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INTRODUCTION
This knowledge synthesis is part of the Monieson Centre’s Knowledge Impact in Society (KIS)
Project, a three‐year endeavour to connect academic knowledge with economic development
needs in Eastern Ontario. The synthesis is an accessible presentation of the latest research on
issues affecting rural Eastern Ontario. The knowledge synthesis topics were determined through
information gathered at 15 community workshops run in partnership with the Eastern Ontario
Community Futures Development Corporation network. The KIS Project is funded by the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.
For more information, visit
www.easternontarioknowledge.ca.

Over the last decade, the work of Richard Florida on the creative economy has captured the attention of
policy‐makers and stimulated vibrant debate in academic research. At the heart of Florida’s creative
economy is the argument that economic growth is now dependent on the talent of a ‘creative class’ who
innovate and create new ideas, new technologies, and/or creative output.1 This paper explores the
developing theory behind the creative economy as an economic driver, and its implications for rural
communities.

THE CREATIVE CLASS
This creative class is made up of individuals employed in “science, engineering, arts, culture,
entertainment and the knowledge‐based professions of management, finance, law, healthcare and
education.”2 Florida and his contemporaries argue that the creative class flourishes in places that offer
the “3T’s” of economic development – Talent, Tolerance and Technology3 – as well as a wide range of
natural, cultural and recreational amenities. This has translated into economic development strategies
aimed at encouraging innovation, attracting highly‐skilled workers, and promoting quality of place.
Urban design features like street‐scaping along with vibrant downtowns and an arts and culture scene
are argued to be crucial in attracting and retaining these talented individuals. Equally important are
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access to top‐notch post‐secondary institutions, public transit, quality affordable housing, museums,
and natural amenities like parks and paths that offer leisure opportunities.4
Given the popularity of the creative economy literature, a number of debates have emerged. These
include whether skilled workers locating for amenities, tolerance, and diversity – three markers of the
creative class – or based on where they can maximize job opportunities.5 Simply put, do jobs follow
people or do people follow jobs? Another tension arises from creating policies for the perceived
preferences of skilled professionals from outside a community over the preferences of current
residents.6 A particular concern for rural communities is the urban focus of creative economy research.
The creative economy literature is based largely on studies of large cities and the resulting economic
development strategies are focused on urban policy insights.7
Despite these debates, the creative economy literature does stress the importance of human capital and
quality of place. The weight of these arguments has many rural areas turning to the creative economy
to combat economic uncertainty and attract talented individuals. Growing research interest on the rural
creative economy has discovered that the creative economy is manifested differently in rural areas and
that creative economic development strategies are not one‐size‐fits‐all.8

THE RURAL CREATIVE ECONOMY
Although the rural creative economy has only recently attracted attention in academic research, it is
commonly argued that rural areas have many of the place‐based amenities which attract creative
workers. For example, Kevin Stolarick and colleagues from the Martin Prosperity Institute at the
University of Toronto state that “[m]any of the qualities cities so often try to replicate in order to attract
the creative class, such as heightened quality of place, local pristine natural amenities and unique
cultural and heritage opportunities, exist in abundance in rural communities.”9 They suggest that place‐
based marketing tactics often used to attract tourists can also be applied to attracting the creative class
in rural areas.
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A recent paper by Bell and Jayne examines the creative countryside and rural cultural industries in the
United Kingdom.10 They argue that policymakers need to avoid overlaying urban creative policies in
rural areas which are often based on sectors perceived to be part of the rural idyll like arts and crafts.
They have also discovered a tension between creative industries located in rural areas and their urban
counterparts. Often creative industries in rural areas are seen as hobbies, i.e., low quality and parochial,
whereas urban creative industries are seen as innovative and high‐end. In terms of attracting talented
individuals, they stress the importance of lifestyle migration for rural amenities but also economic
arguments including affordability. Overall, they document the rising advocacy for a rural cultural
strategy in the UK where arts and culture is used to promote employment, economic development, and
regeneration.
In their work on American rural counties, McGranahan and Wojan discover that employment in creative
occupations is linked with employment growth in rural areas.11 The authors also find that the rural
creative class is older and more likely to be married. Economic development strategies geared at
improving the quality of local schools may be more critical in rural areas rather than creating hip
downtowns with chic cafés. They also determine that the creative class is attracted to rural areas that
are rich in natural amenities, have modest density and commuting potential. They suggest that rurality
itself is the main driver as people give up urban amenities for the natural amenities and quality of life
found in rural areas. However, the authors stress that not all rural areas can attract the creative class.
Location, natural amenities, adequate density, and the availability of a reasonable level of services are
all important in the rural creative economy.
In her work on artists in American rural areas, Markusen argues that artists contribute to the
consumption base of a local economy.12 For example, performances, art displays, and readings of
written work can produce modest growth in local income. Plus, many rural areas have underutilized
infrastructure like closed theatres and abandoned buildings that can be revitalized to serve as housing,
studio space, gallery space, or performance space. She also believes that artists are attracted to rural
areas because of the affordability, vintage architecture, isolation, and sense of community. In their
work in Canadian rural areas, Mitchell, Bunting and Piccioni agree that rural communities offer
advantages for visual artists in terms of creativity. They discover for many artists, “the landscape
provides the raw materials (i.e. subject matter) for the creative process.”13 Markusen suggests
occupational targeting focused on artists as a possible rural economic development strategy.

PRINCE EDWARD COUNTY – CANADA’S FIRST CREATIVE RURAL ECONOMY
Prince Edward County (PEC) is an island rural community in Eastern Ontario. It is located in the heart of
Canada’s Creative Corridor between Toronto, Ottawa, and Montreal ‐ a “mega region” that represents
50% of Canada’s GDP.14 This location provides PEC with a unique opportunity for growth in the creative
10
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economy. In 2006, the population was 25,496; however, the median age for PEC was 47.7 compared to
39.0 for Ontario.15 In their report, Stolarick et al. find that PEC has a higher percentage of its population
between 25 and 64 with a university degree when compared to other areas in the province that are
outside a major urban region (17.2% and 12.3% respectively).16 They also find that the percentage of
workers in creative occupations rose in PEC from 24.3% in 1996 to 30.9% in 2006 compared to 23.5%
and 26.0% for other areas in the province that are outside a major urban region.
Agriculture has a long history in PEC which was settled over 200 years ago by United Empire Loyalists
fleeing the United States during the American Revolution. The dominant agricultural sectors include
dairy, beef, and grains and oilseeds.17 However, as Donald argues, Prince Edward County is at the
forefront of Ontario’s new creative food movement.18 In fact, PEC is quickly becoming one of Canada’s
fastest growing wine regions and it has been officially designated as Ontario’s 4th Designated Viticultural
Area (DVA). In less than a decade, PEC’s land use has gone from under 20 acres of vines to over 600
acres, with almost a dozen wineries attracting over $30 million in investment.19 Tourism also plays a
significant role in the PEC economy, drawing traditionally from its natural amenities including Sandbanks
Provincial Park.20 The creative food movement, however, has diversified the County’s tourism,
celebrating the ‘quality of taste’ in the area through initiatives like the annual TASTE! food and wine
event which showcases local cuisine. 21
Over the last decade, PEC has led an aggressive strategy to attract educated and creative workers to the
area. The County has capitalized on the place‐based amenities that make the area unique. For example,
PEC is fortunate to have over 800 kilometres of coastline22 on the shores of Lake Ontario and vintage
architecture with a long history. With this rich quality of life, PEC has attracted many ‘Escape Artists’,
creative professionals who desire to leave the city to work and live in rural areas.23 PEC is already home
to over a hundred independent artists and galleries complemented by artistic institutions like the
Regent Theatre and an annual Jazz Festival.24 The County also uses an aesthetically‐pleasing website,
www.buildanewlife.ca, to attract creative investment. PEC has further recognized the importance of
industry clustering in the creative economy through the Taste Trail. This involves strategic partnerships
and co‐marketing between farms, cheese producers, wineries, breweries and restaurants in the
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County.25 As Canada’s first creative rural economy,26 Prince Edward County is well‐positioned to take
advantage of the new creative food movement and attract and retain creative professionals.

POLICY INSIGHTS FOR HARVESTING A RURAL CREATIVE ECONOMY
As mentioned earlier, not all rural areas can attract the creative class or harvest a rural creative
economy. Location, natural amenities, adequate density, and the availability of a reasonable level of
services are all important. That being said, there are a number of general strategies or insights that can
help promote economic development in rural areas:
 A Strategic Plan – Always start with an economic development plan outlining your key goals and
strategies
 SWOT Analysis – Every community big or small should be realistic and aware of their Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats
 Joined‐up Governance – A popular concept in the United Kingdom which encourages all levels
of government to work together towards a common goal.
To combat economic uncertainty in rural America, Morgan, Lambe and Freyer suggest three specific
strategies:27
 Place‐based Development – Economic Development strategies should capitalize on distinct
qualities of place including natural amenities and cultural or historic traditions
 Economic Gardening – Focus on growing entrepreneurs and providing a healthy environment
for small business growth
 Cultivating Creativity and Talent – Recognize the importance of attracting and retaining creative
professionals and industries
To grow a creative countryside, Bell and Jayne offer the following suggestions:28
 “Greentrification” – Combine traditional and new materials, techniques and uses to build a new
rural aesthetic. For example, barn conversions, art farms, maize mazes, promoting local food
and drink movements and promoting the creative benefits of rural living
 Cross‐Marketing – Develop promotions and marketing initiatives across sectors that may seem
distinct, like tourism, food and drink, and cultural production.
Bell and Jayne’s interviews with creative professionals also identified that showcasing events,
networking opportunities, exhibition space and access to high‐tech equipment like broadband are
important support strategies in which rural communities should invest.29 Markusen also suggests
25
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investing in space for artists like performance spaces, live/work spaces, and artists’ centres.30 One final
suggestion to help grow a rural creative economy includes creating industry clusters using tools like
entrepreneurial incubators. Michael Porter defines clusters as “geographic concentrations of
interconnected companies, specialized suppliers and service providers, firms in related industries, and
associated institutions (e.g. universities, standards agencies, and trade associations) in particular fields
that compete but also cooperate.”31 Roger Martin and Richard Florida, in their report Ontario in the
Creative Age, emphasize the importance of clustering industry and talent in the creative economy.32
However, rural areas looking to the creative economy need to be cautious of challenges that might
arise. This includes, rural ‘gentrification’ which Stolarick and colleagues describe as the difficulty in
maintaining or protecting the quality of life that makes a given region attractive to begin with.33
Tensions might also arise between current residents who value old traditions and creative professionals
with new ideas. An equally significant challenge is the importance of clustering and agglomeration in
the creative economy and whether industry and talent clustering is possible in rural areas that lack
density and proximity to a mega region. 34
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APPENDIX A – CREATIVE ECONOMY DEFINITIONS
Defining the Creative Economy
 “Those industries which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have
a potential for wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual
property.”35


“At the heart of the creative economy lie the creative industries. Loosely defined, the creative
industries are at the crossroads of the arts, culture, business and technology. In other words,
they comprise the cycle of creation, production and distribution of goods and services that use
intellectual capital as their primary input.”36



“A major shift in the structure of the global economy – from one based on the production of
goods to a more knowledge based economy driven by ideas and innovation.”37

Creative Occupations38
 Professional occupations in natural and applied sciences
 Technical occupations related to natural and applied sciences
 Teachers and professors
 Professional occupations in art and culture
 Technical occupations in art, culture, recreation and sport
 Finance and insurance administration occupations
 Professional occupations in health
 Nurse supervisors and registered nurses
 Technical and related occupations in health
 Judges, lawyers, psychologists, social workers, ministers of religion, and policy and program
officers
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