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The Rise of Innovation
Districts: A New Geography
of Innovation in America

Bruce Katz and Julie Wagner
Introducing Innovation Districts

s the United States slowly emerges from the Great Recession, a remarkable shift is occur-
ring in the spatial geography 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 call-
ing “innovation districts.” These districts, by our definition, are geographic areas where leading-edge
anchor institutions and companies cluster and connect with start-ups, business incubators, and accel-
erators.! 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 making and
social networking.?

In recent years, a rising number of innovative firms and talented workers are choosing to congre-
gate and co-locate in compact, amenity-rich enclaves in the cores of central cities. Rather than build-
ing on green-field sites, marquee companies in knowledge-intensive sectors are locating key facilities
close to other firms, research labs, and universities so that they can share ideas and practice “open
innovation.”

Instead of inventing on their own in real or metaphorical garages, an array of entrepreneurs are
starting their companies in collaborative spaces, where they can mingle with other entrepreneurs and
have efficient access to everything from legal advice to sophisticated lab equipment. Rather than sub-
mitting to long commutes and daily congestion, a growing share of metropolitan residents are choos-
ing to work and live in places that are walkable, bike-able, and connected by transit and technology.

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 typologies
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 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, Providence, San Francisco and Seattle where underutilized areas
(particularly older industrial areas) are being re-imagined and remade. Still others are taking shape in
the transformation of traditional exurban science parks like Research Triangle Park in Raleigh-Durham,
which are scrambling to meet demand for more urbanized, vibrant work and living environments.

Innovation districts represent a radical departure from traditional economic development. Unlike
customary urban revitalization efforts that have emphasized the commercial aspects of development
(e.g., housing, retail, sports stadiums), innovation districts help their city and metropolis move up the
value chain of global competitiveness by growing the firms, networks, and traded sectors that drive

BROOKINGS | May 2014

We Need to Focus Innovation Districts

ECONOMIC
ASSETS

INNOVATION

NETWORKING ECOSYSTEM

ASSETS

@ Unity

“Innovation is still an in-person activity”

Ryan Peterson (VP, Solutions at Unity Technologies)
November 16, 2021
Cascadia Innovation Summit, Vancouver



What are the models
that could work in Vancouver?
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Beyond MaRS and other megaprojects
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What model of innovation

EVOLUTION

OF INNOVATION DISTRICTS

THE

THE NEW GEOGRAPHY OF GLOBAL INNOVATION

JULIE WAGNER, BRUCE KATZ, AND THOMAS OSHA
THE GLOBAL INSTITUTE ON INNOVATION DISTRICTS

he rise of innovation districts continues.
In 2014, “The Rise of Innovation Districts:
A New Geography of Innovation in
America,” documented an emerging
urban geography of innovation that sits at the
intersection of economy-shaping, place-making.
and network-building.* The growth and rapid
evolution of this new geography is in response
to broader economic and demographic forces
including the pervasiveness of technology:

Innovation districts are, in essence, the physical
manifestation of a changing time where the
inherent characteristics of the city are enablers of
heightened connectivity and knowledge exchange.
Unlike science parks and science corridors that use
expansive greenways and parking lots to separate
institutions and companies, innovation districts

embrace the attributes of density and proximity to
facilitate collaborative, “open” innovation and strong
social networks. Inside these growing and ever-
changing districts, workers learn new ideas from
fellow workers, entrepreneurs learn from nearby
mentors, and venture capital firms are more likely to
wisely invest in a company they can observe.?

The reaction to the development of this new
urban model of innovation was nothing short of
astounding. It set off a wave of interest around
the world that was both palpable and inspiring
Cities representing all global regions—cities with
vastly different economic starting points, uniquely
structured by national and state policies, and with
distinctive economic and innovation strengths—
reached out to validate the findings of the paper
drawing on local empirical evidence.
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transformative changes
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