’s local indie pop/rock music scene. To this end, a willingness to 
support local music activity within the local market, while also supporting others in their endeavours to 
connect with new audiences, is highly valued by interviewees. Continued engagement with the local music 
industry is critical to its survival and sustains supports and encourages its development. This engagement 
extends beyond the audiences who consume the music, to the musicians and industry workers who work and 
perform in the industry. Such engagement can include taking on positions in addition to their own area of 
expertise because there is no one better qualified to do so, to supporting the consumption of local music 
products by attending live shows. Doing so extends beyond the belief of supporting a collective endeavour, 
however, to encompass the ideal of ‘giving back’ to the scene. More broadly, supporting local music within a 
mix of national and international focused music activity, such as when local bands tour live with 
international acts that may (or may not) come from Perth, further legitimises the consumption of the local 
scene as it is held almost on a par with these broader music sectors. Because of this, those who achieved 
success and recognition beyond Perth, and particularly to the degree that it afforded them the opportunity to 
tour nationally, would often take local bands and local session musicians on the road with them. As Vanessa 
Thornton (i/v with author 17 January 2011) bassist from Jebediah says it was important to the band to take 
other Perth acts on their Australian tours: 

 
We were really into the local scene and also, we just felt really lucky and really grateful 
that we were the band that had been picked up and [that the label] helped out with all our 
touring […] If that hadn’t have happened we knew we would’ve been in the position of all 
the other bands in Perth […] It costs so much to get everyone over east and you know, be 
on the road [for] however long. I think we just felt really grateful for everything that had 
happened to us […] we just wanted to share it with all our mates. 

  
Taking other local artists on national tours helped raise audience awareness of the local scene and give 
recognition to lower profile artists, but it did not guarantee widespread success or ongoing recognition. 
Where this support is of particular benefit, however, is through providing an opportunity to develop higher 
level performance skills, a solid work ethic and helping artists establish connections on the east coast. 
 
Live music bookers and promoters argue that it is important to support local musicians by providing 
opportunities to perform at pubs and clubs, as well as facilitating their access to higher profile national and 
international touring opportunities at festivals and large scale Perth shows. In the case of booking pubs and 
clubs, the desire to support local activity was an important motivation, alongside recognition of the 



contribution such performances make to enriching and developing the local music scene. This support is 
provided even though it can entail financial sacrifices, and may not be economically sustainable from either 
the bands’, or the booker’s, or the venue’s perspective. 
  
Promoters and bookers of live music venues often spoke of the financial risks and losses associated with 
supporting local original music. Supporting local music activity, and particularly in relation to providing 
opportunities for musicians who are still in the process of developing an audience, is often done at a financial 
loss to the venues concerned. For example, as part-owner and promoter of Mojos Bar, a longstanding live 
music venue located in Fremantle, Andrew Ryan (i/v with author 18 April 2012) explains: 
  

The venue feels like it’s contributing something but... it’s a completely two-way street... To 
a degree. Mojos could put DJs and cover bands [on] and do enormously better monetary 
wise but, I wouldn’t be involved. 

  
Supporting local music activity has been vital to the ability for the social networks and associated social 
capital. As Ballico (2011) and Ballico and Bennett (2010) have examined, live performance spaces, for 
example, support the ability for musicians to connect with each other, industry members and audiences. 
More broadly, the supportive attitude toward local music activity and pursuits further supports and facilitates 
the ability for social networks and social capital to be developed, which in turn has supported the ongoing 
functioning of Perth’s local indie pop/rock music industry and scene. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this chapter has examined the influence of social networks and social capital on the mix of 
creative activity that occurs in Perth’s indie pop/rock music scene. It has examined how the geographical 
isolation of the city results in this scene being on the periphery of national activity, which heightens the 
influence of the networks and capital. 
  
As discussed, interviewees place a high level of importance on supporting others in their musical and 
business pursuits both within the state and in reaching new audiences elsewhere. As a result, strong networks 
exist between members and within the spaces where activity occurs. These networks prove critical in 
supporting the ability for musicians to reach new audiences (albeit with varying levels of success), and for 
resources to be developed locally. Local music recording studios, music producers and particular live music 
venues have been found to be strongly influenced by social networks and the associated capital attributed to 
those who have developed, sustained and accessed such resources. Such resources must continue to be 
available and supported in order to develop Perth musicians’ careers.  For example, local recording studios 
are a viable place in which others can record and the careers of those who run them are supported. This in 
turn helps further the continued functioning of the local scene. More broadly, such engagement is undertaken 
with a positive stance toward supporting local music activity and endeavours. 
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