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Dr Nancy Duxbury

Centre for Social Studies, 
University of Coimbra, Portugal2
Cultural and Creative 
Work in Rural and Remote 
Areas: An Emerging 
International Conversation1 

Nancy Duxbury, PhD, is a senior researcher, coordinator of the transdisciplinary 
thematic line “Urban Cultures, Sociabilities and Participation,” and co-
coordinator of the Cities, Cultures and Architecture Research Group at the 
Centre for Social Studies, University of Coimbra, Portugal. She is also a member 
of the European Expert Network on Culture. Her research has examined cultural 
mapping, culture in local sustainable development, culture-based development 
models in smaller communities, book publishing development policy, and 
creative tourism. She was the Principal Investigator of “CREATOUR: Creative 
Tourism Destination Development in Small Cities and Rural Areas,” a national 
research-and-application project involving five research centres and 40 pilot 
projects (2016-2020) that aimed to catalyse and develop creative tourism in 
small cities and rural areas across four regions of Portugal. She is also a member 
of the European research projects “UNCHARTED: Understanding, Capturing 
and Fostering the Societal Value of Culture” and “URBiNAT: Healthy Corridors 
as Drivers for Regeneration of Social Housing Neighbourhoods through Co-
creation of Social, Environmental and Marketable Nature-based Solutions”, and 
a collaborator in the Canadian research project, “Creative Economies: Exploring 
the Nexus of Culture and Tourism in Rural and Peripheral Canada.” 

She was a co-founder and Director of Research for the Creative City Network 
of Canada in its founding years, and is an Adjunct Professor at Simon Fraser 
University and Thompson Rivers University (Canada). She holds a PhD in 
Communication from Simon Fraser University, Canada. Selected edited books: 
Cultural Mapping as Cultural Inquiry (2015), Culture and Sustainability 
in European Cities: Imagining Europolis (2015), Cultural Policies for 
Sustainable Development (2018), Artistic Approaches to Cultural Mapping: 
Activating Imaginaries and Means of Knowing (2018), A Research 
Agenda for Creative Tourism (2019), Creative Tourism: Cultural Resources, 
Entrepreneurship, and Engaging Creative Travellers (2021), and Cultural 
Sustainability, Tourism and Development: (Re)articulations in Tourism 
Contexts (2021). 

Abstract:  
This article reports on the 
themes and trajectories of a 
multidisciplinary and international 
literature. It reveals how cultural 
and creative work in rural and 
remote areas has largely been 
examined and articulated through 
three storylines: (1) cultural vitality, 
that is, culture as a resource for 
community development; (2) 
the ‘rural creative class’, recently 
linked to rural innovation; and 
(3) rural creative economies and 
creative entrepreneurship in rural 
and remote areas. Over the past 
decade, these strands of discourse 
have become more intertwined in 
policy and planning documents, 
suggesting an opportunity for 
converging these discussions into 
a more comprehensive approach to 
fostering cultural and creative work 
in rural and remote areas. However, 
cultural policy directed to rural areas 

1    This article was originally published in 

the International Journal of Cultural 

Policy in December 2020. https://doi.or

g/10.1080/10286632.2020.1837788
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remains underdeveloped compared 
to its urban counterpart.

Keywords: culture-based 
development, cultural work in rural 
and remote areas, rural creative 
economy, rural creative class

Introduction
In October 2019, Culture Action 
Europe organized the conference 
“Culture Crops: Cultural Practices 
in Non-urban Territories” to 
foster debate and develop a more 
comprehensive approach to culture 
and cultural and artistic practices 
in peripheral territories (Cotte, 
2019). In February and April 2020, 
meetings on the topic of “The Role 
of Culture in Non-urban Areas 
of the European Union” were 
organized as part of the “Voices 
of Culture” structured dialogue 
initiative between the European 
Commission and the cultural 
sector. These events occurred in the 
context of a perceived urban-centric 
bias in European cultural policy, 
inequity of access to opportunities 
for non-urban based creators, and 
misunderstandings about the 
realities of non-urban creative 
work situations. In the end, cultural 
participants in the EU dialogue put 
forward over 50 recommendations 
for action (Murphy and Cameron, 
2020). 

In the United States, in January 
2019, the National Governors 
Association (in partnership with 
the National Endowment for the 
Arts and the National Assembly 

of State Art Agencies) published 
an “action guide” entitled Rural 
Prosperity Through the Arts and 
Creative Sector: A Rural Action Guide 
for Governors and States (Rood, 
2019). While following on from 
a high-profile report focusing on 
rural artistic and creative work and 
economic innovation (NEA, 2017), 
this document is broader in its scope 
and sets out a Rural Systems Change 
Framework for Governors/States 
that incorporates and aims to foster 
both “economic and quality-of-life 
outcomes associated with the rural 
creative sector” (p. 3).

In Australia, a number of 
research projects on cultural 
work and creative arts in smaller 
communities are underway. For 
example, the “Creative Ecologies” 
project, launched in 2018, is a 
collaborative investigation “to 
understand what it takes to build 
thriving creative communities 
and develop tools to foster their 
growth” (Future Tense, 2018, 5). 
The project is a national initiative 
of Future Tense in partnership with 
Artlands Victoria, RMIT University, 
Ludowyk Evaluation, and Clear. 
It is attending to both urban and 
non-urban/regional contexts. 
Another in-process multi-partner 
project, “The Role of the Creative 
Arts in Regional Australia: A 
Social Impact Model,” is designed 
to highlight the social impact of 
the creative arts for regional and 
remote communities and to deliver 
a framework for evaluating the arts 
within a broader understanding of 

community well-being and success 
(led by Queensland University of 
Technology researchers Sandra 
Gattenhof, Donna Hancox, Helen 
Klaebe; https://research.qut.edu.au/
raasi/).

Is cultural work in non-urban areas 
an emerging agenda? What is the 
cultural policy research base to 
inform and advise this situation? 
The neglect of rural cultural matters 
in academic spheres has been long 
discussed (e.g., Rooney and Smith, 
2008; van Heur, 2010). How has 
research progressed since this time? 
What are the main trajectories 
it has followed? To investigate 
this situation, an international 
multidisciplinary literature review 
on cultural and creative work in rural 
and remote areas was conducted. It 
examined both academic and grey 
literature, including documents 
and other initiatives produced by 
governments at different levels and 
as well as by cultural organizations 
and agencies. The review focuses 
primarily on English-language 
literature, with a few non-English-
language sources indicating similar 
discussions. While lines of research 
and discussion are identifiable, in 
the messiness of real-life narrative 
trajectories, they are not completely 
separate, and some merging or 
overlapping of evolving discussions 
is evident. Categorization of the 
literature focused on the primary 
nature of the discourse in which 
works were received and with which 
they best aligned. Efforts to track 
lines of discourse chronologically 
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also informed these choices. While 
it is impossible to have included all 
relevant publications, the review 
served to identify and sketch out 
some of the main conceptual 
pathways and research trajectories 
of the research and writings relating 
to cultural and creative work in rural 
areas.

The complexities of terminologies 
relating to cultural and creative 
work are well documented in Donald 
and Hall (2014), Long and Morpeth 
(2016), and Collins and Cunningham 
(2017), among others, and are not 
elaborated here. However, as with 
many comprehensive reviews of a 
wide variety of types of documents 
about cultural development, the 
definition involved varies from 
culture-based enterprises, to artistic 
creation, to the broader cultural 
expressions and ways of life of a 
community. In the review, the scope 
of “culture” that was being discussed 
was considered, but focused more on 
the contextualization of how culture 
was being mobilized. Similarly, 
terms of rural, remote, non-urban, 
extra-metropolitan, and low-density 
territories, among others, are used 
within this literature, and the main 
criteria for inclusion was an extra-
urban focus. 

Thus, this article presents a general 
conceptual cartography of the key 
themes and trajectories of discourses 
in the literature, beginning around 
about 2005, and points to some 
recent and current initiatives 
that suggest an opportunity to 

interweave the discourses. In 
closing, it outlines key topics in 
policy recommendations proposed 
in recent research literature and 
suggests follow-on research that 
would further inform these policy-
research discourses and advance 
rural cultural policy.

From cultural development to 
cultural and creative work
Looking back, a landmark scan and 
survey of policy-related research 
and policy practices relating to 
cultural development in rural and 
remote areas was conducted in 
2006 by Ruth Smiles of Regional 
Arts Australia for the International 
Federation of Arts Councils and 
Culture Agencies (Smiles, 2006). 
The report compiled and reviewed 
publications (a mix of academic and 
arts-council research projects, and 
mainly English-language materials), 
conferences and events, and other 
resources, including projects, 
organizations, and networks. Smiles 
reported that “while much of the 
focus for the research and discussion 
about the arts in rural and remote 
areas is about sustainable economic 
development, it is the value of the 
arts for cultural and social well 
being that predominates in forums 
and conferences” (p. 3). This insight 
reflects the bi-focal approach to the 
topic that has largely characterized 
and contributed to the fragmented 
nature of writings about cultural 
development in rural areas.

Over the last 15 years, a crescendo 
of social, economic, cultural, 

and political messages and 
experiments have spread wide 
and far, with multiple arguments 
and conversational threads, 
special initiatives, and local 
experimentation. Research 
literature on culture-based 
and creative work in rural and 
remote areas has stressed the 
importance of foregrounding the 
interconnected world of creative 
production as networks and flows 
of people, information, and creative 
production, and to maintain an 
approach that is more complicated 
than the image of a simple 
city–country divide (Burns and 
Kirkpatrick, 2008; Gibson, 2014). 
At a strategic local development 
and community planning level, a 
“cultural” turn in rural planning has 
encouraged greater attention to the 
role of culture in the construction 
of rural identities and futures 
(e.g., Nelson et al., 2012; Selfa et 
al., 2015; Campbell and Maclaren, 
forthcoming). 

This sense of possibility has been 
coupled with warnings of the 
potential harm of introducing 
inappropriate frameworks to rural-
based cultural initiatives; ongoing 
debates about the appropriateness of 
‘urban’ definitions and approaches to 
examine, describe, and understand 
rural realities of culture-based and 
creative work; and questioning 
of the idea of transferring ‘urban-
centric’ creative economy policies 
and practices to rural locations (e.g., 
McCool and Moisey, 2001; Gibson 
and Klocker, 2005; Cruickshank, 
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2016). Policy to support cultural 
activity and enterprises in rural 
contexts continues to be fractured 
and appears to be underdeveloped. 
This article results from a desire 
to bring together many threads of 
discourse and to synthesize and 
better understand the research and 
policy-related work that has been 
conducted for rural contexts in 
order to progress forward on a more 
consolidated foundation. 

Overall, the research found that 
culture-based and creative work in 
rural and remote areas has largely 
been examined and articulated 
through three storylines: (1) cultural 
vitality, that is, culture as a resource 
for community development; (2) 
the ‘rural creative class’, recently 
linked to rural innovation; and 
(3) rural creative economies and 
creative entrepreneurship in rural 
and remote areas. An overview of 
key themes in these trajectories 
is presented in Figure 1. All three 
storylines are still actively in 
force, individually and sometimes 
joined-up/mixed. As new research 
and policy-related initiatives 
emerge, it seems a timely point to 
better understand, reconcile, and 
perhaps converge these somewhat 
parallel discussions into a more 
comprehensive approach to fostering 
cultural and creative work in rural 
and remote areas. 

 

Cultural vitality: Culture 
as resource for community 
development
In the midst of economic challenges 
and transitions, and bolstered 
by residents’ desire to regain a 
community-based self-determination 
(Overton, 2009), many smaller 
communities have been recognizing 
that a clear sense of self—the ways 
the community understands, 
celebrates, and expresses itself—is 
a major contributing factor to its 
ability to withstand economic, 
political, and cultural winds of 
change and transition (Duxbury, 
2010; Campbell and Maclaren, 
forthcoming). In this context, arts, 
culture, and heritage have been 
viewed as more than amenities to 
improve the quality of life but as a 
foundation upon which the future 

of these rural/small communities 
rests. Cuesta et al. (2005) argue that 
the arts and creative activities can 
profoundly affect the ability of a 
town not only to survive over time 
but to thrive.

Around 2005-06, investigations on 
the roles and impacts of the arts in 
“thriving small towns” emerged in 
the United States. On the basis of 
close examination of a series of small 
towns in the state of Michigan (U.S.), 
Shifferd (2005) and Rodning Bash 
(2006) identified key ingredients 
that outlined a progression of artistic 
development from emerging to 
sustaining to mature, a continuum 
“from nascent, isolated and episodic, 
to highly integrated and sustained, 
involving significant numbers 
of people” (Shifferd, 2005, 8). 
Reoccurring ingredients identified 

Figure 1. Trajectories of key themes in the literature
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in this research that fostered the arts 
and creative development in small 
and rural communities included:

•  An underlying appreciation and 
attitude of acceptance toward local 
culture, history, people and assets, 
and a community’s ‘sense of place’;

•  A valuing of the arts in 
everyday life, and an inclusive 
encouragement of broad-based 
participation;

•  Key leadership roles representing 
the broad community, and a 
community-based coalition willing 
to work towards a common goal;

•  Social networks of volunteers 
and arts supporters who work on 
exhibitions, festivals, community 
cultural development projects; 
support artists in their community-
regeneration efforts; and 
inclusively encourage vibrancy 
among all cultural groups in a 
community; and

•  Cultural infrastructure 
development—Cultural facilities 
and centres are important 
‘gathering places’, functioning as a 
cornerstone of community cohesion 
and community building. Support 
for this infrastructure, either as 
part of new developments or as 
maintenance of existing facilities, is 
essential to create a visible focus of 
efforts and to offer a physical point 
of contact for diverse community 
groups. (Duxbury, 2010)

2   Online resources include: Art of the Rural website (http://artoftherural.org), Atlas of Rural Arts and Culture (http://placestories.com/com-

munity/RuralArtsAndCulture), and an Americans for the Arts blog on “Arts Resources for Rural America” (https://www.americansforthearts.

org/blog-feed/arts-resources-for-rural-america), while events included “Rural Assembly: Building an Inclusive Nation,” “Cross Currents: 

Art+Agriculture Powering Rural Economies,” and Rural Arts Happy Hour virtual conversations.

These dimensions aptly illustrate 
this holistic approach, which focuses 
on arts practices embedded within 
a broader community for the social 
well-being of that community and 
its development, as well as to foster 
civic and social participation (Anwar, 
2005) and, later on, “community 
resiliency” (Ortiz, 2017). At this 
time, Markusen and Schrock (2006) 
elaborated the various dimensions 
of an (economic) “artistic dividend” 
that accrues to rural regions with 
a thriving cultural community, 
followed by an article on an arts-
based state rural development 
policy (Markusen, 2007). This work 
continues to resonate strongly in 
research on artistic activity in rural 
areas and has anchored numerous 
rural development strategies and 
planning efforts in North America 
(e.g., Donald and Hall, 2014). 

This discussion was soon situated in 
the context of “rural development 
and revitalization” (Duxbury and 
Campbell, 2009), “rural reinvention” 
(Gibson and Stewart, 2009), and 
“rural empowerment” (Anwar 
McHenry, 2011), which strengthened 
into discussions of “arts-based 
community development” by 
2016 (Skippington and Davis, 
2016). Initial investigations into 
identifying supportive contexts 
in 2005 morphed into more direct 
“cultivating” of this development 
(Donald and Hall, 2014). In 2014, 

arts and culture in rural areas of the 
United States were given a significant 
spotlight through a national “Year 
of the Rural Arts,” fueled by an NEA 
grant to a partnership between Art of 
the Rural, The Rural Policy Research 
Institute, and national networks for 
the project “Next Generation”, with 
the topic taken up by Americans 
for the Arts and featuring the 
development of a wide array of 
online resources and events2.  

Other research in this stream has 
incorporated contexts of holistic 
local sustainable development, 
culturally informed/resonant local 
development, and local resiliency. 
For example, in rural Western 
Australia, Anwar McHenry (2011) 
observed that the arts, in their 
capacity to explore community 
identity and strengthen a sense 
of place, were key to encouraging 
and enabling civic participation 
to identify and resolve local 
problems, and to facilitate 
understanding between groups, 
vitally contributing to efforts 
relating to common objectives 
and thus fortifying resilience. A 
critical look at the perceptions and 
challenges of the social benefits and 
“usefulness” of the arts in 12 rural 
remote communities in Australia 
(Skippington and Davis, 2016, 237) 
found:
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the remote/rural processes 
examined were usually aimed solely 
at social outcomes, increasing 
community networking and 
maintaining social cohesion. 
The research identified little or 
no appreciation in remote/rural 
communities of the potential to 
use the arts to generate and/or 
support economic outcomes. … 
Arts-based activities in the remote/
rural communities examined in 
this research generally sit apart 
from major community planning 
agendas involving plans to increase 
tourism, attract workers, attract 
new businesses, build community 
infrastructure and improve the 
liveability of communities. 

These authors argue that this 
situation must be challenged in 
order to “develop comprehensive 
and integrated visions for the future, 
pursuing less insular and narrowly 
focused art forms and projects,” and 
encourage artists to “think more 
broadly and comprehensively and 
be prepared to contribute their 
knowledge and creative skills across 
the full spectrum of community 
development.” (p. 237)

A similar argument was brought 
forward during a Digital 
Gathering on the topic of “Cultural 
Development in Rural and Remote 
Areas” organized by Mass Culture/
Mobilisation Culturelle in Canada, in 
March 2019. Invited speaker Annalee 
Adair remarked:

Culture can address to real issues 
only if it sees itself as contributing 

to community quality of life 
and not only advocating for the 
sector. A shift in perspective is 
needed: What is our contribution 
to our community as cultural 
organizations, as creators, as 
historians, as museums …? 
What is our part in ensuring out 
community identity is authentic 
and vital? And how does that then 
help the community as a whole? 
The role of culture in a community, 
and in community building and 
community vitality [needs to 
be discussed more] … culture is 
not a separate issue, it is integral 
to community identity, but it is 
sometimes seen as only for some 
people to participate in.

One trajectory forward in this 
discourse can be found in Jude 
Ortiz’s doctoral dissertation research 
in northern Ontario (Canada) 
communities on the contributions 
of arts practice to community 
resilience (Ortiz, 2017). Ortiz found 
that local cultural goods provide a 
means of greater community self-
understanding and that engagement 
in arts processes develops 
competencies that align with those 
needed to manage community 
change and continual adaptation:

processes inherent to engagement 
in the arts fosters divergent 
perspectives, creative problem 
solving and an ability to work 
with complexity, emergence and 
uncertainty at an individual and 
community level; all important skills 
to deal with change. The production 
of cultural goods leads to increased 

understanding of self and others 
in the context of place, enabling 
identity reformation and belonging, 
health and well-being and agency, 
as well as the development of a 
localized economy. Furthermore, 
the research highlights similarities 
between artistic and community 
developers’ practice suggesting that 
capacities gained through engaging 
in the arts parallel those necessary 
for developers to work effectively 
within emergent, inclusive, and 
holistic approaches that underpin 
continuous community adaptation 
in addressing change. (1)

Such research recognizes artistic 
practices as intertwined with 
processes of planning for local 
community development, 
adaptation, and resilience. It is 
important to note, however, that the 
broader discourse on resiliency has 
been accompanied by substantial 
critiques of the idea of resilience as 
enabling or excusing patterns of de-
funding and/or the lack of adequate 
policy to support rural communities, 
and instead placing responsibility 
back onto the communities 
themselves. Thus, situating culture 
within this broader resiliency 
discourse must balance advancing 
considerations of culture within 
empowering local agency with 
critical awareness of broader policy 
arrangements, constraints, and 
other situational contexts. Overall, 
calls to integrate cultural production 
and expression more soundly into 
the mainstream of community 
planning for holistic sustainable 
development and local resiliency 



IN
TE

RN
AT

IO
NA

L 
SU

M
M

ER
 S

CH
OO

L

1 - 4 March 202167

Cultural and Creative Work 
in Rural and Remote Areas: 
An Emerging International 

Conversationn
Nancy Duxbury

continue to be advanced in policy-
related documents such as Rood 
(2019), Cotte (2019), and Murphy and 
Cameron (2020). 

The “rural creative class”
The second stream of discourse 
relates to the attraction and retention 
of a “rural creative class.” In the 
early 2000s, as the pervasiveness of 
discussions about the “creative class” 
(Florida, 2002) and urban centrality 
proliferated internationally, the 
discourse created shock waves in 
smaller places struggling to see 
themselves in this reframing of 
“what it takes to be successful,” 
economically (and otherwise) (Lewis 
and Donald, 2010, Bennett, 2010, 
Yuzwa, 2017). Political discussions 
and various writings spoke of talent 
attraction and (to a lesser extent) 
retention, and related possibilities 
in this new economic context. 
Consequently, in the context of 
economic transitions and the threat 
(or reality) of decline, for at least 
a decade, rural communities have 
aimed to attract the “creative class” 
as residents-with-businesses, within 
a broader economic emphasis 
on entrepreneurship and small 
businesses. This pattern continues 
internationally, framed by regional, 
national, and supranational rural 
development policy frameworks, 
although on the ground, tending 
to occur in more informal and 
incremental ways. 

In terms of research, while a 2003 
study from the U.K., “This place gives 
me space” (Drake, 2003), provided 

first-hand accounts from rural 
creators, this was quickly superseded 
by statistically defined quantitative 
approaches to identify the “rural 
creative class” (McGranahan and 
Wojan 2007a, 2007b; Wojan et al., 
2007), with a particular focus on who 
moves from urban areas, how they 
differ from their urban counterparts, 
where they locate, and how a place 
could attract them. Largely based in 
the United States (but not entirely), 
research found that artists and 
creative entrepreneurs located in 
rural areas tend to be older and have 
established businesses and markets 
(Hracs, 2005; McGranahan and 
Wojan, 2007b; Wojan et al., 2007; 
Andersen, 2010; Bennett et al., 2015). 

Research found that artists move 
to smaller communities and rural 
areas as they flee the high rents 
of urban centres and seek a rural/
small community “quality of life” 
and lifestyle amenities (Burns and 
Kirkpatrick, 2008; Andersen, 2010; 
Verdich, 2010; Denis-Jacob, 2012; 
Herslund, 2012; Felton and Collis, 
2012; Collis et al., 2013; Bennett et 
al., 2015; Daniel, 2014)—with a good 
Internet connection. This theme 
inspired work internationally, for 
example: in Australia, Argent et 
al. (2013) ask, “Could amenity-led 
migration engender a “creativity-led 
rural renaissance?”; and in Portugal, 
Cruz (2016) asks, “Can tourism-
attractive amenities also attract 
(and retain) the creative class?”. This 
work dovetailed with more general 
work on rural entrepreneurs, such 
as Haisch et al. (2017) who, in central 

European contexts, ask, “Why do 
entrepreneurial individuals locate 
in non-metropolitan areas?”. These 
types of investigations marked 
a return of first-hand accounts 
and fueled interest in creative 
entrepreneurs in rural areas. 

Of course, these urban-to-rural 
migrations (counter-urbanism) play 
out more broadly on a societal basis. 
McManus and Connell (2008) saw 
this phenomenon as a relatively 
wealthy middle-class group 
withdrawing from urban settings 
to pursue a different lifestyle in 
a rural location, fueled by rising 
urban housing costs and quality 
of life concerns, as well as life 
transitions such as starting families 
or retirement. More recently, the 
migration of a younger cohort in 
their 20s and 30s is also observed, 
in Japan and elsewhere, propelled 
by a set of values that prioritizes 
environmental connection and 
sustainability and personal well-
being within smaller community 
settings (e.g., Noda, 2018). According 
to various news stories and public 
polls, the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 
has also sparked interest in moving 
from urban to less-urban areas in 
the U.S. (e.g., Hart, 2020) and U.K. 
(Rightmove, 2020), among other 
countries, although how this will 
play out is still yet to be seen.

An important context for rural 
and remote cultural activities and 
enterprises has been the availability 
and capabilities of broadband 
Internet, which is a key enabler 
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of the move from urban to rural 
areas (Bowles, 2008; Burns and 
Kirkpatrick, 2008; Donald, 2008; 
Roberts and Townsend, 2015). The 
need for connection—to others, to 
markets, to sources of inspiration 
and trends, to broadcast oneself 
outward—is a reoccurring theme. 
This reflects the centrality of 
the Internet as a marketing tool 
(Duxbury and Campbell, 2009), 
the need for access to platforms 
central to growing cultural sharing 
practices, especially among youth; 
and the need for cultural producers 
to keep within broader production 
networks. As Donald and Hall 
(2014, 5) elaborate, “artistic and 
creative activity in rural places 
feeds into larger cultural industry 
value chains.” Anderson et al. (2015) 
tentatively argue that broadband 
technology proffers “a new rural 
geography: the creative countryside 
which is culturally inspired and 
entrepreneurially driven and in 
which place increasingly supersedes 
space in terms of importance” 
(Collins and Cunningham, 2017, 37).

Where do they locate? In the United 
States, Wojan et al. (2007) identified 
about 100 rural “creative havens,” 
which tend to be in relatively 
close proximity to and have good 
connections to major metro areas; 
are home to a major university or 
college; or have considerable natural 
amenities which draw people to 
them. Jumping forward, a 2017 study 

3   This research on rural innovation rests on companies of five or more employees, which ignores a broad range of activities and production 

undertaken by smaller collectives and individuals.

by the U.S. National Endowment for 
the Arts found that a rural county 
is 60% more likely to contain a 
performing arts organization if the 
county overlaps with a forest or 
national park (NEA, 2017). Similar 
attractors have been identified 
elsewhere.

In 2018, Wojan and Nichols 
examined the correlation between 
the presence of arts and design 
organizations and commitment 
to innovation in other businesses 
in “rural creative places” in the 
United States. They noted that 
their findings supported both an 
“arts-as-enabler-of-innovative-
thinking” explanation and an 
“arts-as-attractive-creative-class-
amenity” explanation, concluding 
that “as a local development strategy, 
promoting the arts is likely to have a 
positive impact that extends beyond 
a direct economic impact to affecting 
the capacities of businesses reliant 
on design and innovation, either 
by attracting or enabling creative 
talent” (n.p.).3  Amplifying this 
trajectory, Richard Florida (2018) 
recounts the 2017 NEA research 
report and the Wojan et al. studies 
to highlight the importance of the 
presence of a “rural creative class” to 
rural innovation in the United States:

Wojan and company’s analysis 
find a strong statistical association 
between the arts, innovation, and 
economic dynamism in rural areas. 
And this leads them to conclude 

that the arts are a direct force in 
rural innovation, not just an indirect 
factor that helps to attract and retain 
talent. 

Artists and creatives in America 
have long sought out rural places 
to fuel their creativity …. But the 
arts in rural places are not just a 
byproduct of the scenery; they play 
a key role in spurring the innovation 
that ultimately leads to economic 
development and rising living 
standards. The myth that urban 
areas are creative and rural areas are 
not is just that: a myth. (n.p.)

With this swing in focus, a stream 
of attention to the greater economic 
(and other) impacts of the businesses 
of the “rural creative class” is 
anticipated to continue.

Rural creative economies and 
creative entrepreneurship in 
rural and remote areas 
Closely aligned with the 
investigations into the “rural 
creative class,” one can observe two 
groups of research literature, albeit 
with different focal points: first, 
a collective or macro perspective 
on investigating “rural creative 
economies” is evident from at least 
2005; and second, a closer attention 
to the realities of the creative 
entrepreneurs operating in rural 
and remote areas, only significantly 
evident around 2011-2012.

Rural creative economies
Between 2005 and 2010, an 
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international burst of writings on 
rural creative economies is evident. 
In 2005, Brian Hracs noted growing 
presence of cultural work in the 
“countryside” in Canada, connecting 
this with economic development 
and social change (Hracs, 2005). 
In Australia, Gibson and Klocker 
(2005) observed a “cultural turn” in 
regional development discourse, 
incorporating a neoliberal 
perspective on creativity. By 2008, 
one can observe expanded efforts 
to identify, rethink, and “grow the 
creative-rural economy” (Donald, 
2008, i), with authors writing on 
this theme from Canada, U.K., 
Ireland, Scotland, Germany, Turkey, 
Netherlands, Australia, Japan, and 
the United States. Many articles 
on this topic were published in the 
Creative Industries Journal, which 
launched in 2008. In 2010, Bell and 
Jayne’s (2010) seminal work on “the 
creative countryside” investigated 
policy and practice in the UK “rural 
creative economy.” The same year, 
Chris Gibson edited a special issue of 
Australian Geographer on “Creativity 
in ‘Peripheral’ Areas: Redefining 
the Creative Industries,” which was 
subsequently republished in book 
form in 2014.

By 2011, policy-makers took 
note, with policy-oriented events 
organized in Canada, and the U.K. 
that year, focusing largely on urban–
rural creative economy connections 
(see, e.g., MacDonald, 2011; Martin 
Prosperity Institute, 2011). In 2012, 
a second wave of articles emerged 
asking “Could this happen here?”; for 

example, “Dream or reality?” (Denis-
Jacob, 2012, Canada) and “What 
is the potential in remote areas?” 
(Skoglund and Jonsson, 2012). In 
an advocacy context in the U.K., the 
Rural Creative Strategy – Independent 
Study Report (Bianchini et al., 2012, 
for the Rural Cultural Forum) 
commented on whether there might 
be an urban bias operating within 
strategic national arts and cultural 
funding policy and examined the 
needs of rural communities and 
artists, why a national rural cultural 
strategy may be necessary, and how 
such a strategy might align with 
other relevant government and 
stakeholder policy agendas in that 
country.

A strand of this research on rural 
creative economies focuses on the 
presence and fostering of creative 
industry clusters, that is, aggregates 
of firms. For example, some research 
has examined the tendency of certain 
types of creative industries to locate 
in rural and non-metropolitan areas, 
for example, the craft industry in 
Italy (Bertacchini and Borrione, 2013), 
and traditional creative and cultural 
activities (visual and performing 
arts, printing, libraries) in Victoria, 
Australia (Rural Councils Victoria, 
2013). Within this literature, one also 
finds research on festivals and special 
events as attractors for visitors to 
rural and remote areas (e.g., Gibson 
and Stewart, 2009). From a policy-
advocacy perspective, the work of the 
Rural Cultural Forum (mentioned 
above, derived from the Littoral Arts 
Trust), and the (more recently named) 

Creative Rural Industries Consortium 
has continued to advocate for 
support for “the new creative 
rural economies” in the United 
Kingdom, with an expanded scope 
beyond culture-based enterprises 
to incorporate “creative rural-based 
entrepreneurs” more widely (see, 
e.g., Creative Rural Industries 
Consortium, 2017a, 2017b, 2019).

As can be expected, critical voices 
quickly followed, highlighting 
context and local realities; 
for example, “Is culture-led 
redevelopment relevant for rural 
planners? The risk of adopting 
urban theories in rural settings” 
(Cruickshank, 2016, Norway). 
However, the trajectory continued 
to build steam. In Europe, Creative 
Industries in Peripheral Areas is 
published (Collins and Cunningham, 
2017), asking: What are the 
operational challenges, and how can 
they be addressed? In the United 
States, the National Endowment for 
the Arts releases Rural Arts, Design, 
and Innovation in America: Research 
Findings from the Rural Establishment 
Innovation Survey (NEA, 2017). The 
latter is accompanied by the Wojan 
and Nichols (2018) article, “Design, 
innovation, and rural creative places: 
Are the arts the cherry on top, or the 
secret sauce?”, promoted by Richard 
Florida (mentioned in the previous 
section). With this, lines of discourse 
on the rural creative class, the rural 
creative economy, and innovation 
begin to dovetail. 

Creative entrepreneurship in 
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rural and remote areas
This second stream focuses on 
the working realities of individual 
creators and culture-based/creative 
entrepreneurs located in rural areas. 
This small but growing literature 
examines the vitality and challenges 
of artistic/creative work and creative 
businesses in rural and peripheral 
settings, bursting onto the scene in 
2011-2012 with three works: Marie-
Anne Lenain’s doctoral thesis on the 
dynamics of creative SMEs in three 
remote rural areas in France, and 
their situatedness between networks 
and territories (Lenain, 2011); Susan 
Luckman’s book Locating Cultural 
Work: The Politics and Poetics of 
Rural, Regional and Remote Creativity, 
largely based on interviews with 
rural creators in Australia and the 
U.K. (Luckman, 2012); and Evangelia 
Petridou and Dimitri Ioannides’s 
article on creative work (“conducting 
creativity”) in the Jämtland region of 
Sweden, situating this work within 
a framework of territorial cohesion 
and spatial justice (Petridou and 
Ioannides, 2012). 

Susan Luckman (2012) observes 
that the “rural creative economy” in 
England and Australia is composed 
of small companies that are driven by 
individual “creative” entrepreneurs. 
As with many creative and cultural 
entrepreneurs (HKU, 2010), these 
individuals are more likely to be 
focused on providing a livelihood for 
themselves than on business growth 
(Bell and Jayne, 2010; Herslund, 
2012). They also tend to be more 
“socially embedded” than creative 

workers in an urban creative sector 
(Gibson et al., 2010; Bertacchini and 
Borione, 2013; Bennett et al., 2015), 
and motivated by non-economic 
reasons with value placed also on 
social returns such as enhancing 
local cultural life, facilitating social 
cohesion, and fortifying community 
spirit. Beyond economic returns, 
“other advantages” and contributions 
of the rural creative worker/
practitioner include the provision of 
“organisational energy” and using 
their skills “for the betterment 
of the area” (Herslund, 2012, 253, 
251). A danger of “individualizing” 
and “romanticizing” working 
practices in creative/cultural fields 
shadows this work, particularly in 
non-urban areas. As Collins and 
Cunningham (2017, 48) observe, “[t]
he perception of individuals ‘tuning 
out from the rate race’ in pursuit of 
a more fulfilling career in creativity 
dominates not just the rhetoric, but 
policy to support the development of 
the creative economy in rural areas.”

By 2015, research literature 
increasingly addresses the real 
nature of rural creative businesses 
and the expectations that have 
been projected onto them. For 
example, “Great expectations or 
small country living?,” regarding 
the enabling of small rural creative 
businesses with ICT (Anderson 
et al., 2015), and “Living hand to 
mouth: Why the bohemian lifestyle 
does not lead to wealth creation in 
peripheral regions” (Bennett et al., 
2015). This is closely accompanied 
by examinations of the practices 

that enable these businesses; for 
example, Munro’s (2016) exploration 
of practices of market-building 
amongst creative entrepreneurs 
in rural and remote Scotland in 
“Developing the rural creative 
economy ‘from below’.” 

In addition, a recent shift from 
creative to cultural entrepreneurship 
can be perceived in the research 
literature, reflecting the revival 
of craft production, which 
is increasingly enabled and 
sought after by rural, regional, 
and remote cultural workers/
practitioners (Luckman, 2012; 
Collins and Cunningham, 2017). 
In 2017, the International Journal 
of Entrepreneurship and Innovation 
Management published a special 
issue on “Cultural Entrepreneurship 
and Regional Innovation” (Ratten 
and Ferreira, 2017). Greater attention 
to craft-art and artisan work is also 
evident in literature from Denmark 
(Prince, 2017), Portugal (Bakas et al., 
2018), the Northern Isles of Scotland 
(McHattie et al., 2019), among other 
regions, often interwoven with rural 
tourism contexts and concerns. 

Towards mixed approaches 
and strategies 
The three storylines—cultural 
vitality, culture as resource for 
community development; the 
“rural creative class”; and rural 
creative economies and creative 
entrepreneurship—are still active, 
and a “weaving together” of these 
arguments and strategies into more 
consolidated platforms is needed 
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to advance policy to foster and 
support cultural and creative work 
in rural areas. Academic efforts to 
develop consolidated approaches 
appeared around 2016-17, with 
a growing emphasis on strategy 
and policy. Notable in this output 
are, from Australia, Skippington’s 
(2016) Harnessing the Bohemian: 
Artists as Innovation Partners in 
Rural and Remote Communities; from 
the United States, Balfour et al.’s 
(2018) article “The creative fire: An 
international framework for rural 
arts-based development”; and, from 
Norway, Lygard’s (2016) article, “The 
‘actually existing’ cultural policy 
and culture-led strategies of rural 
places and small towns.” Jude Ortiz’s 
(2017) doctoral dissertation, Culture, 
Creativity and the Arts: Building 
Resilience in Northern Ontario, 
mentioned earlier, can also be placed 
in this group.

In the policy and advocacy realm, 
as mentioned in the opening of this 
article, a recent wave of initiatives is 
also appearing, providing different 
platforms to inform the next wave of 
policy for cultural development in 
rural areas. While reminiscent of the 
2005 studies in Michigan to identify 
support factors in small towns that 
can foster thriving arts communities, 
this is a much larger investigation. 
The pendulum, having swung 
into a period of parallel research 
trajectories, is once again swinging 
back to more holistic blended 
approaches to understanding 
systems and contexts. 

Informing policy / Extracting 
policy recommendations
Within the diverse literature that 
has been produced internationally, 
researchers are calling for policy 
approaches and support for 
peripherally based creative and 
cultural entrepreneurs that are 
tailored to the unique features of 
their situations (e.g., Bell and Jayne, 
2012; Luckman, 2012; Bennett et 
al., 2015). In general, the policy 
recommendations being put forward 
in research literature provide macro 
recommendations, noting the need 
to acknowledge differences among 
rural locations and circumstances, 
to enhance distinctiveness, and 
identify local cultural resources, 
both tangible and intangible. They 
acknowledge the multiple challenges 
to address—of distance/access, of 
critical mass, of soft infrastructure, 
of underdeveloped programmes 
and funding support—and the need 
for better knowledge. There is a 
general plea for place-specificity, to 
“listen to locals,” and an emphasis on 
collaborative governance and policy-
making processes.

More specifically, regarding arts-
based economic development on 
the scale of small communities, 
the policy recommendations being 
put forward in research literature 
tend to place an emphasis on 
four dimensions. First, there is 
an emphasis on individual artists 
by, for example, concentrating on 
the needs and characteristics of 
artists, emphasizing policy that 

supports artists through affordable 
live-work spaces, arts centers, 
and incubators that help artists 
network and become more skilled 
at running their businesses, and 
distribution of financial support to 
smaller arts organizations. Second, 
there is an emphasis on permanent 
arts facilities such as arts centers 
and incubators, viewing cultural 
assets as networks of resources 
and arts organizations to address 
neighbourhood-level problems and 
build community capacity (e.g., 
Balfour et al., 2018). Third, there is 
a wide-spread continued interest 
in urban–rural linkages and the 
broader networks in which rural 
producers operate (see, e.g., Cotte, 
2019; Murphy and Cameron, 2020). 
Fourth, there is also a realization of 
the importance of networking within 
and across rural/remote territories 
(e.g., Ortiz, 2017; Gonçalves et al., 
2020).

In terms of recommendations 
directed more to creative economy 
development in periphery 
regions, The Creative Edge Policy 
Toolkit (Collins et al., 2013) 
presents a comprehensive array 
of recommendations to foster 
creative entrepreneurship. The 
report highlights catalysts such as 
business hubs and low-cost work 
spaces to support emerging creative 
industries, fostering international 
cooperation between peripheral 
regions, enhancing virtual 
networking and connections among 
entrepreneurs, facilitating improved 
market access, and policy initiatives 
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that are evidence-based and tailored 
to specific locales, needs, and market 
dynamics. The report also highlights 
the strategic potential of spill-
over effects with other sectors of 
periphery economies.

Overall, attention to strategies of 
endogenous development and 
building capacity locally must 
balance efforts to attract creative 
entrepreneurs into a region. This 
is often missing from the literature 
on rural and remote cultural work, 
which tends to focus on attracting 
and retaining creative entrepreneurs 
from outside. Furthermore, it is not 
enough to attract creative talent 
to a rural or remote region, “it is 
even more important to retain such 
individuals as they are imperative 
to the development of these places” 
(Collins and Cunningham, 2017, 125). 
Studies on the retention of creative 
entrepreneurs in rural and remote 
areas have been rare. Cruz (2016) 
found the natural amenities that 
attract visitors and “creative class” 
residents to the Algarve region of 
Portugal are not sufficient to retain 
these creative residents if economic 
and entrepreneurship opportunities 
are not available. Bakas et al. 
(2018) investigated the artisan 
entrepreneur-mediators who link 
artisans to creative tourism in rural 
areas and small cities in Portugal, 
suggesting that the situations faced 
by the entrepreneur-mediators 
interviewed in the study point to the 
need to create policies with sufficient 
scope to ease the entry of non-local 
entrepreneurs, with low levels of 

social embeddedness, into rural 
communities. 

Potential interfaces and interlinkages 
between cultural/creative initiatives 
and other social and economic 
sectors of small, rural, and/or remote 
communities are important cross-
cutting considerations for policy-
development, especially in smaller 
places with limited human and other 
resources. Bottom-up, community-
engaged cultural and creative 
tourism, for example, provides a 
flexible and transversal platform 
for linking cultural, tourism, 
gastronomy, social innovation, and 
local development interests (see, e.g., 
Duxbury et al., 2019; Gonçalves et 
al., 2020). The growing prevalence 
of “place-making” as a collaborative 
platform for creative local 
development initiatives also requires 
more attention in the context of 
fostering cultural and creative 
initiatives in smaller places (e.g., 
Richards and Duif, 2018). In these 
initiatives, care must be taken not to 
look only at the contributions that 
cultural work might make to other 
policy agendas, but also “to recognize 
the inherent value and importance of 
culture per se” (O’Connell, 2020, 8).

Moving forward, it appears to be a 
time for stock-taking and projection, 
with further research needed to 
conduct a close theoretical tracing 
of the research literature and a 
close comparison and analysis of 
the emerging “mixed” frameworks. 
This must be complemented by 
detailed analysis of the policy 

recommendations embedded in 
the policy-related grey literature 
and in-practice policy frameworks 
of cultural agencies (and other 
bodies) internationally for 
cultural development and creative 
enterprises/entrepreneurship in 
rural and remote areas. The latter 
could potentially be launched 
through a “repeat” of IFACCA’s 2006 
international D’Art survey of arts 
councils and cultural agencies about 
cultural development in rural areas, 
expanding to incorporate “culture-
based development” more generally. 
This work should be supported 
through ongoing networking 
and enhanced knowledge 
sharing between researchers 
and practitioners to build up a 
grounded knowledge of challenges, 
opportunities, and possible 
trajectories that can proactively, 
intelligently, and flexibly guide 
and foster cultural development 
and creative work in rural areas 
for the greater sustainability of the 
communities and territories in which 
they are situated. 
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