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Chapter 1

Artisan Entrepreneurship: An Overview

Vanessa Ratten

Abstract

Artisan entrepreneurs create social value by engaging in community busi-
ness practices. Research has shown that the motives of artisan entrepre-
neurs differ based on the way they are embedded in society. This is due to
artisan practices varying significantly. As such, it is useful to analyze the
existing body of research with the aim of opening up new opportunities. To
date, there has been limited research on artisan entrepreneurship compared
to other sub-types of entrepreneurship. This is unusual as artisan entrepre-
neurship is an interesting topic. This chapter therefore seeks to ascertain
what is lacking in the current research and what needs to be done. This will
be conducted through a critique of the existing research, which leads to a
discussion on the managerial implications of artisan entrepreneurship.

Keywords: Artisan; artisan entrepreneurship; craftmaking; creative
industries; cultural production; entrepreneurship; handicrafts

Introduction

In this chapter, I elaborate on artisan entrepreneurship, but before doing that, I
will explain what is meant by the term “artisan entrepreneurship.” I do this by
reviewing the current research on the topic and the foundations on which it is
based. There is continued debate about what an artisan entrepreneur is due to
some people not knowing what the word artisan means (McAuley & Fillis, 2005).
For those living in certain geographic regions, such as the United Kingdom, the
word artisan is continually used to describe a wide variety of activities associated
with handicrafts. Pret and Cogan (2019, p. 594) define artisan entrepreneurs as
“individuals who produce and sell products or services which possess a distinct
artistic value resulting from a high degree of manual input.” This means there
is continued media interest in the role artisans play in community development
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(Aako, 2019). Sometimes the word craft makers might be more understood in some
country contexts most notably in Indonesia due to historical association with crafts.
Thus, there is a common understanding in the community that the words artisan
and craft can be synonymous depending on the language usage. The concept of
artisan entrepreneurs reflects more of a high quality craft maker that also pursues
business interests (Ratten, 2014). This means that scholars have only scratched the
surface about conditions and effects of artisan entrepreneurship. Therefore, this
chapter responds to Ratten, Costa, and Bogers’s (2019) call for more research on
artisan entrepreneurship in terms of contextual embeddedness.

Artisan entrepreneurship research has strong links to the cultural and life-
style field. All artisans embed some form of cultural practice into their business
activities. Artisan entrepreneurs are the same as other types of entrepreneurs in
terms of pursuing market opportunities but differ by using manual techniques
and tradition in their business practices. The products that artisans make can be
described as handicrafts due to the simple tools used to make the products (Jones,
Klapper, Ratten, & Fayolle, 2018). These products are typically custom made
and inspired by ethnicity or culture. The skills needed to make artisan products
require years of practice and training. This gives artisan products a distinctive
esthetic appeal to buyers. Examples of artisan products include handcrafted wal-
lets, ethnic food to eat and custom made furniture. Artisan products normally also
have a practical use that differentiates them from fine art (Ferreira, Fernandes, &
Ratten, 2017). Furthermore, artisans are hobbyists that have commercial goals.
This means selling their handicrafts with an identifiable business strategy. Arti-
san entrepreneurs often have more lifestyle goals rather than commercial interest.
This means they place more value on craft fidelity and quality rather than mass
production outputs (Ratten, 2011). Therefore, many artisan businesses are estab-
lished in an informal way and remain small sized businesses.

It is hard to provide a complete picture of the artisan sector due to its complex
nature. This means that while this chapter gives an overview of the artisan sec-
tor as a starting point, there still is a way to go before a holistic picture emerges
of what artisan entrepreneurship entails. The essential aim of this chapter is to
evaluate artisan entrepreneurship. To do these three key questions are addressed:

(1) What definition of artisan entrepreneurship should be adopted as a basis for
understanding entrepreneurial behavior?

(2) What is the current state of development of the artisan sector in society?

(3) What does the future hold for artisan businesses?

This chapter first presents an overview of artisan entrepreneurship and its role
in mainstream entrepreneurship research. This is followed by a discussion of the
impact of cultural industries on global competitiveness. The chapter ends with a
discussion about the future of artisan entrepreneurship research.

Artisan Entrepreneurship

The terms artisan, craft maker, craft manager and artist are used interchange-
ably (Ratten & Ferreira, 2017). This means there are persistent arguments about
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whether artisans are more sophisticated handicraft makers. This is due to the
label entrepreneur being linked to business growth (Ratten & Usmanij, 2021).
In addition, adding the word entrepreneur to artisan activity implies that there
is some degree of innovation and competitiveness. This means that an artisan is
striving to be the best they can be in the marketplace.

There is generally two uses of the word artisan entrepreneur. The first being
an individual involved in a creative endeavor that is pursuing financial gain. This
means that they are normally owner-managers who previously were craft makers
then realized there could be an associated economic component to their activity.
Normally these types of entrepreneurs have been involved in cultural production
as a hobby. Although a growing component of these artisans are growing their
businesses by collaborating with others. The second type is the artisan entrepre-
neur who is more of a commercial kind. The artisan business might have grown
from being a family business to a large international entity.

Researchers face a dilemma of defining what constitutes an artisan business.
Intuitively artisan businesses are those in which artistic endeavors play a vital
role. Artisan businesses are defined by their attitude toward artistic change and
the extent to which the business strives to maintain its artistic connection. The
essence of an artisan business is the involvement in creative or artistic economic
endeavors. This means there is a general stereotype of an artisan business being
involved in the craft industry. Artisan businesses have different characteristics
and objectives compared to other types of businesses. This makes it difficult to
compare and contrast different artisan businesses. There is no universally agreed
upon definition of artisan businesses. Not having a commonly accepted definition
makes it hard to advance the literature. In a practical sense, there is a tendency
to focus on the attribute of “artisan” within definitions without considering the
entrepreneurial implications. The biggest distinction between artisans and other
types of businesses is their creative capability. Artisan businesses tend to be owner
managed who are also the artisans. This means there is a large number of small
artisan businesses that are family owned. There are also larger artisan businesses
that are either privately owned or publicly listed companies. The larger artisan
businesses differ significantly in their management structure and profit orienta-
tion. This influences the way an artisan business is run including the reasons deci-
sions are made.

Artisan Production

Artisans need to balance their creative pursuits with commercial goals. This can
create problems when the economic concerns impact the creativity and produc-
tion process. When artisan production occurs as a by-product of tourism, it has
a better chance of survival. Many artisan businesses are based in remote and
rural areas. Therefore, they are often linked to the cultural conditions of an area
and contribute to the tourism sector. Tourism can help showcase local heritage
and highlight the skills of artisans. This becomes useful in revitalizing cultural
traditions in a community setting. The creative industries in a rural area can help
build community cohesion and influence tourism. Often tourists are attracted to
a rural area because of its uniqueness. This means artisans can stimulate tourism
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by providing a source of entertainment. In addition, rural areas can be perceived
as having more creative freedom to experiment with new products.

Blundel and Smith (2013) suggest that there are four main time periods asso-
ciated with artisanal products: (1) pre-industrial artisanal, (2) formative indus-
trial, (3) regulated industrial artisanal and (4) divergent industrial artisanal. In
the first pre-industrial period that occurred before the 1850s, artisan activity
occurred primarily based on natural resource endowments. This meant that the
reputation of artisans was linked to a geographic area. As a result, there was
localized knowledge of artisans associated with new production methods. In the
second period called the formative industrial period, there was a modification of
artisan practices due to the industrial revolution. This period occurred between
the 1850s and 1930s, which coincided with technological innovations in trans-
portation methods. This resulted in new competitive pressures for artisans due
to internationalization reasons. The third stage is called the regulated industrial
artisanal stage and occurred between the early 1930s and the late 1980s. In this
time period, there was more interaction among artisans with educators and trade
fairs. There was also more competitive pressures due to the staged regulation of
many products and the effects of the Second World War. The fourth period titled
the divergent industrial artisanal period occurred from the 1980s to the present
day. During this period artisans began to focus on their marketing capabilities in
terms of product differentiation.

Artisan business are referred to as craft-based as they have been in existence
for a long time period and involve handmade products. The design process of
artisan businesses is deeply rooted in tradition. This ensures that the products are
made in the same way as previous generations. Normally artisan businesses are
not viewed as being innovative due to the tradition incorporated within products
that implies conservatism. This is not always the case as new features and designs
can be incorporated into artisan products, which make them innovative. In addi-
tion, creative processes are routinely observed in artisans that range in scope from
the production process to the marketing designs. This makes artisan products
innovative in different ways compared to industrial products. Artisan products
are more likely to be innovative in terms of the esthetic appeal or design process.
In addition, there can be innovation in the intellectual or sensory form of artisan
products. Artisan entrepreneurs have continued to develop over centuries while
retaining their common heritage. This has meant redefining their business models
in order to compete with industrialized products.

Entrepreneurship in the Creative and Cultural Sense

The terms cultural industries and creative industries are used interchangeably to
refer to entities involved in the arts. Typically the arts refer to performance activi-
ties. The creative industries involve the use of traditional (such as art) and new
sectors (such as virtual reality). This makes it a hub for creativity and a source
of inspiration. Entrepreneurship in the cultural industries is everywhere in soci-
ety but most evident in business practices. This has made cultural entrepreneur-
ship a popular term to describe innovative activity. Sharma and Chrisman (1999,



Artisan Entrepreneurship: An Overview §

p. 17) suggests that entrepreneurship “encompasses acts of organizational crea-
tion, renewal or innovation that occur within or outside an existing organisation.”
This means there are many different indicators of entrepreneurship as it involves
change. The way cultural entrepreneurship is perceived depends on the context.
Normally it is viewed as a positive practice due to the need for change in society.
In order to capitalize on the opportunity for entrepreneurship in the cultural sec-
tor, there are major trajectories that will significantly influence the future of this
topic. This is because there has been dramatic advances in artisan entrepreneur-
ship scholarship over the past few years that means this research theme is no
longer questioned in terms of academic legitimacy. More importantly, artisan
entrepreneurship has moved beyond a focus on culture to achieve relevance in a
wide range of business studies.

The “artisan” part of artisan entrepreneurship refers to creativity and culture
whereas the “entrepreneurship” component indicates business activity. The land-
scape of artisan entrepreneurship reflects this broad definition of entrepreneur-
ship. Van Burg and Romme (2014, p. 369) defines entrepreneurship as “efforts to
bring about new economic, social, institutional, or cultural environments.” Thus,
entrepreneurship is generally viewed as an economic process but in reality it also
occurs based on socio-cultural processes. Artisan entrepreneurship concerns
identifying and exploiting opportunities in the marketplace but an integrated and
valued definition of artisan entrepreneurship is needed. Drucker (1998, p. 152)
states that “innovation is the specific function of entrepreneurship, whether in an
existing business, a public service institution, or a new venture started by a lone
individual.” This means that in order to understand entrepreneurial behaviors the
social context should be analyzed. This will enable a better understanding about
how entrepreneurship is socially embedded in society. Entrepreneurship involves
a number of different dimensions including innovation, risk taking, proactive-
ness, competitive aggressiveness and autonomy. Innovation involves some form
of change that has a positive outcome. This can include new products or pro-
cesses that are made available through societal change. Risk taking involves an
activity that has unknown outcomes. This means there is a perception of results
being hard to predict. Proactiveness involves taking action based on foresight.
This is important due to the quickly changing marketplace. Competitive aggres-
siveness involves challenging the competition by taking strategic action. This can
include competing based on price in order to drive the competitors out of busi-
ness. Autonomy refers to taking responsibility for one’s action. This involves del-
egating responsibility based on decisions made.

There is a new wave of interest in artisan and handicraft industries sweep-
ing the world. This resurgence is the result of more people becoming interested
in cultural activities that involve handmade elements. Entrepreneurship involves
starting new ventures but also incorporates an open mindset. This means tak-
ing risks that incorporates creatively leveraging resources and pushing an idea
to implementation. Entrepreneurs need to tolerate failure and experiment in
order to achieve success. Entrepreneurs pursue unknown paths in an uncertain
and unknowable environment. This involves assuming a proactive stance with
potential new business ideas. Artisan entrepreneurship has more relevance today
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than in the past due to the need for creative individuals to have financial revenue.
With the unprecedented growth in artisan entrepreneurship comes the question
of where future research is heading. The continued success of artisan entrepre-
neurship research is dependent on coming up with new ways of understanding
the practice.

Artisan Entrepreneurship as an Academic Field

Artisan entrepreneurship is a multifaceted academic field that is linked to diverse
fields such as anthropology, cultural studies and innovation management. The
eclectic nature of artisan entrepreneurship contributes to the ability of the field to
produce intriguing findings. Not unexpectantly, there is much interest on artisan
entrepreneurship. This is highly desirable given the commitment of many regions
to preserving and growing their cultural heritage. The fact that artisan entrepre-
neurship is an under-researched field is not a criticism but rather an opportu-
nity. Innovation is an indicator of entrepreneurship as it involves change. This
means that most definitions of entrepreneurship include a focus on innovation
in terms of how business ventures are created. An artisan entrepreneur is one
who continually seeks to discover opportunities in the marketplace. They can do
this by engaging with the community about new ideas. This enables them to take
calculated risks based on the market environment by leveraging resources within
and outside their business in a quicker way. This enables artisans to get new ideas
implemented more efficiently in the market.

Many entrepreneurs in less populated areas are engaged in artisan businesses
for their daily living. This is evident especially in rural areas that derive their
competitive advantage from their local products. Artisans contribute to the devel-
opment of an area by attracting interest in their activities. This directly leads to
increased tourism numbers and employment for local communities. Innovation
involves focusing on market opportunities through the creation of new businesses.
The existing literature on artisan entrepreneurship is widely dispersed among dif-
ferent academic disciplines. Artisan entrepreneurship can occur in a variety of
ways including not just through product innovation but also via design processes.
Dilley (2009) in a study of traditional Sengalese artisans found that innovation is
based on ideas for new designs. This means that the cultural heritage is embedded
in the social processes from which new products emerge. To do this, artisan prod-
ucts utilize knowledge as a source of inspiration. Institutional artisan structures
such as craft guilds encourage knowledge dissemination. They do this by incen-
tivizing the exchange of information in order to increase the production of craft
products. Thereby playing an active role in the commercialization of knowledge.

Artisan firms contribute in a variety of ways to the vitality of a community.
They achieve success by matching culture with market needs thereby providing a
source of innovation. Artisan entrepreneurs are a diverse group of people com-
ing from different socio-demographic backgrounds. They range from sole traders
to large privately owned companies. They become involved in artisan entrepre-
neurship for different reasons with some wanting to pursue a hobby while oth-
ers motivated by purely financial reasons. Trabalzi (2007) in a study of buffalo
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mozzarella cheese makers found that it was important to utilize communities of
producers as a source of knowledge. This enables creative use of knowledge in
order to exchange ideas. Thereby enabling local producers to absorb and borrow
knowledge acquired from others. This enables best practices to emerge in artisan
production based on the collective knowledge.

Artisan products serve a cultural purpose rather than just a being a functional
good. This means that artisan products are made with respect to cultural condi-
tions. Thus, embedded within artisan entrepreneurship practices is a sense of cul-
tural entrepreneurship. Swedberg (2006, p. 260) defines cultural entrepreneurship
as “the carrying out of a novel combination that results in something new and
appreciated in the cultural sphere.” However, despite its similarities with cultural
entrepreneurship, artisan entrepreneurship is a topic worthy of study in its own
right.

Most of the existing artisan entrepreneurship studies seem to come from
Europe and in particularly, the United Kingdom. The reason for this might be due
to the emphasis on culture and history in Europe. Another reason could be due
to the term artisan being more popular in Europe than in other country contexts.
However, the reason for the high number of studies coming from Europe might
also be due to researchers’ interest in culture and entrepreneurship. Another rea-
son may be due to the lack of research on the topic written in English. Whatever
the reason for this, this is set to change with countries including the United States
and Indonesia emphasizing artisan entrepreneurship.

Artisans typically have been held in high regard in society. Therefore, there is a
clear need for more research on how artisan entrepreneurship occurs in different
country contexts. Entrepreneurial behavior varies greatly around the world. This
means the practice of artisan entrepreneurship should consider country context
and culture. Many artisans are passionate about their craft in which they are intel-
lectually engaged. In many ways, this is to be expected given the way artisans
learn their craft.

Artisan entrepreneurship is a business activity that contributes to the quality
of life of an individual. Moreover, it enhances an individual’s wellbeing as they
can mix hobbies with business pursuits. Artisan entrepreneurship is needed in
order to bring revenue to less favored areas. This enables artisans to increase
employment rates through their new ventures and innovation. Artisan entre-
preneurs face a number of different expectations in their community including
contributing to economic growth but also keeping in mind local culture and
traditions. There has been an increased awareness of environmental and local
issues that has led to an increased demand for artisan products. Artisans choose
handicraft methods that are linked to tradition instead of large-scale produc-
tion methods. There has been an increased interest in the way food is made and
produced. This has given rise to food movements such as slow food and organic
produce. Lindberg and Schwartz (2020, p. 150) states that artisanal food is “pro-
duced on a small scale, usually grown and harvested locally, and emphasises tra-
dition, authenticity and craftsmanship in both production and flavour.” As a
result, more artisans are selling their products directly to consumers via websites
or at local farmers markets.
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Artisan entrepreneurs implement existing structures in a community and spur
new ideas to come to fruition. The founding of an artisan business in a basic sense
is a decision made by an entrepreneur. The decision is influenced by a number of
factors including the entrepreneur themselves in terms of their experience, inter-
est in artisan activity and knowledge. The family and religious background of an
entrepreneur may influence them to go into certain types of industries. In addi-
tion, the educational background and psychological makeup will also influence
entrepreneurial activity.

The Role of Cultural Industries in Society

Cultural industries provide goods and services in a way that embed heritage and
tradition. Artisan businesses are becoming more visible in the wider cultural sec-
tor. This is due to the multiplier effects of artisan activity in terms of tourism and
innovation. The production of artisan products often happens through a state of
flow. Craft involves both physical and intellectual skills. The physical skills are in
the handmade activity required to make a good. The intellectual skill incorpo-
rates the knowledge about how to make the product.

Artisan entrepreneurs make products that embed an authentic cultural qual-
ity. This means creative skills are needed in order to produce these products.
The concept of artisan entrepreneurship aligns with lifestyle entrepreneurship
due to the way artisan link their activity to context and interests. The choice of
becoming an artisan may be linked to the desire to seek a simple life in line with
personal interests. This means artisan enterprises are often located in esthetic
appealing areas that an individual has chosen to reside in. The desire of indi-
viduals to pursue an artisanal lifestyle may motivate an entrepreneur to reside
in a particular environment. However, artisan activity can also be due to neces-
sity reasons and a desire to stay in the same location. Places can offer location
specific advantages for artisans in terms of access to resources. Specific resources
such as dairy farms, herbs or plants may relate to the type of artisan activity
conducted. Thus, the natural landscape can impact the number of artisan entre-
preneurs residing in an area.

Some places have a reputation for the quality of the products produced in the
area. This means there is an association with the natural features of an area and
the type of artisan activity conducted. The authenticity of an artisan product
is important as it relates to the place of production and resulting quality of the
product. This means heritage and past events can contribute to the making of
an artisan product. Moreover, the past events in a location might make it more
suitable to artisan activity. This includes a focus on local specialities in the form
of food or craft.

Artisan entrepreneurs are change makers as they harness artistic expression
through business endeavors. This means they positively contribute to societal
problems through creating social value. The digital transformation of enterprises
and the emergence of new marketing channels (e.g., online media and mobile
devices) has altered the practice of artisan entrepreneurship. In addition, the
way artisan businesses are established, managed and marketed has changed
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