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Chapter Summary 

This case study describes an innovative model that was developed to enhance business performance and 
visitor satisfaction in the artisan sector. ÉCONOMUSÉE©  is a non-profit organization founded in 1992 in 
Quebec, Canada which now includes over 70 Artisans from across Canada and Europe.  The model 
promotes the preservation of traditional knowledge and local entrepreneurship by utilizing cultural 
tourism to showcase artisans and encourage the consumption of locally produced artisanal products. The 
model was introduced to the province of British Columbia in 2010 by La Société de développement 
économique de la Colombie-Britannique (SDE) as the catalyst for the initiative ÉCONOMUSÉE® British 
Columbia Artisans at Work. SDÉ aims to facilitate the economic growth of rural communities in B.C. 
through the implementation of the ÉCONOMUSÉE® model. Overall, the evidence in this case 
demonstrates the value of adopting the ÉCONOMUSÉE model to artisan businesses in the region and 
provides justification for expansion of the model to expand it in other jurisdictions. This case makes an 
important contribution to the tourism literature and encourages academics to pursue future research to 
better understand intersections between tourism and the artisan economy.  

Learning Objectives: 

At the end of this case study, readers will be able to: 

1. Define what an artisan is and be able to list at least 3 examples of utilitarian and consumable 
artisan trades; 

2. Articulate factors that underlie the re-emergence of the artisan economy; 
3. Identify and describe the six elements of the ÉCONOMUSÉE© model; 
4. Discuss the role that cultural tourism can play to enhance the success of artisan enterprises; 
5. Suggest future questions that tourism researchers should address to expand further study on the 

intersection between tourism and the artisan economy. 
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Introduction 
 

Over the past decade, artisanal entrepreneurs have been altering the economic landscape by introducing new 
utilitarian and consumable crafts into the marketplace. From artisan cheeses, craft beer to fibre creations, new 
artisanal products are appearing at local farmers markets, specialty stores or on the menus of pubs and 
restaurants. When observed at the micro level, the emergence of these new products may appear to be of 
little significance to the national economy yet according to Foote (2015), “the artisan sector is part of a much 
larger global creative economy that, if it were a country, would already be equal to the fourth-largest economy 
in the world, with the fourth largest workforce.” Beyond the economic significance, the sector also plays a vital 
role in protecting the intangible cultural heritage of the communities and societies that artisanal goods are 
created in (Bonn et al, 2007). To create an artisanal craft requires the use of traditional knowledge and local 
resources resulting in goods that “originate from and are rooted in the uniqueness of people and place” (ACS, 
2011; Pouls, 2013; Foote, 2015).  

While artisans were once dominant across North America, their goods – and thereby their crafts - were largely 
replaced by the introduction of technology and mass production. However, rapid technological advances have 
transformed the global economy and consumers can now access a wider range of goods aided by their personal 
computers, access to the internet and travel.  This has allowed increased global competition and market 
fragmentation creating space for small businesses offering specialized products to regain a foothold in the 
economy. This transformation of the global economy and the re-emergence of artisanal products has been 
driven in large part, by consumers’ desire for local, customized and authentic products and experiences 
(Vaugeois & Predyk, 2016). 

At the root of all artisanal trades is the concept of craft or the design and small-scale production of quality 
goods from natural and human-made materials such as clay, glass and wood, or from animal and plant 
substances such as milk, grain and meat. Frequently, only small quantities are produced at one time by an 
accomplished person or by a small cluster of skilled individuals (Fisman, 2012; Hamilton, 2012). These trades 
are strongly characterized by their integration of traditional knowledge and skills, and artisans are therefore 
the carriers of traditional crafts. In a SSHRC Knowledge Synthesis Grant on the traditional craft trades Vaugeois, 
et al (2013) created a typology comprised of two categories of artisanal trades (figure 1). Utilitarian trades 
integrate traditional knowledge and skills in the production of functional and/or decorative goods. Consumable 
trades integrate traditional knowledge and skills in the production of edible and/or cosmetic goods.  

Canada has a highly talented artisanal workforce that protects its diverse cultural heritage and contributes to 
the symbolic values, identities, and economic wellbeing of society (Petrov, 2007).  For example, artisanal trades 
such as blacksmithing and cheese-making preserve regional cultures and traditions while also building 
economic opportunities for rural and northern individuals and communities.  These trades also foster social 
and economic innovation because artisans constantly explore new ways of expressing traditional knowledge 
and skills. The products that are created through artisanal craftsmanship are supported by a growing interest 
in and consumption of authentic and local products (Sidali et al, 2015). The sustainable advantage of artisanal 
firms is the uniqueness of each end product (Ponder, 2010) and the ability to appeal to more affluent 
consumers who are increasingly interested in niche products.   
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Figure 1: Typology of Traditional Craft Trades 

 

Source: Vaugeois, et al (2013). 

While the artisanal economy is emerging in both rural and urban contexts, the sector provides significant 
opportunities for entrepreneurship in Canada’s rural regions (Petrov, 2007; Burnett and Danson, 2017). 
Entrepreneurs play a vital role in economic restructuring for rural regions (Cartier, 2012; Sheilds, 2005) yet 
their evolution and survival is not without its challenges. While approximately 25% of micro businesses are 
located in rural and small communities, their survival rate is significantly less than those in urban settings 
(Siemens, 2010, Rothwell, 2010, Cartier, 2012). Some of these challenges are associated to the motivations of 
entrepreneurs who often assume the role of entrepreneur for lifestyle reasons (Siemens, 2014) or to remain 
in the places they have become attached to (Kumar and Vaugeois, 2018). Artisanal entrepreneurs are likely to 
face additional challenges since they assume dual and not necessarily complimentary roles as both artisans 
and entrepreneurs (Paige and Littrell, 2002; Vesala et al, 2007). Artisans are masters of their craft who assume 
an entrepreneurial role to bring their products to market. Training to master their craft skills is largely gained 
through hands on learning and mentorship and many do not have training in business and are self-taught 
entrepreneurs (Vaugeois and Predyk, 2016). There is a need to build upon the insights gained in rural 
entrepreneurship literature (Pato and Teixeira, 2014; Brunton et al, 2008; Burnett and Danson, 2017; Sheilds, 
2005) to understand the motivations and experience of artisanal entrepreneurs in rural contexts and to explore 
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what type of supportive policies can enable their success (Sarkar and Banerjee, 2007; Ladd, 2017). Additionally, 
insights gained on artisan entrepreneurs may also contribute to the refinement of entrepreneurship and 
human capital theory (Ponder, 2010; Alvarez and Busenitz, 2001; Marvel et al, 2016). 

At the present time, the artisanal trades are poorly understood and academic literature on the sector has only 
recently started to emerge (McKitterick et al, 2016, Sidali et al, 2015). Incongruous definitions have made it 
challenging for policy-makers and the general population to grasp the meaning or significance of the sector or 
to identify its respective trades. What is known about the artisanal trades in Canada has emerged from a 
synthesis of literature on both the cultural sector and the small-scale agrifood sector (Vaugeois et al, 2013). 
Currently, these two bodies of knowledge are not addressed together in either the academic literature or in 
government and industry reports.  

The challenges within Canada to define and determine the value of the artisan sector are mirrored elsewhere 
in the world. The US Department of State indicated that “the artisan sector globally has been valued at $32 
billion dollars, but the economic impact is not always recognized” (US Department of State, 2015). Researchers 
in Portland have produced significant new insights about the economic and cultural shifts associated to the 
artisan economy (Heying, 2010, Cannon, 2009) and rationale for nourishing the maker and artisan community. 
The Artisan Economy Initiative in Portland (Marotta, 2015) found that over 90% of small maker enterprises did 
not show up on national small business databases.  Despite this relative invisibility, the small makers in their 
study had a positive impact on the local economy in Portland alone employing over 1000 people, generating 
over $250 million in revenue and collectively, artisans experienced an average 60% increase in revenue growth 
over a three year period. The artisan movement in Australia has experienced rapid growth and highlighted that 
traditional economic measurements such as productivity may not provide an accurate picture of the economic 
value of the artisan economy. The Australian Productivity Commission found that “due to their lack of scale 
and amount of labour involved, artisan bakeries, wineries and breweries are aggravating a continuing decline 
in productivity” (Sprothen, 2015). Research is needed to understand the experience and operations of artisanal 
entrepreneurs to ensure that appropriate enabling supports are available to foster its growth. 

Beyond economic benefits, others are also recognizing the important role that artisanal businesses are 
enacting to educate society on important issues of heritage preservation (Bryan et al, 2012; Corsane et al, 
2007). As visitation to traditional heritage venues such as museums has been on the decrease (Cheney, 2002), 
the emergence of new venues that provide education about Canadian heritage are needed. Within Canada, as 
well as internationally, the ÉCONOMUSÉE model has emerged as a successful business model to support 
artisanal entrepreneurs and cultural rural tourism (Gervais, 2014; ENS, 2018; Macdonald & Joliffe, 2003). 
Designed by Dr. Cyril Simard from the University of Laval, this model attempts to design a visitor experience 
that fuses education and consumption of products from artisans. This model aligns with research in a variety 
of fields including tourism, museology and consumer behavior (Cameron, 2007). Providing consistent, high 
quality visitor experiences is both challenging and complex (Chronis, 2012; Reussner 2003) as todays visitors 
are increasingly interested in authentic and “real” experiences (Bonn et al, 2007; Lopez-Sintas et al 2012) which 
they are most likely to receive when they are able to learn about and interact with the people and context 
where they visit (Grenier 2010; Macdonald 2007; McKay, 2007).  In an effort to educate visitors, many artisans 
are adopting strategies from the museum world (Bannon et al, 2005) – a practice which is believed to impact 
financial performance as well (Hume, 2011). When visitors observe the creation of a product and have a chance 
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to “meet the maker”, it provides a feeling of authenticity and a perception that the products have more 
perceived value thereby incentivizing purchase behaviour (Geissler et al, 2006).  Similarly, the perceived high 
quality of the products helps to create a loyal customer base which influences repeat visitation for additional 
purchases.  The design of business models such as the ÉCONOMUSÉE model hold promise for artisans as they 
have been shown to be effective at increasing the profitability of the artisan businesses and enhancing the 
experience of visitors (Predyk and Vaugeois, 2018).  

The Context  

The emergence of the artisan economy presents a significant opportunity for British Columbia, Canada 
particularly in the Vancouver Island region (figure 2).  Many artisans are small businesses which comprise 
98% of businesses in British Columbia (Small Business Profile, 2016) and 67,387 small businesses on 
Vancouver Island (Small Business is Big Business, 2016). Artisan products enable local purchasing thereby 
keeping money in the local economy and they are also purchased by tourists, one of the region’s main 
economic drivers. 

Figure 2: Map of British Columbia 

 

Source: Natural Resources Canada 
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The region has been actively involved in supporting and researching the impact of the artisan economy in 
the region. In 2012, an initiative was pursued by Vancouver Island University in partnership with La Société 
de développement économique de la Colombie-Britannique (SDE) to complete a SSHRC Knowledge 
Synthesis project to collate knowledge on the Traditional Craft Trades (TCT’s) in an effort to enable the 
sector to emerge more prominently as a contributor to the Canadian economy. The knowledge gained in 
the project was a valuable first step to highlight the labour and training needs of the sub-sector, but it also 
identified significant knowledge gaps that must be addressed in order to fully realize its’ potential. In 
particular, the report highlighted the need to develop a clear definition of the sector and to determine 
the value of the sector to the economy. In a later study in 2016, utilizing the typology created in the 
Knowledge Synthesis project, Vaugeois & Predyk created an inventory and survey on BC’s Food Artisans 
to assess the economic significance of the sector.  It uncovered evidence that consumer demand for 
artisanal products has been increasing whereby 80% of artisans indicated that demand for their products 
over the past 3 years had increased. This demand was generated from both resident markets (70%) and 
visitor markets (30%). This increase aligned with business growth whereby 85% of artisans indicated either 
significant or moderate growth over the previous 3 years. Artisans were interested in seeing this growth 
continue and 86% indicated that their future plans were to grow their business. Businesses were found to 
generate 100% of employment income for 48% of the artisans, with another 40% earning at least 50% of 
their income from their artisan business. Employment generated by the artisan businesses was more likely 
to be full time and permanent, with little fluctuation in the averages by season. Artisans were using a 
diverse distribution strategy with the top mechanisms being in local shops, farm markets, local grocery 
stores and restaurants. 

The innovation 

ÉCONOMUSÉE is trademarked and recognized by UNESCO as a model for the preservation of intangible 
heritage.  There are currently 53 ÉCONOMUSÉES in Canada (Atlantic Provinces and Quebec). The 
ÉCONOMUSÉE International website, indicates that artisans – through their respective craft trades - 
perpetuate history, tradition and often even a part of the cultural identity of a village, region or country. 
Due to their ability to preserve intangible heritage, artisans promote and safeguard traditional forms of 
knowledge. They also generate wealth and contribute to the vitality of the communities and regions 
where they are located creating direct and indirect jobs, purchasing locally and investing regularly in 
infrastructure and equipment. The model integrates traditional craft trades and tourism and views 
cultural tourism as one of the best ways to showcase artisans. The ÉCONOMUSÉE® concept is part of a 
dynamic agri-tourism and experiential cultural tourism approach that allows people to:  

1. Meet artisan entrepreneurs who welcome visitors to premises where artistic creation and 
production take place 

2. Get to know, exchange and share with artisans the craft they exercise with passion  
3. Discover production models based on tradition and products carefully crafted on the premises 
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4. Admire excellence, savour for the pleasure of the senses and live moments of emotion 
5. Participate in an interactive and authentic cultural experience 
6. Stand out from the competition 

The model supports a new pattern of consumption with a human dimension. Artisan trades are vulnerable 
and in some cases even threatened by large-scale industrial production. The products that are made by 
artisanal entrepreneurs offer more localized purchasing options that are unique and of high quality. They 
meet the needs of residents and visitors who are more aware of the impacts of their purchasing decisions 
and who are seeking authentic choices.  The ÉCONOMUSÉE model attempts to design a visitor experience 
that fuses education and consumption of products from artisans.  

In order to become an ÉCONOMUSÉE, an enterprise must meet selection criteria and integrate 
fundamental components into its premises including:  a) a welcoming area where visitors are greeting and 
find out what an ÉCONOMUSÉE is, b) a workshop where visitors can see artisans working on their craft, c) 
an area for the interpretation of traditional knowledge, d) an area for the interpretation of contemporary 
know how, e) an area for documentation and archives and f) a boutique where people can purchase the 
products. The entrepreneur works with a support team from the Société de développement économique 
de la Colombie-Britannique (SDE) which includes key personnel such as a Project Manager, 
Communications and Marketing Officer, Interpretation planning and Design of Interpretation and Exhibits 
elements Experts, Research and Content development Experts, and Video and media producers. There is 
a fee for participation in the program which varies depending on the level of readiness at the business 
and what work is needed to integrate the six components of the program. The team works with the 
business to assess readiness and then designs a visitor experience program that incorporates the elements 
of the model.ÉCONOMUSÉE British Columbia Artisans at Work took hold in British Columbia as a result of 
a research and inventory project, conducted in 2009 and 2010 by the SDE whose primary intent was to 
look at the fit of the ÉCONOMUSÉE model for the BC region as an economic development tool mainly in 
the rural context. In 2012, British Columbia joined the ÉCONOMUSÉE network by opening its first two pilot 
sites at Merridale Ciderworks in Cobble Hill, and at Hazelwood Herb Farm in Yellowpoint. Since that time, 
the model has expanded to include 9 businesses, 8 of which are in the Vancouver Island region. This case 
will highlight the impact of the business model on Merridale Ciderworks, the Hazelwood Herb Farm, 
Tofino Cedar Furniture, Wayward Distillation House, Townsite Brewing, Mary Fox Pottery and the 
Okanagan Lavender and Herb Farm. 
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Research insights 

There is a need to support the emerging artisan economy as most artisans are not trained in entrepreneurship 
and are largely self-taught (Vaugeois & Predyk, 2016).  The Société développement économique de la 
Colombie-Britannique (SDÉ) supports artisans by introducing and promoting the ÉCONOMUSÉE© model. They 
commissioned a study in 2017 in order to provide data on the growth and impact of the ÉCONOMUSÉE program 
in British Columbia since it was first introduced to the province in 2012.  The guiding question was: what is the 
economic impact or change in the economic performance at each of the sites using the ÉCONOMUSÉE model? 
Multiple methods were used to measure the impacts of the model on the economic performance and visitor 
experience including in-depth interviews with operators, an online survey of visitors, and observation of site 
usage by visitors. The Economic Impact was calculated using a combination of secondary data from the financial 
documents of the businesses by the owners.  Owners were asked to provide information on their sales (annual 
and for the July 1 – Sept 30 business quarter), profitability, and labour force for the year prior to becoming an 
ÉCONOMUSÉE site to develop a baseline for each site.  They were also asked for the same information for the 
July 1 – Sept 30 quarter for 2017 as well as information on the financial and temporal investments made in 
transitioning to an ÉCONOMUSÉE.  This data were analyzed to determine the economic impact of implementing 
the model on their business. Confidential qualitative interviews were also conducted at various time during 
the summer and fall of 2017 with the site operators to get their perspectives on the benefits/costs of joining 
the network and recommendations going forward. 



Innovative and Promising Practices in Sustainable Tourism, Volume 1, 2019  
 123 

 

The impact 
Economic Impact 

The study identified that visitation levels should increase in the first year of operation as an ÉCONOMUSÉE 
site. Though only three sites were able to provide data on visitor levels, all three saw an increase in visitation 
post- ÉCONOMUSÉE. Similarly, revenues should increase in the first year of operation with the ÉCONOMUSÉE 
model. Five of six sites reported increased sales revenue. ÉCONOMUSÉE sites have created an increase in total 
annual economic activity since becoming an ÉCONOMUSÉE member. Employment opportunities should 
increase over time within participating artisanal businesses. The results indicated that 20 new full-time and 7 
new part-time job opportunities (directly and indirectly) have been created after implementing the model. 

VISITOR EXPERIENCE 

Predyk & Vaugeois (2018) highlighted that the introduction of the model also had positive impacts on visitor 
experience. Each of the ÉCONOMUSÉE sites in the study saw an increase in visitation after the introduction of 
the model. The sites attracted both local residents as visitors and approximately half were from outside the 
region and required an overnight stay on their experience.  Visitor motivations ranged from purchasing 
products, supporting local producers, exploring the area or going on an outing with family. The majority of 
visitors were first time visitors and the average number of repeat visits for return visitors was 5.  Visitor 
experiences were rated extremely positive by 93% of visitors and 96% of visitors indicated that they would 
recommend visiting the artisan to others. Of the six elements in the ÉCONOMUSÉE model, visitors were most 
satisfied with the retail boutiques and the welcoming areas of the sites.  

Conclusion 

At this point in time, it appears that there are several positive indicators of success for the ÉCONOMUSÉE 
model. Of the three sites able to provide data on visitor levels, all three saw an increase in visitation post- 
ÉCONOMUSÉE. Five of six sites reported increased sales revenue and improved bottom line performance post-
ÉCONOMUSÉE. The introduction of the model has aided in the creation of new full-time and part-time job 
opportunities (directly and indirectly). 

While the focus of the model is to aid in the design of exceptional experiences and brand them to the 
marketplace, the findings highlighted that there is a low level of awareness about what an ÉCONOMUSÉE is in 
the marketplace. There is potential to consider rebranding the concept to enhance this awareness or 
collaborative work with tourism marketing bodies could leverage their expertise to ensure greater awareness 
results among consumers. Additionally, some entrepreneurs were not sure of the direct financial impacts that 
the model had on their business and had this evaluation not occurred, the impact may have remained 
undervalued. Rebranding the model and ensuring that businesses have a system in place to evaluate the return 
on investment and improvement in visitor experience may enable the model to have a stronger uptake with 
other artisan businesses as well as consumers. 

Overall, this case demonstrates an innovative model to aid in the economic sustainability of small 
businesses in the artisan sector. The introduction of the model in the BC context has shown a range of 
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positive impacts and value in adopting the ÉCONOMUSÉE model to Artisan businesses in the region. This 
evidence may be useful to other artisan businesses to implement the model or components of the design 
concept and justifies investment in the model by those involved in rural economic development in other 
contexts within and outside of Canada. 

Future research  

This case study provides a useful starting point for further research that intersects cultural tourism, 
entrepreneurship and the artisan economy. As a point of departure, the authors would recommend that future 
enquiry be targeted toward the following questions to build a stronger foundation of knowledge on the artisan 
economy. 

• Artisans – What can artisanal entrepreneurs tell us about their motivations to become an artisan? To 
what extent are they motivated to become expert crafts people or to be successful entrepreneurs? 
What could they tell us about their experience becoming an entrepreneur and the evolution of their 
business? What are their business goals and what supports do they need to enable their success? How 
do craft trades aid in the cultural and economic goals of indigenous artisans? 

• Economic and cultural development agencies and policy makers – What are the most pressing 
business challenges for this sector? How aware are local and regional economic and cultural 
development agents of the needs of artisanal entrepreneurs, particularly in rural contexts? What 
policies and regulations currently enable or constrain the growth of the sector and are there examples 
of promising supports that merit sharing with others? To what extent does tourism support and 
benefit from the presence of a strong artisanal sector within a region? 

• Consumers - Who is driving the demand and consumption for artisanal products? What motivates 
local residents and visitors to support artisan businesses? Are consumers learning about - and acting 
upon - the heritage preservation and sustainability messages that are conveyed by artisan businesses? 
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