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sponsorships, often with little success. Festivals are typically having to rely on international acts, and 
the attraction of tourists is often central to their business models.  

For all of its challenges, the live music sector’s influence on the social and cultural fabric of its 
communities is undeniable. In an age of digital entertainment, live music provides a unique 
connection between audiences and performers. Indeed, BC stages need to be recognized as the heart 
of the provincial music economy, and their communities. 

A summary of key findings: 

▪ There exists a growing sense of community and momentum within BC’s live music sector; 
stakeholders are increasingly seeing themselves as an important and inclusive whole. 

▪ Digital technology and diversity practices are causing the most fundamental changes to BC’s live 
music companies’ business models. 

▪ In the next year, 78% of festivals expect to see an increase in attendance, 59% of venues expect 
an increase in fill rates, and more than half of BC promoters expect to book more shows. 

▪ BC’s geographical ‘isolation’ can be a challenge for both touring artists and those booking shows. 

▪ Increased operational costs, property taxes, and both wage and artist fee demands are placing 
direct and indirect constraints on the industry and its audiences. 

▪ There has long existed a lack of public support structures to sustain industry operations and 
effectively upskill entrants to the business of live music. 

▪ A vibrant live music industry provides the conditions that the broader music industry requires to 
thrive. It is increasingly becoming the financial lifeblood for the wider music sector. 

▪ BC’s live music sector is seen as a cherished ‘cultural space’, a critical home to risk-takers, 
innovators and place-makers, and a launch-pad to realizing artists’ dreams. 

The BC story told in this report is one of a growing live music sector which generates positive 
economic, social and cultural impacts across the province. While the future of BC’s concert business 
is bright, there is much to do in terms of advancing and promoting its benefits. 
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▪ Artist managers (including self-managed 
artists) 

▪ Promoters 

▪ Music venues 

▪ Festivals (those that are primarily 
focussed on music). 

Because this study focusses on the 
companies operating in BC’s live music 
sector, it does not directly account for 
artists – with the notable exception of 
artists that assume the function of a music 
company (i.e., self-managed artists). 

The Nordicity team created an online 
survey, which subsequently captured usable 
information from 123 companies operating 
in BC’s live music sector. For the purposes 
of this study, a response was counted as 
usable if it provided basic financial 
information. Based on secondary research, 
Nordicity identified a total of 903 
companies operating in the live music 
industry in BC, implying survey coverage of 
just under 14% of the total number of 
potential respondents (or, universe).  
Important to note is that within this 14% are 
eight of the biggest music companies in BC. 
With music driven revenues ranging from $5 
million to over $100 million, these 
companies constitute 26% of total sector 
revenue. 

In addition to the online survey, the Nordicity team engaged nearly 60 stakeholders from across the 
province (Appendix 1). Consultation included 1-1 interviews, as well as focus groups in Vancouver 
(January 9th, 2018) and Victoria (March 6th, 2018). 

It is important to note that this report should not be considered a statistical exercise. Instead, it is 
based on a ‘convenience sample’ of companies that responded to the online survey. As such, the 
numbers reported below are best possible estimates, given the data available. Accordingly, the 
survey sample was ‘grossed-up’ using ‘universe’ numbers compiled from a combination of desk 
research and the contact lists provided by project partners. To do so, the survey sample was divided 
into the four types of live music companies (i.e., venues, festivals, promoters and managers). These 

 The universes were determined using a mix of industry lists and secondary research to generate counts where data did not 
already exist. The universe sources are described in the specific sections for each type of live music company (Sections 2.3-
2.6).  

Kytami 
Photo Credit: Lana Winnichyn 
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types of companies were then ‘grossed up’ (with large outliers removed) and aggregated to provide 
estimates for sector as a whole. While it is impossible to capture all companies in a survey of this 
type, the Nordicity team is confident that it captured most of the large companies operating in BC’s 
live music sector.  

In order to conduct the necessary research and analysis required for a project of this scope, the 
Nordicity team employed a four-phase mixed methodology, described briefly below: 

1. BC’s live music industry was identified through the development of a database of live music 
companies (and self-managed artists), as well as the assessment of the number of companies 
that fit within the defined scope of the study. 

2. Industry data on economic and programmatic activity was collected using an online survey 
between January and February 2018. Additionally, a series of interviews and two focus groups 
were conducted. This primary research was supplemented by concurrent secondary data 
collection (i.e., a literature review). 

3. An in-depth live music sector profile across BC was developed, including specific insight on 
venues, festivals, promoters, and managers. 

4. The data collected was analyzed in order to determine the economic impact of live music in BC as 
it relates to the operation of live music companies. In each case, the direct, indirect, and induced 
impacts as they relate to employment, GDP and fiscal (tax) impacts have been estimated. 

 DOCUMENT MAP  
The document begins with an introduction to the report which describes the Nordicity team’s 
approach to the study. Section 2 profiles the BC live music sector and describes key opportunities 
and challenges for growth. Section 2 consists of: 

▪ A description of the current state of the industry; 

▪ Themes that emerged from Nordicity’s research; 

▪ Revenue, expenses and labour information for companies in the sector; 

▪ Description of the core company types (venues, festivals, promoters and managers), including 
financial and operational information. 

Section 3 describes the economic impact of the BC live music sector in terms of job creation (FTEs), 
generated labour income, as well as GDP impacts at direct, indirect and induced levels. Additionally, 
fiscal impacts at federal and provincial levels are estimated. 

Section 4 estimates the economic impact of visitors to BC who attend BC live music events.  

Section 5 details the social and cultural impact of BC’s live music sector.  
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However, despite the significant presence – spanning annual music festivals and performances in 
venues of every size – the sector faces a variety of challenges. Difficulties in building a live 
audience,  and the shortage of suitable and affordable performance venues were commonly reported 
challenges. Music festivals and live music venues also face significant barriers – from property taxes 
to liquor licensing and noise complaints. 

The following profile introduces some of the key opportunities and challenges identified through the 
survey, followed by a deeper dive across six key, cross-cutting themes emerging from the research. 

 KEY THEMES 
As seen in Figure 1, there were a variety of live music sector ‘assets’ cited by survey respondents. 
Respondents applauded the local talent in the province, although this was dependent on the type of 
music or the type of talent sought (Section 2.2.3). The variety of genres and diversity of the sector 
(Section 5.1) and a budding sense of community (Section 2.1.1) were also widely cited as key 
strengths of the sector throughout stakeholder interviews and focus groups. The term ‘momentum’ 
was often used to describe the growing awareness of recent initiatives, resulting in broader 
enthusiasm about the future of live music in BC. 

Figure 1: Biggest assets in the BC live music sector (% of respondents) 

 
n = 74 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 

Despite growing optimism and noteworthy assets in the sector, common challenges emerged from 
the survey data and stakeholder engagement sessions. More than half of the respondents, for 
example, reported unaffordable housing (56%) and lack of funding support (53%) as significant 
challenges. Additionally, half (50%) indicated that obtaining adequate performance fees was an 

 Survey results revealed that nearly 40% of respondents engage with music primarily online.   
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Figure 3: Change in revenue expected next year by BC live music companies (% of respondents) 

 
n = 73 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 

A majority of companies (55%) are also expecting to hire more employees in 2018. Moreover, the 
industry appears to hire from within the province – 94% of employees in the live music sector were 
derived from within BC. Furthermore, nearly all (98%) respondents indicated that their company’s 
owners live in the province. 

Figure 4: Change expected in headcount next year by BC live music companies (% of respondents) 

 
n = 72 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 

However, the extent to which the live music sector has become a coherent voice was also a point of 
contention, with some respondents citing issues relating to silos and elitism in the sector. Others 
pointed to the lack of coordination required to effectively advocate and move the sector forward. As 
put by one interviewee, “People are supportive of each other when we actually get together, but we 
are actually very disjointed. We should have already known each other, yet it’s taken some serious 
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coordination to even get us in the same room together. Once we get there, though, everyone is very 
supportive.” 

That said, stakeholders unanimously agreed that BC’s live music sector is beginning to show signs of 
increased support from within. As several described, “A strong sense of community encourages 
people to try new things, knowing that if they fail, they will still have the foundation and support of 
broader music community to fall back on.” This trend was described as “long-awaited” and is likely to 
further augment the reputation of BC being a great place to test innovative ideas in live music 
(explored further in Section 5.1).  

While the provincial live music community is supportive of itself, it was noted by respondents that it 
was undervalued and often misunderstood by government, business representatives and, in some 
cases, the wider public. As a result, many stakeholders felt that there were major gaps in external 
support (Sections 2.1.5 and 2.1.6). 

Indeed, from a policy perspective, live music has not enjoyed as privileged position as other creative 
industries in terms of planning, development and resource allocation, despite growing clarity around 
its economic, social and cultural benefits. As Erin Benjamin, Executive Director of Music Canada Live, 
explains, “Music industry policies and funding in Canada for the past 40 years have been focused 
through a lens that sees live music stakeholders as important, but not important enough to be 
regarded with true parity. Based on much of today's cultural and economic policy, the people behind 
live music are more often regarded as indirectly impacting the music business." 

As tabulated below, the sector is building momentum from an increased level of coordination and 
sense of belongingness, but challenges remain in building external support. 

 

  Strengths   Challenges 

There is a growing enthusiasm and optimism 
about the future of BC’s live music sector. 

There has not yet been a coordinated approach 
to ‘prove’ the value of the industry to external 
audiences. 

The music community is increasingly 
supportive of each other.  

The sector, internally, is still catching up from its 
relatively disjointed past. 
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2.1.4 AFFORDING THE SOUND 

Affordability is a multi-faceted challenge cited by nearly all stakeholders. For venues, significant 
increases in operational costs, especially rent and property taxes, are putting pressure on their 
bottom lines. As a result, many venues indicated that they are running operations that, at best, are 
trying to ‘make ends meet’. Heather Redfern of The Cultch described a reality for her venue: “When 
we present music, we just expect to lose money by the time we pay all the fees, labour and taxes. The 
cost of labour on top of the operating costs makes it very hard to sustain our offer.” These factors 
have contributed to the sector reporting a slight loss overall (0.8%) in 2017, as discussed further in 
Section 2.2.  

Speaking to managers and promoters, attracting and 
retaining talented artists (or employees) remains a 
significant challenge because the wages they can offer are 
increasingly insufficient to live comfortably, especially in 
BC’s urban centres. Some music companies, however, are 
taking a leadership role by prioritizing adequate pay for 
their artists and/or employees. For example, Vancouver’s 
Music on Main has dedicated itself as a living wage 
organization,  offering more full-time positions and 
benefits. 

In addition to the direct effects of affordability,  financial 
pressures also indirectly affect the industry in terms of decreasing demand for live music 
performances. As Jordan Stewart of Guilt & Company notes, “The high cost of living leaves audiences 
with little disposable income.” Another venue operator observed that shows were better attended in 
the middle of the month when most people are not feeling the constraints caused by end of month 
rental payments. Generally speaking, many venues and festivals feel unable to increase ticket prices 
despite rapidly rising operational costs. A 2017 Nielsen Music Survey, for example, found that cost of 
attendance was the largest barrier for 85% of potential attendees.  

Rising costs of living and venue/facility/festival operations are putting direct and indirect constraints 
on the industry and its audiences. 

 

 Living Wage Employer. http://www.livingwageforfamilies.ca/living_wage_employers 

 The Living Wage in Metro Vancouver is now $20.91 per hour, up 25% over the past decade.  

 Nielsen (2017) Canada Live Music and Brands Report  http://www.nielsen.com/ca/en/insights/news/2017/music-
experience-takes-center-stage-for-live-attendees.html 

“Ticket prices have 
remained the same while 
our rent has drastically 
increased. It becomes 
increasingly impossible to 
pay artists.” 
 

Roundtable participant 
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the music industry is a ‘suck on the economy’ when in fact (as shown in Section 3), it generates 
significant economic impact for communities around BC.  

Some respondents believed live music sector’s perceived lack of worth is a fundamental reason it has 
been difficult to source sponsorship in the province (in addition to skills gaps cited in Section 2.2.3). 
This can be especially challenging for smaller venues who noted that ‘go-to’ corporate sponsors are 
much more responsive to large events or festivals with more guaranteed visibility. While it was noted 
that small, local businesses were often open to the idea of sponsoring smaller venues, these players 
often do not have the necessary budgets to engage. 

BC’s live music sector is seeing increased partnerships within itself and a few key creative sectors, 
but continues to struggle with developing external partnerships. 

 

  

  

Strengths   Challenges 

Expectations on live event experiences are 
driving increased collaborations between live 
music companies and audio-visual partners. 

The value of live music is often understated, 
resulting in difficulties in creating meaningful 
external partnerships.   

Technology is enabling targeted marketing and 
other fundraising opportunities for the live 
music sector.  

Sourcing sponsors can be difficult, especially for 
small venues.  
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 INDUSTRY STRUCTURE  
BC is home to a robust live music sector, including both smaller independent players and much larger 
music companies, representing every segment of live music. Secondary research revealed 903 live 
music companies in BC, most of which are festivals (44%) and venues (36%). Sections 2.3 through 
2.6 describe each of these four types of live music companies in more detail. 

Figure 8: Breakdown of BC live music companies by type (% of respondents) 

 
Source: Nordicity secondary research 

As seen in Figure 9, a slight majority (51%) of respondents indicated that they were a ‘for-profit 
company’, with another 27% indicating non-profit status (but not registered charities). 

Figure 9: Breakdown of BC live music companies by corporate structure (% of respondents) 

 
n = 88 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 
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The survey revealed a strong presence of activity occurring outside of Vancouver. Additionally, it was 
found that most of the companies have owners residing outside of Vancouver. Furthermore, the live 
music sector is largely owned from within the province, with only 1% indicating foreign ownership. 

Figure 10: Location of owners of BC live music companies (% of respondents) 

 
n = 89 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 

Despite indicating their primary role being in the live music sector, many respondents reported 
simultaneously participating in multiple other roles across the broader music sector. As seen in the 
graph below, 21% of respondents work as social media marketers in addition to their primary live 
music role. 

Figure 11: Other roles BC live music sector participants play in the music industry (% of respondents) 

 
n = 123 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 
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In conclusion, BC’s live music sector includes a wide range of organizations and companies across 
the province, with many individuals operating in a variety of other roles in music sector. 

2.2.1 REVENUES 

The live music sector generated a total of more than $740 million in overall revenues in 2017, of 
which more than $584 million (79%) was live music-generated revenue.  

Average revenue  varies across types of companies as shown in Figure 12. While festivals make an 
average of $700,000 annually, promoters make slightly under $250,000. Festivals and venues 
generate approximately double the revenue compared to promoters or managers. Figure 12 also 
illustrates the portion of revenues that are generated from live music specifically. Festivals and 
managers generate a significant majority of their revenue from live music, while promoters and 
venues derive a larger portion of revenues from other means.  

Figure 12: Average annual revenue per company type, % music-related revenue for each 

 
n = 74 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 
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2.2.2 EXPENSES 

Companies indicated that their total expenditure has increased in the last few years, generally in pace 
with revenue. As a result, the overall margins for the sector is -0.8%. Some responding live music 
companies may not have reported public funding (e.g., grants) as revenue generated. As such, those 
companies would maintain greater operating surpluses (or smaller deficits) than represented in this 
study. 

A categorical breakdown of expenditure is shown in Figure 14, below. It reveals that more than 70% 
of expenses go to labour and programming. Of the remaining 30%, marketing and rent/overhead are 
the biggest costs for live music companies. Additionally, companies reported on the portion of their 
expenditures that went to BC labour (51%) and BC programming costs (20%). 

Figure 14: Expenditure breakdown of BC live music companies 

 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity and Nordicity modelling 
 

In terms of overhead costs, 
companies reported rising rent 
and property taxes in the 
stakeholder interviews. Rent and 
other overheads constitute 5% of 
their total expenditure. With 
aging cultural venues, 
companies can also expect to 
spend more on facility 
maintenance, for which they 
currently spend around 1% of 
their total expenditure. 
Stakeholders also indicated that 

35%

20%

16%

7% 5% 4%
2%

Fixed Labour
Expenses

Programming
Expenses

Non-employee
labour

Marketing Rent and
Overhead

Equipment
rentals and
purchase

Other event costs
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Dear Rouge 
Photo credit: Allison Spargo 



HERE, THE BEAT: THE ECONOMIC IMPACT OF LIVE MUSIC IN BC 31 

artist fees have increased, with programming expenses currently making up 20% of total company 
expenditure. This is due, in part, to the value of Canadian currency as it was noted that most 
international artists needed to be paid in US dollars. As such, fluctuations in the value of the 
Canadian dollar can have a significant effect on expenses for live music companies around the 
province.  

In terms of other types of expenses on the rise, venues and festivals noted it was becoming costlier 
to ensure safe and secure events. Also, while labour spending currently makes up 35% of companies’ 
total expenditure, the skill shortage described by many stakeholders (Section 2.2.3) is likely to lead 
to increased labour spending in the near future. 

Per Figure 15, venues and festivals are spending considerably more on labour than on programming, 
while expenses across the board are fairly equal in the case of managers and promoters. 

Figure 15: Average labour and programming expenditure of BC live music companies 

 
n = 70 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 

In conclusion, expenses are rising along with revenues for live music companies in BC, although at 
variable rates.  

2.2.3 LABOUR 
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Figure 16: Total number of FTEs created in BC by the live music sector 

 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity and Nordicity modelling 

As shown in Figure 17, only 7% of live music company respondents saw a decrease in the number of 
employees in their organization. Furthermore, a majority expect to see their headcount increase next 
year. 

Figure 17: Change in headcount compared to last year reported by BC live music companies (% of respondents) 

 
n = 74 
Source: 2018 BC Live Music Survey – Nordicity 
As seen in Figure 18, the average salary paid by live music companies is $55,000. 
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