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AS THE UNITED STATES SLOWLY EMERGES FROM THE GREAT RECES-
SION, A REMARKABLE SHIFT IS OCCURRING IN THE SPATIAL GEOG-
RAPHY OF INNOVATION.

FOR THE PAST 50 YEARS, THE LANDSCAPE OF INNOVATION HAS BEEN 
DOMINATED BY PLACES LIKE SILICON VALLEY—SUBURBAN CORRIDORS OF 
SPATIALLY ISOLATED CORPORATE CAMPUSES, ACCESSIBLE ONLY BY CAR, 
WITH LITTLE EMPHASIS ON THE QUALITY OF LIFE OR ON INTEGRATING 
WORK, HOUSING AND RECREATION.

A new complementary urban model is now emerging, giving rise to 

what we and others are calling “innovation districts.” These dis-

tricts, by our definition, are geographic areas where leading-edge 

anchor institutions and companies cluster and connect with start-

ups, business incubators and accelerators.1 They are also physically 

compact, transit-accessible, and technically-wired and offer mixed-

use housing, office, and retail.

Innovation districts are the manifestation of mega-trends altering 

the location preferences of people and firms and, in the process, 

re-conceiving the very link between economy shaping, place mak-

ing and social networking.2 Our most creative institutions, firms 

and workers crave proximity so that ideas and knowledge can be 

transferred more quickly and seamlessly. Our “open innovation” 

economy rewards collaboration, transforming how buildings and 

entire districts are designed and spatially arrayed. Our diverse 

population demands more and better choices of where to live, work 

and play, fueling demand for more walkable neighborhoods where 

housing, jobs and amenities intermix.

Led by an eclectic group of institutions and leaders, innovation 

districts are emerging in dozens of cities and metropolitan areas in 

the United States and abroad and already reflect distinctive ty-

pologies and levels of formal planning. Globally, Barcelona, Berlin, 

London, Medellin, Montreal, Seoul, Stockholm and Toronto contain 

examples of evolving districts. In the United States, districts are 

emerging near anchor institutions in the downtowns and midtowns 

— 
Cover: The geography of Bar-
celona’s innovation dis-
trict, highlighted in blue, 
is located in the heart of 
the city.  It has served 
as an inspiration for many 
innovation districts in the 
United States.  
Credit: Barcelona City Council. 
Area of Economy, Business and 
Employment
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of cities like Atlanta, Baltimore, Buffalo, Cambridge, Cleveland, 

Detroit, Houston, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis and San Diego. 

They are developing in Boston, Brooklyn, Chicago, Portland, Provi-

dence, San Francisco and Seattle where underutilized areas (par-

ticularly older industrial areas) are being re-imagined and remade. 

Still others are taking shape in the transformation of traditional ex-

urban science parks like Research Triangle Park in Raleigh-Durham, 

which are scrambling to keep pace with the preference of their 

workers and firms for more urbanized, 

vibrant environments.

Innovation districts have the unique po-

tential to spur productive, inclusive and 

sustainable economic development. At 

a time of sluggish growth, they provide 

a strong foundation for the creation and 

expansion of firms and jobs by helping companies, entrepreneurs, 

universities, researchers and investors—across sectors and disci-

plines—co-invent and co-produce new discoveries for the market. At 

a time of rising social inequality, they offer the prospect of expand-

ing employment and educational opportunities for disadvantaged 

populations given that many districts are close to low- and moder-

ate-income neighborhoods. And, at a time of inefficient land use, 

extensive sprawl and continued environmental degradation, they 

present the potential for denser residential and employment pat-

terns, the leveraging of mass transit, and the repopulation of urban 

cores.

“�The trend is to nurture 
living, breathing 
communities rather than 
sterile remote compounds of 
research silos.”3
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Innovation districts constitute the ultimate mash up of entre-

preneurs and educational institutions, start-ups and schools, 

mixed-use development and medical innovations, bike-sharing and 

bankable investments—all connected by transit, powered by clean 

energy, wired for digital technology, and fueled by caffeine.

Given the vast distinctions in regional economies, the form and 

function of innovation districts differ markedly across the United 

States. Yet all innovation districts contain economic, physical, and 

networking assets. When these three assets combine with a sup-

portive, risk-taking culture they create an innovation ecosystem—

a synergistic relationship between people, firms and place (the 

WHAT THEY ARE
2

PHYSICAL 
ASSETS

ECONOMIC 
ASSETS

INNOVATION 
ECOSYSTEM

NETWORKING 
ASSETS

— 
All innovation districts 
contain economic, physical, 
and networking assets.

— 
Boston’s 1000-acre innova-
tion district along the 
South Boston waterfront.  
Credit: Boston Redevelopment 
Authority
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physical geography of the district) that 

facilitates idea generation and acceler-

ates commercialization.

Economic assets are the firms, insti-

tutions and organizations that drive, 

cultivate or support an innovation-rich 

environment. Economic assets can be 

separated into three categories:

Innovation drivers are the re-

search and medical institutions, the 

large firms, start-ups and entrepre-

neurs focused on developing cutting-edge technologies, prod-

ucts and services for the market. Due to regional variations in 

industry strengths, each district is comprised of a unique mix 

of innovation drivers. Tech driven industries most likely to be 

found in Innovation Districts include:

•	 High-value, research-oriented sectors such as applied sci-

ences and the burgeoning “app economy”

•	 Highly creative fields such as industrial design, graphic arts, 

media and architecture and

•	 Highly specialized, small batch manufacturing

Innovation cultivators are the companies, organizations or 

groups that support the growth of individuals, firms and their 

ideas. They include incubators, accelerators, proof-of-concept 

centers, tech transfer offices, shared working spaces and local 

high schools, job training firms and community colleges ad-

vancing specific skill sets for the innovation-driven economy.

Neighborhood-building amenities provide important support 

services to residents and workers in the district. This ranges 

from medical offices to grocery stores, restaurants, coffee 

bars, small hotels and local retail (such as bookstores, clothing 

stores and sport shops).4

— 
Robots come to life at 
Drexel University in 
Philadelphia’s innovation 
district. 
Credit: Halkin/Mason Photog-
raphy, courtesy of Drexel 
University
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Physical assets are the public and 

privately-owned spaces—buildings, 

open spaces, streets and other infra-

structure—designed and organized to 

stimulate new and higher levels of con-

nectivity, collaboration and innovation. 

Physical assets can also be divided into 

three categories:

Physical assets in the public 

realm are the spaces accessible to 

the public, such as parks, plazas 

and streets that become locales 

of energy and activity. In innova-

tion districts, public places are 

created or re-configured to be 

digitally-accessible (with high 

speed internet, wireless networks, 

computers and digital displays 

embedded into spaces) and to en-

courage networking (where spaces 

encourage “people to crash into 

one another”).5 Streets can also 

be transformed into living labs to 

flexibly test new innovations, such 

as in street lighting, waste collec-

tion, traffic management solutions 

and new digital technologies.

Physical assets in the private 

realm are privately-owned build-

ings and spaces that stimulate in-

novation in new and creative ways. 

Office developments are increas-

ingly configured with shared work 

and lab spaces and smaller, more 

affordable areas for start-ups. A 

— 
1. Coffee shops (like Detroit’s Great Lakes Coffee) are 
now places for entrepreneurs to work and network. 
Credit: Marvin Shaouni, originally published in Model D

— 
2. The newly constructed District Hall is the hub for 
Boston’s Innovation District, facilitating networking and 
idea-sharing. 
Credit: Gustav Hoiland
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new form of micro-housing is also 

emerging, with smaller private 

apartments that have access 

to larger public spaces, such as 

co-working areas, entertainment 

spaces and common eating areas.

Physical assets that knit the 

district together and/or tie it 

to the broader metropolis are 

investments aimed to enhance 

relationship-building and connec-

tivity. For some districts, knit-

ting together the physical fabric 

requires remaking the campuses 

of advanced research institutions 

to remove fences, walls and other 

barriers and replace them with 

connecting elements such as bike 

paths, sidewalks, pedestrian-ori-

ented streets and activated public 

spaces. Strategies to strengthen 

connectivity between the district, 

adjoining neighborhoods and 

the broader metropolis include 

infrastructure investments, such 

as broadband, transit and road 

improvements.

Networking assets are the relation-

ships between actors—such as individu-

als, firms and institutions—that have 

the potential to generate, sharpen and 

accelerate the advancement of ideas. 

Networks fuel innovation because they 

strengthen trust and collaboration 

within and across companies and in-

— 
The new M-1 streetcar line will connect the core ele-
ments of the Detroit innovation district—the midtown and 
downtown. 
Credit: Anderson Illustration
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— 
To help develop networks, 22@Barcelona organizes many 
events including their monthly networking breakfasts. 
Credit: Barcelona City Council. Area of Economy, Business and 
Employment

dustry clusters, provide information for 

new discoveries and help firms acquire 

resources and enter new markets.

Networks are generally described as 

either having strong ties or weak ties.6

Strong ties occur between people 

or firms with a working or profes-

sional history that have higher 

levels of trust, are willing to share 

more detailed information, and 

are more apt to participate joint 

problem solving. Networking as-

sets that build strong ties focus 

on strengthening relationships 

within similar fields. These types 

of assets include: “tech regulars” 

(where “techies” discuss problems 

or advances in their work as a 

collective), workshops and train-

ing sessions for specific fields, 

industry-specific conferences and 

meetings and industry-specific 

blogs for local firms and entrepre-

neurs.

Weak ties occur between people 

or firms working within different 

contexts or economic clusters 

where there is infrequent contact. 

Weak ties provide access to new 

information, new contacts and 

business leads outside of exist-

ing networks. Networking as-

sets that build weak ties focus 

on building new relationships 

“�It’s all about programming: 
choreographing ‘spontaneous’ 
opportunities for smart people to 
interact with each other. This is what 
separates us from traditional science 
parks.”7
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across sectors. Examples include: 

networking breakfasts (where 

experts and star innovators offer 

new insights in their fields fol-

lowed by open time to network), 

innovation centers, hack-a-thons 

across industry clusters such as 

life sciences and tech, tech-jam 

start-up classes and even the cho-

reographed open spaces between 

buildings.

Research indicates that both strong 

ties and weak ties are fundamental to 

the innovation process and firm suc-

cess.8
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WHERE THEY ARE
3

Burgeoning innovation districts can be found in dozens of cities 

and metropolitan areas across the United States. These districts 

adhere to one of three general models.

The “anchor plus” model, primarily found in the downtowns and 

mid-towns of central cities, is where large scale mixed-use develop-

ment is centered around major anchor institutions and a rich base 

of related firms, entrepreneurs and spin-off companies involved in 

the commercialization of innovation. “Anchor plus” is best exempli-

fied by Kendall Square in Cambridge (and the explosion of growth 

around MIT and other nearby institutions like Mass. General Hos-

pital) and the Cortex district in St. Louis (flanked by Washington 

University, Saint Louis University, and Barnes Jewish Hospital).

The “re-imagined urban areas” model, often found near or along 

historic waterfronts, is where industrial or warehouse districts are 

undergoing a physical and economic transformation. This change 

is powered, in part, by transit access, a historic building stock, 

and their proximity to downtowns in high rent cities, which is then 

supplemented with advanced research institutions and anchor 

companies. This model is best exemplified by the remarkable 

regeneration underway in Boston’s South Boston waterfront and 

Seattle’s South Lake Union area.

The third model, “urbanized science park,” commonly found in sub-

urban and exurban areas, is where traditionally isolated, sprawling 

areas of innovation are urbanizing through increased density and 

— 
Barcelona’s innovation dis-
trict, 22@Barcelona, is one 
of the earlier models found 
globally. 
Credit: Barcelona City Council.  
Area of Economy, Business and 
Employment
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an infusion of new activities (includ-

ing retail and restaurants) that are 

mixed as opposed to separated. North 

Carolina’s Research Triangle Park, 

perhaps the 20th century’s most iconic 

research and development campus, is 

the strongest validation of this model. 

In November, 2012, RTP unveiled a new 

50-year master plan that calls for a 

RE-IMAGINED 
URBAN AREA

ANCHOR PLUS 
MODEL

The reimagined 
urban areas model 
tends to be locat-
ed in older indus-
trial areas, often 
along waterfronts 
near downtowns

The anchor plus 
model tends to be 
located in the 
downtowns and mid-
towns of central 
cities.

URBANIZED  
SCIENCE PARK 
The urbanized sci-
ence park model 
tends to located 
in suburban and 
even exurban areas 

THE THREE TYPES OF INNOVATION DISTRICTS

greater concentration of buildings and 

amenities, including the creation of a 

vibrant central district, the addition of 

up to 1,400 multi-family housing units, 

retail and the possible construction of 

a light rail transit line to connect the 

park with the larger Raleigh-Durham 

region.9

Their location varies within a 
metropolis
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HOW TO GROW
4

Practitioners in leading edge innovation districts offer five pieces 

of advice:

First, build a collaborative leadership network, a collection of 

leaders from key institutions, firms and sectors who regularly and 

formally cooperate on the design, delivery, marketing and gover-

nance of the district. In advanced innovation districts in Barcelona, 

Eindhoven, St Louis and Stockholm, leaders found the Triple Helix 

model of governance to be fundamental to their success.10 The 

Triple Helix consists of structured interactions between industry, 

research universities, and government.

Second, set a vision for growth by 

providing actionable guidance for how 

an innovation district should grow and 

develop in the short-, medium- and 

long-term along economic, physical 

and social dimensions. Most practitio-

ners cite the importance of develop-

ing a vision to leverage their unique 

strengths—distinct economic clusters, 

leading local and regional institutions 

and companies, physical location and 

design advantages and other cultural  

attributes.

— 
One of Stockholm’s innova-
tion districts, Stockholm 
Life, is implementing a 
bold plan, which includes 
extending the district over 
a major highway. 
Credit: WSP

— 
Charting a course for this 
district’s future growth: 
the Cortex Master Plan in 
St. Louis. 
Credit: Ayers Saint Gross
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Third, pursue talent and technology 

given that educated and skilled workers 

and sophisticated infrastructure and 

systems are the twin drivers of innova-

tion. Pursuing talent requires attraction, 

retention and growth strategies; inte-

grating technology requires a commit-

ment to top notch fiber optics (and, in 

some places, specialized laboratory 

facilities) to create a high quality plat-

form for innovative firms.

Fourth, promote inclusive growth by 

using the innovation district as a platform to regenerate adjoining 

distressed neighborhoods as well as creating educational, employ-

ment and other opportunities for low-income residents of the city. 

Strategies in places as disparate as Barcelona, Detroit and Phila-

delphia have particularly focused on equipping workers with the 

skills they need to participate in the innovation economy or other 

secondary and tertiary jobs generated by innovative growth.

Finally, enhance access to capital to support basic science and 

applied research; the commercialization of innovation; entrepre-

neurial start-ups and expansion (including business incubators and 

accelerators); urban residential, industrial and commercial real 

estate (including new collaborative spaces); place-based infra-

structure (e.g., energy, utilities, broadband, and transportation); 

education and training facilities; and intermediaries to steward the 

innovation ecosystem. Districts in Cambridge, Detroit and St. Louis 

have successfully re-deployed local capital to meet these needs.

— 
22@Barcelona developed 
several programs to con-
nect area children with 
work and workers inside the 
district. 
Credit: Barcelona City Coun-
cil. Area of Economy, Business 
and Employment
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THE PATH 
FORWARD

5

The potential for the growth of innovation districts in the United 

States is exceptionally strong.

Virtually every major city in the United States has an “anchor plus” 

play given the confluence of a vibrant central business district, a 

strong midtown area and transit connecting the two.

Many cities and older suburban com-

munities are also making progress on 

“re-imagining urban areas,” reposi-

tioning underutilized sections of their 

community through investments in 

infrastructure (or infrastructure remov-

al), brownfield remediation, waterfront 

reclamation and transit-oriented devel-

opment.

Lastly, a handful of “urbanized science 

parks” (and their adjacent suburban 

communities) are clustering develop-

ment, encouraging density and creating spaces to allow individuals 

and firms to network openly.

The rise of innovation districts aligns with the disruptive dynamics 

of our era and represents a clear path forward for cities and metro-

politan areas. Local decision makers—elected officials and heads of 

large and small companies, local universities, philanthropies, com-

“�Innovation districts embody 
the very essence of cities: 
an aggregation of talented, 
driven people, assembled 
in close quarters, who 
exchange ideas and knowledge 
in a ‘dynamic process of 
innovation, imitation, and 
improvement.’”11

— 
Shared and private wet 
lab spaces in the Kendall 
Square innovation district 
help drive life science in-
novation at reduced cost.    
Credit: LabCentral, Inc.
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munity colleges, neighborhood councils and business chambers—

would be wise to unleash them. Global companies and financial 

institutions would be smart to embrace them. States and federal 

government should support and accelerate them. The result: a step 

toward building a stronger, more sustainable and more inclusive 

economy in the early decades of this young century. stop
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GOOGLE CAMBRIDGE

MIT MEDIA LAB

CAMBRIDGE INNOVATION CENTER
Facebook | Apple | Highland Capital | Charles River 
Ventures

BROAD INSTITUTE

MICROSOFT

PFIZER RESEARCH
TECHNOLOGY CENTER

LAB | CENTRAL

NOVARTIS INSTITUTES
FOR BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH

AMAZON

MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE
OF TECHNOLOGY

YAHOO!

GENOMICS
COLLABORATIVE

ACCELERON

Red Line to Harvard University

Red Line to Boston

1/4 mile

CHARLES RIVER

AKAMAI TECHNOLOGIES INC

KOCH CENTER FOR
INTEGRATIVE 

CANCER 
RESEARCH

WHITEHEAD INSTITUTE
FOR BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH

CAMBRIDGE: KENDALL SQUARE
Anchor Plus Model

Anchored by the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-

ogy (MIT), and connected by transit to Harvard, Mass 

General and other research and medical institutions, 

Cambridge’s Kendall Square is today’s iconic innova-

tion district.

Since its founding in 1861, MIT has emphasized uni-

versity/industry partnerships and the commercializa-

tion of ideas. Starting in the 1950s, the university has 

actively deployed university-owned land to support 

this goal. In the last two decades, this strategy has 

helped catalyze growth of a nationally significant life 

sciences/pharmaceutical cluster. It has also spurred 

the development of hundreds of small firms and at-

tracted several major technology companies.

The Cambridge Innovation Center (CIC), founded in 

1999 and housed in an MIT-owned building, is a good 

example of the interplay between the university and 

private sector. An independent organization, CIC has 

helped develop the modern concept of co-working 

while encouraging entrepreneurs and start-ups in its 

high quality environment. Firms at CIC have attract-

ed billions of dollars of seed funding and later-stage 

investment.

Making Kendall Square a dynamic residential district 

with associated amenities is now a focus in Cam-

bridge. Since 2005 nearly 1,000 new housing units 

have been built in the area, as well as many new 

restaurants and retail outlets.
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UNIVERSITY OF 
PENNSYLVANIA

UNIVERSITY OF THE SCIENCES

30TH STREET STATION

CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL
OF PHILADELPHIA

UNIVERSITY CITY
SCIENCE CENTER

Market-Frankford Trolley
to Center City

Market-Frankford Trolley
to West Philadelphia

VA HOSPITAL

UPENN INNOVATION
AND RESEARCH PARK

(PLANNED)

PENN ALEXANDER
SCHOOL

SCHUYLKILL RIVER

1/4 mile

WISTAR INSTITUTE

FIRST ROUND 
CAPITAL

DREXEL UNIVERSITY

CAMBRIDGE: KENDALL SQUARE
Anchor Plus Model

PHILADELPHIA: UNIVERSITY CITY
Anchor Plus Model

Home to the University of Pennsylvania, Drexel 

University, University of the Sciences and Children’s 

Hospital of Philadelphia, University City is leverag-

ing its assets in teaching, research, and medicine to 

become a hub of innovation and entrepreneurship.

The University City Science Center is a driving force 

behind this evolution. Founded in 1963 as the na-

tion’s first urban research park, today it comprises 31 

member institutions throughout Pennsylvania, New 

Jersey, and Delaware. Penn Medicine is anchoring 

the newest UCSC building, and Drexel has opened 

its ExCITe Center and (in partnership with UCSC) a 

tech incubator in the area. Both are part of Drexel’s 

Innovation Neighborhood project, which extends to 

30th Street Station. All told, UCSC’s 17-acre cam-

pus houses 2.5 million square feet of office and lab 

space, with business incubation, networking opportu-

nities, and support services for a cluster of emerging 

and established companies in life sciences, nanotech-

nology, IT and other sectors.

University City’s leaders are actively engaging with 

nearby neighborhoods. Drexel helped win a federal 

“Promise Zone” designation to revitalize Mantua, just 

north of the area. Penn and Drexel have also champi-

oned public education: Penn built and helps operate 

a nearby pre K-8 school, and Drexel is exploring a 

similar endeavor.
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ST. LOUIS UNIVERSITY
TECHSHOP ST. LOUIS

METROLINK
to Downtown St. Louis

METROLINK
to Washington

University

FOREST 
PARK

ST. LOUIS COLLEGE 
OF PHARMACY

@4240
CAMBRIDGE INNOVATION CENTER

COFACTOR GENOMICS

CORTEX I
BIOGENERATOR 
ACCELERATOR LAB

SHRINER’S HOSPITAL

FDA 

SOLAE/DUPONTBJC HEALTHCARE 
HOSPITAL CAMPUS

BJC 
HEALTHCARE

FUTURE CORTEX METRO 
STATION (2016)

WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY  
GENOME DATA CENTER

WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY  
GENOMICS INSTITUTE

CENTER FOR EMERGING 
TECHNOLOGIES
 BIOGENERATOR

GOLDFARB SCHOOL
OF NURSING

WASHINGTON 
UNIVERSITY

MEDICAL SCHOOL 
CAMPUS

1/4 mile

ST. LOUIS: CORTEX
Anchor Plus Model

The Cortex Innovation Community (Cortex) aims to 

make the core of St. Louis a platform for commer-

cialization and entrepreneurship and “a lively setting 

for work, play and living.”

Cortex was formed in 2002 by a consortium of an-

chor institutions, which pooled local institutional and 

philanthropic funds with state tax credits and city re-

sources. The goal is to transform a 200-acre corridor 

between St. Louis University, Washington University 

Medical School, and Barnes Jewish Hospital into a 

vibrant urban community and a center of research 

and enterprise, building on the city’s base of world-

renowned plant and life sciences research.

Several pieces of the strategy are already taking 

shape. Cortex is aggressively working to build a 

cluster of innovation centers to attract investment 

and stimulate entrepreneurial growth. The founding 

of the BioGenerator (a sophisticated accelerator) has 

helped close the funding gaps challenging dozens of 

local startups.

The Cortex West Redevelopment Corporation, the 

city-designated master developer of the area, has 

also sparked 1.5 million square feet of office and 

research space, housing, infrastructure, and retail, 

leveraging $500 million in public, private, and civic 

capital and creating 2,850 direct jobs to date; over 

10,000 jobs are projected upon completion of the $2 

billion buildout.
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DETROIT MEDICAL 
CENTER

M1 RAIL LINE

WAYNE STATE

COLLEGE FOR CREATIVE 
STUDIES

TECHTOWN

TAUBMAN CENTER FOR DESIGN EDUCATIONHENRY FORD HOSPITAL & 
INNOVATION INSTITUTE

DTE ENERGY

FORD FIELD &
COMERICA PARK

M@DISON BUILDING
BLUE CROSS BLUE SHIELD

COMPUWARE BUILDING

GUARDIAN BUILDING
DETROIT 
INTERNATIONAL 
RIVERFRONT

DETROIT RIVER

1/4 mile

DETROIT: DOWNTOWN, MIDTOWN
Anchor Plus Model

After decades of well-documented economic decline 

and population loss, Detroit intends to build on the 

assets of its Downtown and Midtown core by desig-

nating the area as an innovation district.

Current market momentum in the area reflects years 

of investment by dozens of public, private, and phil-

anthropic organizations. Corporate relocations—most 

notably the headquarters of Quicken Loans—have 

fueled a downtown renaissance, sparking the growth 

and attraction of IT and other firms as well as the ex-

pansion of housing and retail. Midtown’s resurgence 

can largely be attributed to anchor-driven expan-

sions and focused efforts to restore the urban fabric. 

Today, the entire 4.3 square mile area comprises just 

3.1 percent of the city’s land area—yet it has nearly 55 

percent of the city’s jobs, and 11 percent of its busi-

ness establishments. The soon-to-be built M-1 street-

car line will both serve and boost this activity.

The Detroit Innovation District (DID) is officially 

designated by the city, supported by the state, and 

governed by stakeholders from anchor institutions, 

the private and civic sectors. The District represents 

Detroit’s best potential to grow population and jobs 

in a way that both stimulates innovation and brings 

real value to residents and neighborhoods.

ST. LOUIS: CORTEX
Anchor Plus Model
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GATES FOUNDATION

FRED HUTCHINSON CANCER 
RESEARCH CENTER

SPACE NEEDLE

MUSEUM OF 
HISTORY AND INDUSTRY

UNIVERSITY OF 
WASHINGTON 

RESEARCH CAMPUS

1/4 mile

LAKE UNION

Streetcar to 
Downtown Seattle

ALLEN INSTITUTE FOR 
BRAIN SCIENCE

PATH

SEATTLE BIOMEDICAL 
RESEARCH INSTITUTE

NOVO NORDISK

NORTHEASTERN 
UNIVERSITY 
SEATTLE

BATTELLE SEATTLE RESEARCH CENTER

INSTITUTE FOR 
SYSTEMS BIOLOGY

AMAZON

SEATTLE: SOUTH LAKE UNION
Re-Imagined Urban Area

The rapid revitalization of South Lake Union 

(“SLU”)—from a run-down, low-rise warehouse 

district a mere decade ago to a vibrant, mixed-use 

engine of housing, transit and global technology and 

life science firms today—stands out as one of the 

most dramatic urban transformations in the United 

States.

The transformation has been spearheaded by Vulcan 

Real Estate, a company owned by Microsoft co-found-

er Paul Allen. In the aftermath of a failed referendum 

to approve a public park, Vulcan began to assemble 

distressed properties in the area. In the early 2000’s, 

it persuaded the University of Washington to locate 

its medical and bioscience campus in SLU. UW and 

the existing Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Cen-

ter fueled the growth of health care and life science 

firms. In the late 2000s, Amazon decided to locate 

its global headquarters in SLU, accelerating growth 

in not only housing and retail but also entrepreneur-

ial businesses.

The growth of SLU has been marked by a close pub-

lic/private partnership—including key public invest-

ments to build transit, fix congestion, and enhance 

energy—as well as extensive engagement of local 

neighborhoods and residents. Growth has been itera-

tive and incremental and built on trust and collabora-

tion.
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BOSTON: INNOVATION DISTRICT
Re-Imagined Urban Area

SEATTLE: SOUTH LAKE UNION
Re-Imagined Urban Area

In 2010, former Boston Mayor Tom Menino outlined a 

bold vision for a Boston Innovation District, arguing, 

“There has never been a better time for innovation 

to occur in urban settings ….”

Reconnected to the city with the “Big Dig” and Bos-

ton Harbor Cleanup projects, Boston’s once-isolated 

Seaport is transforming into a hub of innovation 

and entrepreneurship. While lacking a world-class 

research engine or an established cluster of firms, 

a powerful regional knowledge base combined with 

good infrastructure provided a strong foundation for 

growth. Since designation, more than 200 technol-

ogy, life science and other companies have moved 

into the District, adding over 6,000 jobs.

Several unique assets have helped to create what 

is now a dynamic, collaborative environment. Mass-

Challenge, the world’s largest startup accelerator, 

provides shared office space and no-strings attached 

grant financing to startup firms from around the 

globe. District Hall is the world’s first public innova-

tion building, providing civic gathering space for the 

innovation community. And Factory 63 is an experi-

ment in “innovation” housing, offering both private 

micro apartments and public areas for working, 

socializing, and events.

Success has wrought growing concerns about afford-

ability. Private investment is expected to add thou-

sands of housing units over the next few years.
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RALEIGH-DURHAM: RESEARCH TRIANGLE PARK
Urbanized Science Parkv

Recognizing that the 20th century model of sub-

urban science parks demands an update, Research 

Triangle Park (RTP) leaders are working to urbanize 

portions of the 7,000 acre park and its environs.

Hailed as a center of innovation since the late 1960s, 

by the mid-2000s RTP stakeholders became con-

cerned that the park’s sprawling structure and closed 

research environment could hinder its long term 

success. In response, in 2012 the RTP foundation 

released a new 50-year master plan for physically 

remaking the area, with the purpose of both enticing 

workers to live nearby, and keeping and attracting 

firms that want to benefit from the “random colli-

sions” that density and open innovation offer. “Many 

of today’s knowledge workers expect amenities and 

opportunities to connect and share ideas in a socially 

dynamic setting,” the plan observes. “The indepen-

dent campuses at RTP, mostly hidden behind trees, 

do not reflect this trend.”

Build-out of the urbanization plan will begin with 

Park Center, a nearly 100 acre site at the heart of 

RTP that will be redeveloped to include high-density 

residential and mixed-use buildings. RTP is also ad-

vocating for a new commuter rail system that would 

connect the park to the downtowns of Raleigh and 

Durham.
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